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Abstract

This thesis represents an original contribution to art historical scholarship in its investigation
of the overlaps between the art of the Catalan artist Joan Mir6 and the writings of French
philosopher Georges Bataille in the period 1930-1939. I examine three series of intimate,
private works undertaken by Mir6 in 1930, 1935-1936, and 1938-1939 through the lens
of contemporary Bataillean texts in order to identify corresponding themes, imagery, and
operations. I argue that not only does Bataillean thought represent a direct source of
influence on Mird’s work of this time, but also that the artist deliberately turns to this more
violent, un-idealised aesthetic in order to visually confront his own professional crisis, the
rise of fascism in his homeland, and the Spanish Civil War and start of the Second World
War.

My research has uncovered that Mir6 and Bataille share an interest in the anti-retinal.
Miré demonstrates this interest through his ‘assassination of painting’ and attacks on bodily
representation, and Bataille in his obsession with blindness—which Miré references in
1930 in his use of imagery from Bataille’s Story of the Eye and through his employment
of the informe. Bataille and Mir6 both use parody in advancing their aesthetic and political
missions. Bataille parodies the transpositional nature of Surrealist image-making, while
Miré mocks his own earlier artistic output. To this end, both employ ‘parodic landscapes’
that use the image of the volcano as a metaphor for political upheaval and to celebrate ‘real,
non-transpositional base matter. I argue that the work of both figures exhibit qualities of
the carnivalesque, in their interest in parody, ‘sacred’ (liberating) laughter, and excremental
imagery. A further, significant, consideration in this thesis is the transgressing of taboos in

Bataillean eroticism (and the overlaps between eroticism and war), of which I have identified



parallels in Mird’s work.

By considering MirG’s use of Bataillean themes in tandem with the artist’s passionate
Catalan nationalism, I argue that the influence of Bataille’s parody, eroticism, and violence
provided Miré with the tools to personally respond to the Civil War. This thesis opens a
new line of inquiry into Mir6 in the 1930s, and invites future considerations on Bataille’s

influence on Mird’s oeuvre.
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‘I personally don’t know where we are heading. The only
thing that’s clear to me is that I intend to destroy, destroy
everything that exists in painting. I have an utter contempt
for painting.’

—Joan Mird, interview with Francisco Melgar, 1931.

‘Intellectual ~despair results in neither weakness
nor dreams, but in violence. Thus abandoning certain
investigations is out of the question. It is only a matter of
knowing how to vent one’s rage; whether one only wants to
wander like madmen around prisons, or whether one wants

to overturn them.’

—Georges Bataille, “The “Lugubrious Game,” 1929.



Introduction

After the rue Blomet

Joan Miré and Georges Bataille are among the most conspicuous figures in Surrealist
scholarship of the past four decades. The importance of Bataille’s scandalous writings—
which challenged official Surrealist doctrines and which were marked by their base
materialism, contempt for idealism, and their violent eroticism—were reintroduced into
the Surrealist canon only as late as 1978 by Dawn Ades, with her inclusion of the journal
Documents in her exhibition catalogue Dada and Surrealism Reviewed.! Mird’s art, meanwhile,
was once written off almost exclusively as ‘childlike,” but has, since the mid 1990s, been
understood in ever-increasingly violent terms, primarily through his pledge in the late
1920s to ‘assassinate painting.” In investigating these two figures, I have found that
although Miré and Bataille occupied the same intellectual circles—firstly in André

Masson’s rue Blomet group and then around the Bataille-edited journal Documents—and

I Another early text to situate Bataille’s writings within the greater Surrealist context is Denis Holliet’s Ia
prise de la Concorde (Paris: Editions Gallimard, 1974).
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had many of the same close friends, there has not been any sufficient investigation into
how Miré’s proximity to Bataille may have influenced his artistic production. This thesis
seeks to fill this gap.

Rosalind Krauss did broach the subject in 1994 and, while her study has
significant limitations,” she ended her article ‘Michel, Bataille et moi’ by imploring future
art historians to consider that Miré6 may have—for a short time in the 1920s—been
swayed by Bataillean thought. Since then, no scholar has taken up Krauss’s call (nor has
Krauss herself in subsequent publications). Certain authors have acknowledged Bataille’s
short article on Mir6, which appeared in Documents in 1930, but these publications tend to
focus solely on interpreting Bataille’s writing on a small selection of Mird’s art, rather
than consider him as a source of influence on the artist. My thesis is the first to consider
the thematic similarities between Mird’s work and Bataillean thought during the period
1930-1939, establishing that Bataillean thought was a readily available, often direct
source of influence for Mird. It also considers Mird’s inclination towards violence,
eroticism, and his attack on representation through a Bataillean lens, as a way of
reflecting the mounting violence (the rise of fascism, the suppression of Catalan identity,
and Civil War) in his homeland.

One of the first areas that had to be explored when starting this project was
whether or not Mir6 and Bataille had actually met, and how well they might have known
one another. It seems likely that they would have been introduced at 45 rue Blomet in
Paris, the secondary Surrealist hub where Miré had his first Paris studio, which he
occupied from 1921 to 1926. Within the rue Blomet group, Miré and Bataille shared two
important, mutual, lifelong friends: the artist André Masson and writer Michel Leiris.
Masson, who led what would become the rue Blomet group, had an adjacent studio to

Mird’s. The two artists could not be more different in their working practices—Mird’s

2 See my analysis of these limitations in the ‘Literature Review’ (chapter 1) of this thesis.
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studio was pristine, while Masson’s was marked by ‘indescribable disorder and filth . . .
with its unbelievable clutter of paper, bottles, canvases, books, and household objects.’3
The two nevertheless formed a fast and lasting friendship; they would speak to one
another through a hole in their shared wall,* and Miré was also close with Masson’s wife,
Odette. He fondly recalls going to the neighbouring studio and bouncing Masson’s
daughter, Lily, on his knee.’ Eventually, Masson became increasingly involved in
Surrealism, to which he introduced Mird, and with Breton, who Mir6 says ignored his
work until he produced Harlequin’s Carnival (1924-1925).° Mir6 tells us that he ‘frequently’
attended Surrealist meetings with Masson, but rarely contributed to discussions.”

Mir6 characterised the rue Blomet as ‘friendship, an exalted exchange and
discovery of ideas among a marvellous group of friends,” brandy-fuelled nights, music
(‘which was scorned by the Surrealists’), and poetry readings.’® Leiris later remarked that
the camaraderie and mutual support was so strong that the rue Blomet group could easily
have formed its own independent school, if only its leader—Masson—had such
ambitions.” Masson described the rue Blomet as ‘the home of dissidence,”"” while Bataille
biographer Michel Surya’s notes that it was far freer ‘than Breton would ever tolerate.”'

This is likely because the group formed independently, rather than as a deliberate

Surrealist outpost; in fact, neither Miré nor Masson were ‘Surrealists” when they first

3 Joan Mir6, ‘Memories of the Rue Blomet,” transcribed by Jacques Dupin (1977). Translated by Paul
Auster and Patricia Matthews, in Joan Mird: Select Writings and Interviews, ed. Margit Rowell (Cambridge,
MA: Da Capo, 1992), 100.

4 A Joan Mird: Col*leccid Permanent d’art en Homenalge a Joan Mird (Barcelona: Fundacié Joan Miré Centre
d’Estudio d’Art Contemporani, 1986), 73.

5 Miro, ‘Memories of the Rue Blomet,” 103.

¢ Ibid.

7 Ibid.

8 Ibid., 101.

? Michel Leitis, ‘45, rue Blomet,” Revue de Musicologie 68, nos. 1/2 (1982): 60.

10 André Masson, Georges Charbonnier, and André Dimanche, Entretiens avec André Masson (Marseille: A.
Dimanche, 1955), 45.

11 Michel Sutrya, Georges Bataille: An Intellectual Biography, trans. Krzysztof Fijalkowski and Michael
Richardson (London: Vetso, 2002), 75.



INTRODUCTION 4

met."” In an interview with Surya, Masson describes the Surrealist hierarchy in religious
terms: if the rue Fontaine was the Vatican (and Breton the pope), then the rue Blomet
was like an non-ordained chapel (‘a big chapel but a chapel all the same,” ‘a meeting point
for friends’) that became absorbed and aligned itself with Breton’s leadership."’

Leiris was an almost daily visitor to the rue Blomet, oftentimes working on his
writing at Masson’s studio, which is how he met Mird. Leiris’s friendship was particularly
important for Miré, who remarked in 1977 that Leiris had ‘remained [his] closest

friend.”"*

Leiris also formed a very strong friendship with Bataille, and would serve as his
best man at his wedding to Sylvia Maklés in 1928."” The two remained friends until
Bataille’s death in 1962 and carried out an intimate correspondence, discussing matters as
personal as their psychoanalytic treatments with Dr. Adrien Borel, their relationships
with other Surrealists, and Bataille’s declining health.' Leiris introduced Bataille to the
rue Blomet group,'” where he soon after became a ‘regular.”’® He quickly became friends
with Masson on the basis of their shared love of ‘Nietzsche and Dostoyevsky, for Greek
myth, and for eroticism,” which set them apart from Breton’s tastes."” Masson later
confirmed that Mir6 shared these literary preferences.” Over the course of this
friendship, Masson would illustrate several of Bataille’s writings, including Histoire de ['oeil
(Story of the Eye) (1928), L’ Anus solaire (The Solar Anus) (1931), and Sacrifices (1936). It was

also while visiting Masson in Spain that Bataille completed his novel Le Blex du ciel (Blue of

Noon) in 1931.*'

12 Michel Leiris, interview with William Jeffett, in ‘Homage to 45, rue Blomet,” trans. William Jeffett and
Ariane Punset, Apollo 127, no. 313 (March 1988): 190.

13 André Masson, interview with Michel Surya, in Georges Bataille, 76.

14 Tbid.

15 Georges Bataille and Michel Leitis, Correspondence, ed. Louis Yvert, trans. Bernard Noél (London: Seagull
Books, 2008), 267.

16 'This correspondence is compiled and translated by Yvert and Noél in ibid.

17 Michel Leiris, ‘45, rue Blomet,” 59.

18 Surya, Georges Bataille, 77.

19 Tbid.

20 André Masson, interview with William Jeffett, in ‘Homage to 45, rue Blomet,” 190.

21 For more on Bataille and Masson’s collaborations, see Surya, Georges Bataille, 232.
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According to Leiris, Miré and Bataille met at the rue Blomet, but beyond this he
does not describe any relationship between the two.”” Miré himself seems to indicate a
stronger friendship with Bataille than Leiris describes. In 1927, Mir6 inscribed Bataille’s
name onto one of his canvases, which I would argue was a powerful gesture, as the
inclusion of proper names on a work was atypical of the artist. The existence of a
preparatory drawing for the work tells us that the decision to paint Bataille’s name onto
his canvas was not a spontaneous one. The background of Musique, Seine, Michel, Bataille et
moi (Figs. 1 and 2) appears as a dirty wash, as though the canvas had been submerged in
filthy water. Upon this background, in the upper left corner, Mir6 wrote the word
‘Musique’ in large script, underneath which he painted a large red circle. On the right-
hand side he painted five spirals formed by yellow, red, blue, and white dots, below
which he wrote ‘Seine’; in the bottom right corner of the composition, he has inscribed
‘Michel, Bataille et moi.’

The strongest evidence of a Bataille-Miré friendship comes from Mird’s
description of this painting, as transcribed by Jacques Dupin in 1977 under the title
‘Memories of the rue Blomet.” The scene, as Mir6 describes it, is meant to depict himself,
Leiris, and Bataille walking along the banks of the river Seine and his habit of throwing a
coin into the water for good luck and to watch the reflected lights of the city twinkle in
the ripples.” At the end of this vivid description, Miré reminisces: ‘Yes, Bataille, I knew
him well, but after the rue Blomet.”” Mird’s statement is ambiguous; we cannot know for
certain what he means by claiming that he ‘knew [Bataille] well.” Miré may be referring
either to a personal relationship or to a familiarity with Bataille’s work. ‘After the rue
Blomet’ is equally ambiguous. The year 1927 was, technically, ‘after the rue Blomet’ for

Miré, who had moved on to a new studio at Cite des Fusains, 22 rue Tourlaque by

22 Leiris, interview with Jeffett, 191. The fact that Miré and Bataille actually knew one another has not been
picked up in scholarship on either figure.

23 Mir6, ‘Memories of the Rue Blomet,” 103.

24 Tbid.



INTRODUCTION 6

January. If Mir6 is saying that he knew Bataille well in 1927—the year of his painting—
he is likely speaking of a personal relationship, since Bataille had not produced a
significant body of work by this point (S7ory of the Eye was not published until 1928).

In the late 1920s, Bretonian Surrealism would experience a fracturing, with
several of its members loosening their ties to the official movement, abandoning it
altogether, or becoming ‘excommunicated’ by its leader. There is not one unifying reason
for the splintering, but for Mird, at least, his decreased association with Surrealism proper
owed to the absolute control that Breton held over the movement’s direction.” Miré had
never officially pledged his allegiance to Surrealism, but was included in the group of
seventy-six people associated with the movement—former and current Surrealists,
former dadaists, associated groups, and independents (including Bataille)—to whom
Breton sent a very important letter in February of 1929.°° In this letter, Breton asked
whether the recipient supported ‘the ideal of a group endeavour, or should we abandon
all hope for concerted communal action.””” He then set out to ‘purge’ the group based, in
part, on their responses. Bataille and Leiris were officially disassociated from Surrealism;
Miré was not officially named, but his response to Breton’s call for collective action

shows a willing separation. Mir6 writes:

%5 Another reason for dissent within the group at this time was Surrealism’s increasing political
involvement (with the French Communist Party), although Miré does not comment on this. Mir6 and
Breton had by no means a close relationship, but still one that appeared to be cordial. Leiris describes
Miré and Breton as having a ‘very easy’ relationship, but does not consider Mir6é to have been a
Surrealist. (See Leiris, interview with Jeffett, 191.) Mir6é was not particularly star-struck with Breton; in
1928, he described their first meeting, at which Paul Eluard was also present: ‘they [Breton and Eluard]
struck me as being revolutionary, but within the blandest sort of traditionalism.” (See Joan Mird, ““A
Conversation with Joan Mir6” by Francesc Trabal.” Translated by Paul Auster and Patricia Matthews, in
Joan Mird: Selected Writings and Interviews, ed. Margit Rowell (Cambridge, MA: Da Capo, 1992), 95.)
Breton sustained an interest in Mird’s work, even after the artist moved away from Surrealism. In 1958,
Breton wrote poems corresponding to each painting from Mird’s Constellation series (1939-1941),
executed while the artist was in exile during the Second World War. For more on the Constellations, see
Paul Hammond, Constellations of Mird, Breton (San Francisco: City Lights Books, 2000).

26 Mark Polizzotti, Revolution of the Mind: The Life of André Breton (Boston: Black Widow, 2009), 280.

27 André Breton, letter, 12 February 1929. Translated by Auster and Matthews, in Joan Mird: Selected Writings
and Interviews, 107.
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There is no doubt that when action is taken, it is always the result of a collective
effort. Nevertheless, I am convinced that individuals whose personalities are
strong or excessive, unhealthy perhaps, deadly if you like—that is not the
question here—these people will never be able to give in to the militarylike

discipline that communal action necessarily demands.”®

A letter from Max Ernst to the dealer Camille Goemans on 2 June 1926 suggests that
Miré’s move away from Surrealism began two years before his rejection of collective
action. Breton chastised Ernst and Mir6 for their involvement with the Ballets Russes,

and Ernst writes that Breton

had not counted on my leaving [the Surrealist group]. He had believed that,
humbly, I would have confessed and that, after several months of penitence, 1
would have received my general absolution. Nor had he reckoned that I would be

followed by Fluard, Arp, and Miré.”

As Surya notes, in subjecting Mir6 and Ernst to ‘moral judgment,” Breton was beginning
to ‘adopt an attitude that was inherently idealist,” which was precisely what the original
rue Blomet group had rejected from its outset.”

Many of those ‘dissident’ Surrealists purged in 1929, attracted by Bataille’s anti-
idealist stance, went on to form the editorial board of the journal Documents, of which

Bataille had just become the general secretary. These included Leiris, Georges Limbour,

28 Joan Mir6, statement in Variétés, June 1929. Translated by Auster and Matthews, in Joan Mird: Selected
Writings and Interviews, 108.

29 Max Ernst, letter to Camille Goemans, 2 June 1926, Archives et Musée de la Littérature, Bibliotheque
Royale, Brussels. Quoted and translated by Anne Umland, in Joan Mird: Painting and Anti-Painting, 1927~
1937 (New York: The Museum of Modern Art, 2008), 5. As chapter 2 of this thesis explores, Ernst’s
‘abandonment’ of Surrealism was hardly permanent.

30 Surya, Georges Bataille, 114.
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Jacques-André Boiffard, Roger Vitrac and Robert Desnos. Until this point, Bataille had
been of little consequence to Breton, but now that he was in a position to lure Surrealists
to his cause, the two embarked upon a bitter rivalry, attacking one another over the
course of several publications in the late 1920s and early 1930s.” Significantly, Mir6 was
granted three articles in Documents over the course of its two-year run. In these articles,
Miré’s work is praised for its destructive qualities, its move away from the innocent
depictions of the Catalan countryside, and its mounting violence. In Mird’s debut in
Documents, Leiris writes of his art as ‘sakes’ (‘dirtied’) rather than painted, as a ruined
building whose walls are covered with generations of graffiti.”” In the following year, Catl
Einstein wrote a review of Mird’s recent papiers collés, in terms of an ‘assassination’ and as
a rejection of the ‘charm’ of his eatlier works.” Bataille’s short article on the artist, Joan
Miré: Peintures récentes,” also praises Mird’s attack on painting, framing it as a
disintegration of reality into dust.’® Fach of these characterisations recounts a very
different side of Miré than the one Breton described in his 1928 Le surréalisme et la
peinture, in which he backhandedly praises Mir6 (who had already pledged to ‘assassinate
painting’) for ‘limiting” himself as an artist, by ‘giving himself up utterly to painting, and
painting alone,” and for being an artist whose work is not concerned with the ‘chemistry
of the intellect’ and is ‘childlike.” While Leiris, Einstein, and Bataille all reference (to
varying degrees) the element of the childlike in Mird’s work, they refer not to
whimsicality but to the destructive mark-making of a child who attacks a blank piece of
papet.

While the majority of scholarly writing that has investigated Bataille’s article on

Miré sees the opening of the 1930s as the end of Mird’s crisis of anti-painting and of any

31 These attacks are outlined in chapter 5 of this thesis.

32 Michel Leitis, Joan Mitd,” Documents 1, no. 5 (1929): 264.

33 Carl Einstein, ‘Joan Mir6 (Papiers collés a la galerie Pierre),” Documents 2, no. 4 (1930): 241-243.

3 Georges Bataille, Joan Miré: Peintures récentes,” Documents 2, no.7 (1930): 399.

3% André Breton, Le surrealisme et la peinture (1928), in Surrealism and Painting, ed. Mark Polizzotti, trans.
Simon Watson Taylor (Boston: MFA Publications, 2002), 36—38.
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connection with Bataille,” my thesis is interested in how this relationship was sustained
after the end of Documents. To this end I have uncovered primary source material linking
these two figures after the year 1930, which has not previously been published in Mir6
scholarship. We know, for instance, that Mir6 owned several of Bataille’s novels. The
Fundacié Joan Miré in Barcelona has preserved the artist’s impressive personal library,
which contains copies of Bataille’s writings published after 1930. These include two
copies of Le Coupable suivi de 1.’ Alleluiah (1944), La Peinture prébistorique: Lascaux ou la
naissance de l'art (1955), and Le Blen du ciel (1957). Two of these publications have
handwritten inscriptions from Bataille to Mir, expressing friendship and admiration.

These inscriptions (Figs. 3 and 4, respectively) read:

A Joan Miré, / avec la vielle et tres fidéle amitié / et avec la profonde admiration
de / Georges Bataille
(To Joan Mird, / with the old and most loyal friendship / and with the profound

admiration of / Georges Bataille)

A Joan Miré / avec I’amitié toujours éblouie de / Georges Bataille

(To Joan Miré / with the always fascinated friendship of / Georges Bataille)

We also know that Mir6—along with Masson, Ernst, Jean (Hans) Arp, Pablo Picasso,
Alberto Giacometti, and others—donated some of his work to an auction at the Hotel
Drouot in Paris for the benefit of Bataille, organised by Maurice Rheims on 17 March

1961.” Bataille was dying, and the proceeds from this auction allowed him to secure a

36 See my ‘Literature Review’ for more on this point.
37 Surya, Georges Bataille, 580. It is not known which works Mir6 donated.
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flat on rue Saint-Sulpice, where he lived out his last months before passing away on 8

July.

“The Boundary of Horror’

The reason I have chosen to introduce this thesis with an overview of the biographical
facts pertaining to Miré and Bataille is to support my research questions—In what ways
do Miré’s and Bataille’s work display thematic overlaps? And, is it possible that Bataille’s
writings provided a source of influence for Mir6?—and also to make two conditions of
this thesis clear from the outset. Firstly, the decision to investigate Miré and Bataille is
not arbitrary, but rather these biographic overlaps show there was a personal relationship
between these two figures (the degree to which is unknown), which justifies a rereading
of Mird’s anti-painting period through a Bataillean lens. Secondly, it is not the position of
this thesis to suggest that Miré abandoned or rejected Bretonian Surrealism in favour of
Bataille. Even in his eatliest experience of the Parisian avant-garde, at the rue Blomet,
Miré engaged with many sources not backed by Breton’s official movement (referred to
throughout this thesis as Surrealism with a capital ‘S’) and demonstrated a lifelong
resistance to being categorised as a part of any official movement. This thesis considers
the likelihood that, when Miré distanced himself from Surrealism proper (he did not
relinquish its hold altogether), he followed his closest friends in turning to Bataille’s work
as an additional area of influence, through whose transgression the artist could confront
his personal and political anxieties of the 1930s.

In answering these research questions, this thesis examines three series of works
completed by Mir6 in the 1930s, all of which depict figural subject matter. There are two

chapters devoted to each series, and every chapter investigates Mird’s work through a
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different text (or texts) by Bataille. Each of these series has had very little previous
scholarly representation, and many of the images described appear to have been created
as private works of art, that is, as emotional responses to contemporary events. My
argument employs three primary methodologies, the first of which is an analysis of
Miré’s work through Bataillean theory. Secondly, each series is read through its historical
context, which involves such areas as the Catalan nationalist movements, the bienio negro,
the Spanish Civil War, the rise of totalitarianism in Europe, and the anticlericalism of the
Spanish left in the 1930s. Mir6 was a passionate Catalan nationalist and—given the
political context of the period—this fact is a major consideration throughout the thesis.
Thirdly, this thesis relies heavily on visual analysis and iconographic readings of Mird’s
drawings and paintings and the affinities with Bataillean imagery. This is a very visual
thesis, which is why I have elected to include the images in a second volume. This allows
the reader the freedom to view the works simultaneously, without disrupting the
formatting of the thesis or distracting from the text. It also allows me to reproduce
certain works like The Hunter (Catalan Landscape) or The Farm, which are discussed in more
than one chapter, multiple times as points of comparison for the more transgressive
works of the 1930s, so that the reader is not required to flip back and relocate the image.
I believe the reader must have the particular work in front of her or him in order to best
grasp the conceptual connections I am making with Bataille’s writing. Other
methodologies used in this thesis are a psychoanalytic reading, which is used particularly
in chapter 5, in analysing the use of excremental imagery in Mird’s work, and an analysis
of the ‘savage paintings’ through the Bakhtinian carnivalesque in chapter 4.

The first chapter of this thesis reviews the relevant extant literature pertaining to
my argument. Chapters 2 and 3 analyse a series of drawings that are contained in two
notebooks dated November 1930, which are currently held in the archives of the

Fundaci6é Joan Miré in Barcelona. Within these notebooks are seventy-nine drawings of
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distorted, monstrously deformed human figures. Chapter 2 (‘Formless Figuration’)
establishes the context of Mird’s anti-painting period in order to argue that this new,
aggressive approach to figuration was part of the artist’s greater attack on representation.
The ambiguous genitalia and additions and mutilations of limbs are then read through
Bataille’s ‘operation’ of the znforme (formlessness), the antithesis of categorisation, which
disrupts classifications and interpretation and ‘servant a déclasser’ (‘serves to bring things
down in the world’).”® This is placed within the 1990s debate in Bataillean scholarship
over whether figurative art can be classed as znforme. Chapter 3 (‘A Tear in the Eye’)
examines the iconographic similarities between this series of drawings and Bataille’s
imagery in Story of the Eye, aligning Mird’s work with Ernst and Masson, who also
referenced Bataille’s novella in their contemporary work. Mird’s treatment of the eye in
these drawings is situated within the greater Bataillean and Surrealist interest in violating
the eye.

The second of Miré’s series analysed through Batailean thought in this thesis is a
group of twelve oils on copper and temperas on Masonite (with six paintings in each
medium) depicting the Catalan countryside, begun in 1935 and completed just before the
outbreak of the Spanish Civil War in 1936. I undertake a visual analysis of these ‘savage
paintings,” arguing that the crisis of anti-painting had now given way to a political
catastrophe, and that the innovations in figuration and the newfound aggressiveness that
Miré cultivated in 1930 were now being applied to confront political affairs. In these
compositions, Mir6 directly recycles and references iconography and settings from his
pastoral scenes of the early 1920s—and strips these motifs of their eatlier associations in
order to depict desolate and disquieting scenes representative of Spain on the brink of

war. I argue that the savage paintings are responses to the bienio negro, a turbulent period

3 Georges Bataille, ‘Informe,” Documents 1, no. 7 (1929): 382. Translated by Allan Stoekl et al., in Visions of
Excess: Selected Writings, 1927-1939, ed. Alan Stoekl (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press), 31.
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in Spanish history marked by increasingly violent clashes between the political left and
right.

Chapter 4 (“The Parodic Landscape’) argues that Miré uses this resurrected
imagery in a cruel parody of his earlier work, transgressing his former, idyllic subject of
the Catalan peasant who is in harmony with his surroundings. This chapter reads the
savage paintings through the notion of parody described by Bataille in his short text The
Solar Anus, which was first published in 1931 and in which he posits a violent, erotic
world that is entirely parodic, in which every form, substance, and force is the parody of
another. I argue that, in their respective works, Mir6 and Bataille both employ the image
of the active volcano as a metaphor for violent social upheaval and represent a world that
is (literally) turned inside out. One particular savage painting, Figures and Birds in a
Landscape (1935), whose raucous and highly sexualised scene seemingly contrasts the
sombre desolation of the rest of the series, is read through the notion of liberating
laughter, as it appears in the work of Bataille and Friedrich Nietzsche; the carnivalesque,
as described by Mikhail Bakhtin; and the connection between laughter and parody.

Chapter 5 is a focused, in-depth examination of Man and Woman in Front of a Pile
of Excrement (1935), one of the savage paintings. I investigate the roots of excremental
imagery in Mird’s work, arguing that the motif once represented a symbol of rebirth (as a
fertiliser), but in his 1930s works becomes a mocking symbol of Spain’s political
landscape. The artist’s interest in shit imagery, I argue, can be linked to the Catalan
fondness for scatological humour and to the frequent occurrence of excremental subject
matter in the region’s folklore. Furthermore, I interpret Mird’s depiction of the turd
motif—which stands rigidly upright atop a hill, surrounded by a yellow-green glow—
through the associations between faeces and treasure in the theories of Sigmund Freud
and through the depictions of religious visions by Spanish Golden Age painters. I argue

that Miré’s mocking celebration of shit recalls Bataille’s own exaltation of base matter,
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set forth in several of his writings. Mird’s use of the motif is also read through the
Bataille-Breton polemic on materialism versus transposition, during which the
excremental imagery of the Marquis de Sade and Salvador Dali was invoked by both
authors in support of their causes.

The final series analysed in this thesis, in chapters 6 and 7, comprises
approximately twenty works on paper (namely watercolour drawings) completed between
1938 and 1939 that depict savagely eroticised female figures in a variety of scenarios
relating to war. Unlike the works investigated in earlier chapters, these drawings were not
(as far as we know) conceived of as a series; however, because they contain such strongly
overlapping themes and iconography, they are presented in this chapter as a unified
whole and are referred to as Miré’s ‘woman drawings’ (1938-1939).” Of the series
examined in this thesis, the woman drawings are the least known, with only one (Woman
in Revolt [1938]) having received any scholarly attention.” Chapter 6 (‘Mird’s Milicianas’)
evaluates the parallels between the depiction of the female nude in these works in terms
of Bataillean eroticism, specifically in the shared nature of eroticism and war as
transgressions of taboos. These works share elements of the #nforme sexuality and
figuration first introduced by the artist in 1930, which is first discussed in my second
chapter. I also examine the drawings—which are precisely dated—in relation to the
corresponding events of the Spanish Civil War and within the contemporary
sociopolitical context, which required the deeply Catholic nation to adjust to an influx of
women into the public sphere—as new members of both the workforce and the military.
Another primary concern of chapter 6 is a comparison of this private series with Mird’s

contemporary contributions to Republican propaganda (which included only male

3 T have decided to call them by this name because Miré himself inscribed the backs of a great many of the
drawings with titles involving the word ‘woman’: Woman in Revolt, for instance. These works are part of
a larger collection of drawings (approximately sixty-five) that Mir6 completed duting the last year of the
Spanish Civil War.

40 See the ‘Literature Review’ for more on Woman in Revolt.
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subjects), as well as with the depictions of women in Picasso’s Guernica (1937). Through
these comparisons, I argue that the private nature of Mird’s woman drawings afforded
him the ability to transgress the contemporary, state-approved depictions of
womanhood, instead producing works that merge the erotic and violent, which would, at
the time, have been unacceptable for public display.

This thesis concludes with chapter 7 (‘Surrealism and the Sacred Heart’), a case
study of a particular woman drawing, Woman with Necklace (1938), in which I argue that
Miré has revived the flaming heart motif, which he commonly used in the 1920s, but
which had largely disappeared from his work in the 1930s. After performing a detailed
visual analysis, through which I argue that this motif is indeed a flaming heart, I situate
Mird’s revived use of the symbol within modern Spain’s cult of the Sacred Heart, its use
by Francisco Franco, and its blasphemous depictions by other Surrealists. I then compare
Miré’s use of the flaming or Sacred Heart in this drawing with Bataille and Masson’s
Acéphalic man (who holds this symbol in his hand), arguing that both depictions employ
the icon as a violent and parodic symbol of anticlericalism and antifascism.

The title of this thesis, Boundaries of Horror: Joan Mir and Georges Bataille, 1930-
1939, comes from an entry in Bataille’s ‘Critical Dictionary,” published in Documents in
1929 (in the issue before Miré made his debut), that is titled ‘L’oeil: friandise cannibale’
(‘Bye: Cannibal Delicacy’). In the entry, Bataille writes: ‘la séduction extréme est
probablement a la limite de ’horreur’ (‘extreme seduction is probably at the boundary of
horror’)."! This title, I believe, is apt for two reasons. Firstly, Bataille’s original use of the
phrase to describe the eye-cutting scene in Luis Bufiuel and Dali’s film Un Chien andalou
(1929) captures the prevailing anti-retinal attitude of Mird’s anti-painting crisis.
Furthermore, a number of themes emphasised within this thesis can be thought of in

terms of ‘boundaries.” Mir6, for instance, finds himself in many ways on the boundary

41 Georges Bataille, ‘L’oeil,” Documents 1, no. 4 (1929): 216.
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between Bataillean and Bretonian thought, pledging total allegiance to neither camp.
Further, anti-painting exists at the boundary of representation—paradoxically employing
visual means to attack art itself. The zuforme bodies Mir6é depicts are at the boundary of
tiguration, of male and female and of human and non-human, while the operation of
parody on which Mir6 and Bataille both rely represents the boundary between the
referent and the transgressed. During the two years of the bienio negro, Spain teetered at
the boundary of war, which eventually gave way to the Spanish Civil War; the rest of
Europe felt the same effects only a few years later, when the Second World War broke
out. Returning Bataille’s term ‘boundary’ to its original use are Miré’s depictions of
women at war, whose sexuality and militancy hover between the boundary of eroticism

and violence.



Chapter 1

1 sterature Review

In reviewing the extant literature concerning Joan Mird’s relationship to Georges Bataille,
one finds that there are no sources on the topic prior to 1994, and that, while select
subsequent scholarly works have examined Miré through a Bataillean lens, none have
identified a sustained interest, on Mird’s part, in Bataillean thought outside of the artist’s
engagement with the journal Documents or past the year 1930. Although Mir6 entered the
pages of Bataille’s journal Documents three times during its fifteen issues, no art historian
had seriously considered the relationship between these two figures until the publication
of Rosalind Krauss’s breakthrough article ‘Michel, Bataille et moi,” published in October in
1994. Krauss takes her title from a 1927 painting by Mir6 entitled Musique, Seine, Michel,
Bataille et moi, and she asks why, if Mir6 wrote Bataille’s name onto one of his canvases,
has no subsequent critic, curator, or art historian investigated the impact of Bataille, or of

Documents, on the artist. According to Krauss, the answer to this question concerns the
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supreme power that André Breton wielded over the critical reception of Surrealism’s
artists. Consequently, Breton ‘mesmerised’ art historians with his explanations of works,
which, for Mir6, meant that his artistic production was characterised either ‘under the
rubric of childishness’ or as a ‘painter’s painter.”’ Importantly, Krauss acknowledges the
erotic element in the artist’s work, positing the existence of a third Mir6, one whom she
compares to a deviant offering to share his ‘dirty pictures.”

Interestingly, until my own thesis, Krauss’s eighteen-page article has remained the
only source that reads Mird’s work through a text by Bataille published outside of
Documents. Krauss focuses principally on the ambiguous iconography in Mird’s works of
the mid 1920s—whereby Mird’s stylisation of a particular symbol triggers associations
with other icons: the vulva’s hairs and bulblike shape recall a comet, the parts of a flower,
or the body and legs of a spider.’ She then reads this chain of symbols through the
‘metaphoric chains’ of images identified in Bataille’s 1928 erotic novella Histoire de ['oeil
(Story of the Eye), in which the author configures a series of associations around the round
form—including eggs, the sun, testicles, the eye, and the vaginal opening. This type of
image-making was first identified in Bataille’s work by Roland Barthes, in his influential
1963 essay ‘La métaphore de 'oeil” (“The Metaphor of the Eye’).4

Ultimately, Krauss cannot reconcile the reliance on metaphor of Mird’s ‘dream
paintings’ of the 1920s with Bataille’s emphatic rejection of metaphor, sublimation, and
‘elevation’ in any form. For Krauss, Bataille’s anti-metaphorical stance was so resolute

that even Barthes’s analysis of S#ory of #he Eye is called into question.” Krauss writes:

! Rosalind Krauss, ‘Michel, Bataille et moi,” October, no. 68 (Spring 1994): 3.

2 Ibid.

3 Ibid., 6.

4+ Roland Barthes, ‘La métaphore de loecil,” in Roland Barthes: Oenvres Complétes, ed. Eric Marty (Paris:
Editions du Seuil, 1993). Originally published in Critigue (1963). Barthes’s argument is described in
detail in chapter 3 of this thesis.

5> Contrasting Krauss’s view is the work of many scholars for whom Barthes’s analysis of Story of the Eye is
so enormously important that is it nearly impossible to read Bataille’s work without it. See, for instance,
Patrick ffrench, The Cut: Reading Bataille’s Histoire de ['oeil (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000), 7.



CHAPTER 1 19

And yet no matter how important we may think Barthes’s analysis is of the role
of the metaphorical chains in Szory of the Eye, we have to acknowledge that
Bataille’s avowed aesthetic, enunciated many times over in the essays in
Documents, was hostile to metaphor in any form, whether poetically happenstance

or coldly structuralist.’

According to Krauss, there was a ‘general agreement in the Mir6 reception that 1930 is
somehow a write-off in Mird’s artistic trajectory,” and she characterises Mird’s
engagement with Documents as ‘a suicidal moth’ moving ‘closer and closer to the flame of
Bataille.” She concludes that Miré sustained no serious interest in Bataille’s aesthetic
after 1933 (although she does suggest that there may be some ‘reverberations’ in one

particular 1938 work, which I will discuss momentarily), characterising him as

an artist who was determined to survive, and who must have instinctively felt
that, however seductive Bataille’s aesthetic of the ‘real’ might have been, however
extraordinary the lure of the big toe, he could not embrace it and continue as a
painter. So this is a story of a refugee who went to a strange and dangerous shore

and almost foundered but was determined to come back.?

While chapter 3 of my own investigation into a Bataillean Mir6 also considers the
artist’s use of chains of images recalling those in Szory of the Eye, this thesis is absolutely
distinct from Krauss’s argument in both its content and scope. Regarding the use of
metonymic chains (which I feel is a more appropriate term than Krauss’s ‘metaphoric’),

Krauss’s article examines Mird’s work of the 1920s—produced before the publication of

6 Krauss, ‘Michel, Bataille et moi,” 11.
7 Tbid., 17-18.
8 Ibid., 18.
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Story of the Eye, and so any similarities to Bataillean image-making can only be understood
as coincidental. Furthermore, she looks at the similarities in iconography between
paintings produced years apart. I, on the other hand, have identified a metonymic chain
in Mird’s work that Krauss has not mentioned: the exacf chain used by Bataille in S7ory of
the Eye, involving the egg, testicles, sun, and eye, all contained within a single painting:
The Hunter (Catalan Landscape) (1924). While the connection to Bataille is coincidental at
this point in Mird’s career, I traced the use of this chain of images and found that in
1930, after Story of the Eye was published, Mir6 subjects this imagery to a violent
eroticism; specifically, he conflates his symbols for the eye and vulva in a manner that
mirrors the final scene in Bataille’s novella.

The two sources that are particularly useful for situating my discussion on the
thematic overlaps between Mird’s 1930 drawings and S#ry of the Eye are David Hopkins’s
book Dada’s Boys: Masculinity after Duchamp (2007) and Raymond Spiteri’s article
‘Envisioning Surrealism in Histoire de ['oeil and La femme 100 tétes (2004), both of which
examine the similarities between Story of the Eye and the work of Max Ernst. Hopkins’s
section ‘“The Story of the Eye: Ernst, Breton, Bataille’ establishes the two ways of seeing
depicted by Ernst in his work: outward-directed, ‘scopophilic’ vision, which Hopkins
describes as ‘fundamental to the libidinal drives of the male,” and the inward gaze linked
to artistic vision.” Hopkins suggests Bataille’s S#ory of the Eye as a possible source for
Ernst’s series A intérieur de la vue: 1. oenf (1929), which is devoted to the theme of ‘turned
in vision."" Hopkins explains that although Ernst was firmly aligned with Breton, he
seems able, nevertheless, to move easily between Bretonian and Bataillean principles.'' In
these paintings, completed one year after the publication of Story of the Eye, Hopkins

observes that Ernst achieves the transposition from eye to egg on two levels—visually

° David Hopkins, Dada’s Boys: Masculinity After Duchamp (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2007), 71.
10 Ibid.
1 Ibid., 73.
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and verbally, in a way similar to what Barthes describes in “The Metaphor of the Eye."?
The visual transposition occurs on the basis of shape (in the rounded shape of the
composition), while the verbal alteration is achieved by ‘the shift from the word oes/ to
oenf, with the letter “o” at the start of each word providing a further visual trigger.”’
Hopkins argues that, as a result, these images—which feature bird and egg forms
contained within a golden, egg-shaped vessel—turn ‘the eye into a vessel for gestation.™*
The implication of Ernst’s act, Hopkins insists, is that the interior (or visionary) eye, so
often associated with artistic genius and the Romantic paintings of Caspar David
Friedrich, now joins the outward eye as a sexualised emblem."

Raymond Spiteri’s ‘Envisioning Surrealism in Histoire de ['oeil and La femme 100
tétes’ discusses the iconographic role of the eye in Bataille’s and Ernst’s work. Using one
example from Bataille’s ‘dissident’ Surrealism (S7ory of the Eye) and one from ‘traditional’
Surrealism (Ernst’s collage novel, La femme 100 tétes [The hundred-headless woman]) (1929),
Spiteri argues that these two factions are linked by their mutual use of the eye as a vessel
for imagination, and that this circumstance is where Bataille’s thought is closest to
Breton’s."® Spiteri begins by examining the similarities between two admittedly different
scenes: the final tableau in Sty of the Eye and Exnst’s Germinal, my sister, the hundred-beadless
woman (in the background, in the cage, the Eternal Father) (1929, plate 23). What these two
scenes share, according to Spiteri, is the ‘equation between the eye, castration, and the
female genitals,” made implicit in S7ory of the Eye by the insertion of the severed eye into
Simone’s vagina and echoed in La fermme 100 fétes as the female character strokes the head

of a man in her lap, her left index and middle finger framing his left eye in an implied

12 Hopkins, Dada’s Boys, 71.

13 Ihid.

14 Ihid.

15 Ihid.

16 Raymond Spiteri, ‘Envisioning Surrealism in Histoire d’oeil and La femme 100 tétes,” Art Journal 63, no.
4 (Winter 2004): 17.
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cutting gesture.'” Arguing that Story of the Epe is ‘caught up in the type of poetic
transposition Bataille criticises in Surrealism,” Spiteri argues that the novella embodies a
‘perverse’ adaptation of Preudian castration anxiety and fetishism.'® My argument
diverges from Spiteri’s here, as my thesis understands S7ory of the Eye in terms of a parody
of poetic transposition. Nevertheless, Spiteri’s reading of the eye in Ernst’s work as an
image of both seduction and horror, and as a vehicle for revealing fantasies,"” helped to

inform my consideration of such themes in Mird’s work.

Anti-Painting, Revolution, and War

What I believe is the greatest flaw in Krauss’s argument—and the reason why she cannot
establish any sustained interest by Mir6 in a Bataillean aesthetic—is the era on which she
has chosen to focus her investigation. In my view, it is unsurprising that Krauss cannot
connect the dream paintings of the 1920s—with their indebtedness to Surrealist
engagement with automatism, the unconscious, and the imagination—to Bataille. Charles
Palermo shares my opinion; he explains Bataille’s absence from his 2008 book Fixed

Ecstasy: Joan Mird in the 1920s in both the introduction and conclusion:

I join [Krauss] in insisting that the standard account of Mird’s work is wrongly
dominated by Breton’s surrealism. However, Mir6 certainly did not know Bataille

until the end of the period I consider his breakthrough, and if Bataille exerted an

17 Spiteri, ‘Envisioning Surrealism,” 10.
18 Ibid., 12.
19 Ibid., 17.
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influence on Mir6 later in the 1920s, it does not appear to me to have left any

discernable mark on the themes I consider.”

Given that Mir6 himself states that he only knew Bataille ‘after the rue Blomet,”
meaning after 1926 at the absolute earliest, it seems more logical to me that the
appearances of Mird’s work in Documents should be considered as nearer to the beginning
of his engagement with Bataillean themes, rather than the end.

My investigation of a Bataillean Mir6 begins where Krauss’s ends: the early
1930s. I believe that Mird’s distancing of himself from mainstream Surrealism during this
time, along with the contemporary perilous climate—the Great Depression, the bienio
negro in Spain, the Spanish Civil War, and Second World War—invited an engagement
with more violent themes, new materials, and a newfound interest in the parodic. I would
argue that the exact dating (day, month, and year) of many of his works of the 1930s (by
the artist himself) is indicative of the influence that current events had on Miré’s work.

In reading Mir6’s 1930s output through contemporary political events, and in
exploring the ways in which he exhibited contempt for his own previous work, I must
acknowledge the indebtedness of this thesis to the 2009 exhibition and accompanying
catalogue Joan Mird: Painting and Anti-Painting, 1927-1937, curated by Anne Umland, and
which was an extension on her PhD thesis, Joan Miré and Collage in the 1920s: The
Dialectic of Painting and Anti-Painting.” This exhibition reconciled the gap in Mird’s

reception acknowledged by Krauss—reading the artist as neither childlike nor through

20 Charles Palermo, Fixed Ecstasy: Joan Mird in the 19205 (University Patk: Pennsylvania State University
Press, 2008), 3. Rather than Bataille, Palermo’s book focuses on the relationships of Michel Leiris and
Carl Einsten with Mir6. As mentioned in my introduction, it is highly likely that Miré did, in fact, know
Bataille during this period.

2l Joan Mir6, ‘Memories of the rue Blomet,” originally transcribed by Jacques Dupin, 1977. Translated by
Paul Auster and Patricia Matthews, in Joan Mird: Selected Writings and Interviews, ed. Margit Rowell.
(Cambridge, MA: Da Capo, 1992), 103.
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the ‘painterly’ concerns of Greenbergian modernism”—and instead took as its starting
point Mird’s declaration in 1927 that he wanted to assassinate painting. Umland is
certainly not the first to discover this statement, but, importantly, she extends her
consideration of Mird’s ‘anti-painting’ to include the bulk of the 1930s,” and thus the
Spanish Civil War. Previous scholars saw the end of ‘Miré the assassin’ by 1933: Dupin
writes that by this time the artist ‘relearned’ painting,” while Krauss (as 1 have already
mentioned) reads him as a ‘refugee’ determined to re-find himself after going down a
dangerous path. Umland, conversely, reads Mir6’s work through several lenses: the
artist’s own aggression, ‘the so-called Roaring Twenties coming to an end
acrimonious schisms developing within Paris Surrealism, with the art market overheating

. and with the threat of fascism and totalitarian ideologies looming on the world
stage.””

Both Umland’s and my own history-based approaches to Mir6 in the 1930s
position our work alongside several important publications considering the relationship
between Surrealism, revolution, and war. Sidra Stich’s accompanying catalogue to the
1990 exhibition Anxious Visions: Surrealist Art considers how Surrealism was ‘born’ from
the wake of the First World War and the ways in which ‘the recognition of violence as a
dominant human trait and the realization that human will had caused destruction on a

previously unfathomed scale shifted Western thinking about the nature of life.”* While

22 See, for instance, Clement Greenberg, ‘Review of an Exhibition of Joan Mir6,” in The Collected Essays and
Criticism, vol. 2, ed. John O’Brian (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1988), 153. Originally
published in 1947.

23 Krauss, by contrast, understands ‘anti-painting’ as Mird’s literal abandonment of painting in 1930-31,
during which time she argues Miré ‘had practically stopped working” (‘Michel, Bataille et moi,” 18). We
know this characterisation not to be true, however, as Mir6 completed not only the impressive number
of notebook drawings that I describe in chapters 2 and 3, but also many ‘constructions,” collages, and
the large paintings that Bataille reproduced in Documents. Umland, instead, understands the
‘assassination of painting’ #hrough painting itself, an argument that I find extremely convincing and
which my thesis follows. Umland, Joan Mird: Painting and Anti-Painting, 1927—-1937 (New York: The
Museum of Modern Art, 2008), 1-4.

24 Jacques Dupin, Mird, trans. James Petterson (Paris: Flammarion, 2012), 167.

%5 Umland, Joan Mird: Painting and Anti-Painting, ix.

%6 Sidra Stich, Anxions Visions: Surrealist Art (Berkeley: University Art Museum, University of California,
1990), 11.
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this publication is largely focused on events in France, Sitch does include a short
discussion of the importance of the events of the bienio negro and the Spanish Civil War
on Miré’s work of the 1930s, which has been very useful for my own consideration of
this period. Stich considers a series of Mird’s pastels on paper from 1934 as responses to
the bienio negro—specifically the violent uprising in Asturias in October of the same year.”’
The fourth chapter of my thesis considers similar themes—examining a 1935-1936 series
called the ‘savage paintings’ through the lens of the bienio negro—but in greater detail
(Stich devotes only a paragraph to this discussion). My own work also considers how the
bienio negro affected the region of Catalonia in particular, and how this is echoed in Mird’s
depictions of the Catalan countryside.

While Stich does not look specifically at the Catalan context for Miré’s work, a
portion of her chapter ‘Surrealist Environments’ considers Mird’s Woman Haunted by the
Passage of the Bird Dragonfly Omen of Bad News (1938) and other contemporary works
painted during the Spanish Civil War as responses ‘to the threat of European war and the
climate of terror.”” Chapter 4 of my thesis also examines Mird’s wartime landscapes, but
does so through the notion of Bataillean parody and through Mird’s nationalism—two
areas into which Stich’s chapter does not delve. Nevertheless, her explanation of the
greater Surrealist interest in hostile landscapes forced me to consider what, specifically,
made Mird’s savage landscapes ‘Bataillean,” the solution to which involves the use of the
volcano motif as a symbol of revolution and excrement (recalling Bataille’s The Solar
Anus) and the creation of a parodic landscape.

Like Stich’s Anxious Visions, Martin Jay’s chapter “The Disenchantment of the
Eye: Bataille and the Surrealists’ in his book Downcast Eyes: the Denigration of Vision in

Twentieth-Century French Thought (1993) also examines Surrealism through the legacy of the

27 Stich, Anxcions Visions, 66.
28 Tbid., 159-161.
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First World War, in this case as the impetus for the movement’s attack on
‘occularcentrism.” The ‘violent interrogation of vision’ by Bataille and others, Jay argues,
is an example of the dismantling of established hierarches (in this case, the primacy of
sight) after the First World War.” Jay considers how the nature of trench warfare—
specifically the constriction of vision, the inability to see one’s enemy, and the physical
blinding of soldiers by gas and shrapnel-—made it impossible for veterans to participate
in a ‘collective experience’ of the war.”

Beginning with the fracturing of spatial order by the Cubists, Jay quickly moves
towards a discussion of the importance of blindness to Bataille—his blind, syphilitic
father, the violence enacted upon the eye in S7ory of the Eye, his interest in the eye as a
symbol of ‘ocular surveillance’ in Documents, and the celebration of the blinding power of
the sun and the conflation of the sun and anus in several of his works.”’ As one would
expect, Jay also devotes a considerable amount of his discussion to the eye-slicing scene
in Luis Bufiuel and Salvador Dali’s 1929 film Un Chien andalon (The Andalusian Dog). Jay
contrasts Bataille’s violent eye with Breton’s mission, which also ‘defied visual
convictions,” but initially did so through ‘the hope of restoring the Edenic purity of the
“innocent eye.””” He also argues how the Surrealist expetimentations with the tactile
techniques of ‘collage, decalcomania, fumage, coulage, and étréticissements’ challenged
ocular dominance.” Jay does not argue for the ‘triumph of Bataille over Breton’—as the

latter also came to doubt the ‘privileging of the visual, which Jay explores by discussing

29 Martin Jay, Downcast Eyes: The Denigration of Vision in Twentieth-Century French Thounght (Berkeley: University
of California Press, 1993), 211.

30 Martin Jay, Downcast Eyes, 215. Jay’s interest in this area builds from Eric . Leed’s book No Man’s Land:
Combat and 1dentity in World War I (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1979).

31 These wotks include ‘Soleil poutti’ (‘Rotten Sun’) (1930), L Anus solaire (The Solar Anus) (1930), and
‘L’oeil pinéal’ (“The Pineal Eye’) (written around 1930 but unpublished until 1967). See Jay, Downcast
Eyes, 216-227.

32 Ibid., 243.

3 Ibid., 247.
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the importance of the labyrinth to Breton as an ‘enfolded, convoluted, unilluminated
space where the Surrealist confronts the unconscious.”

Jay does not include Mir6 in his discussion, but the themes explored in Downcast
Eyes are useful for my own argument. Building, in part, on Jay’s work allows me to
situate both Mird’s personal crisis that precipitated his anti-painting (in chapter 2) and his
specific, violent treatment of the eye motif in 1930 (in chapter 3) within the greater
context of the Surrealist attack on vision, thus establishing the artist’s ‘assassination’ as an
anti-retinal act.

Simon Baker’s Surrealism, History and Revolution (2007) situates Surrealism within
the legacy of the French Revolution, considering the ‘attitudes and ideological positions’
of a variety of Surrealist artists and writers and examining Paris as a ‘revolutionary
location.”” In his book, Baker explores Surrealism as ‘a gradual agglomeration of the
diverging, often conflicting interests of individuals working both for and against the
Surrealist movement,” rather than through a definition of the movement derived solely
from Breton’s doctrines.” He acknowledges his own indebtedness of this ‘all inclusive’
view of Surrealism to Dawn Ades, whose exhibition Dada and Surrealism Reviewed (1978)
reintroduced Bataille (through his magazine Documents) and those who defected to his
circle back into Surrealist discourse.”” While Swurrealism, History and Revolution does not
include any discussion of Mird, or of Spain, it is a useful source for considering the
relationship between Surrealism and revolution, a theme that I explore in chapters 4 and
5, which focus on the bzenio negro and the revolutionary pressures facing Spain in the two

years before the start of the Civil War.

34 Jay, Downcast Eyes, 261. To this end, Jay includes two important quotations from Breton’s ‘Le Message
Auntomatigue (Minotaure, 3—4 (1933)): ‘verbal inspiration is infinitely richer in visual meaning, infinitely
more resistant to the eye, than visual images propetly so called. . . . [This belief] is the source of my
unceasing protest against the presumed “visionary” power of the poet. No, Lautréamont and Rimbaud
did not see what they described; they wete never confronted by it a priori. That is, they never described
anything. They threw themselves into the dark recesses of being; they heatrd indistinctly.’

3 Simon Baker, Surrealism, History and Revolution (Bern: Peter Lang, 2007), 22.

36 Tbid.

37 Dawn Ades, Dada and Surrealism Reviewed (London: The Hayward Gallery, 1978).
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Baker’s chapter “The Unacceptable Face of the French Revolution™—with its
focus on the differing views of the Marquis de Sade as a revolutionary versus
transgressive figure, as held by Breton and Bataille, respectively—was helpful for my
discussion of excremental imagery in Mird’s savage paintings and the ways in which shit
imagery fit into the Breton-Bataille polemic over materialism and transposition. Another
invaluable source for understanding this debate is Flza Adamowicz’s article ‘Exquisite
Excrement: The Bataille-Breton Polemic,” published in the online journal Awrifex in 2003.
This article centres on Breton’s and Bataille’s writings on Salvador Dali during 1929—
1930 and the ways in which they both sought to ‘claim’ Dali for their respective groups.”
According to Adamowicz, the divergent ways in which each author discusses Dali’s
excremental imagery reveal not only a personal rivalry between Breton and Bataille, but
also the fundamental differences between their intellectual positions. Adamowicz argues
that ‘Breton’s idealism clashed with Bataille’s materialism, and to Breton’s transformation
of matter into metaphor, Bataille riposted with his concept of “base materialism,” matter
as irrecuperable matter.”” She also situates the debate over excrement within the larger
conflict over Surrealism’s alignment with the French Communist Party.

Robin Ad¢le Greeley’s Surrealism and the Spanish Civil War (20006) is an important
work on its subject, and one of the first monograph-length overviews of the topic in the
English-language scholarship. The limitations of this book are, I believe, eloquently
summarised in C. Brian Morris’s review in the Journal of Modern History. Morris rightly
notes that Greeley’s book does not fully justify its title, as it concentrates on only five
artists—Miro, Dali, José Caballero, André Masson, and Pablo Picasso—and ignores the

work of other important Spanish avant-gardists, most notably those belonging to the

38 Baker, Surrealism, History and Revolution, 231-294.
3 Elza Adamowicz, ‘Exquisite Excrement: The Bataille-Breton Polemic,” Aurifex, no. 2 (2003).
40 Thid.
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Generacién de 27 (Generation of 27)." Morris also notes that two of these artists—Mir6
and Picasso—were never officially members of the Surrealist movement (and, by the
Civil War, Mir6 had been taking conscious steps to move away from his association with
the group) and that Caballero’s version of Surrealism was far removed from Breton’s
doctrines.”” He rightly contrasts Greeley’s study with a more ‘panoramic’ exhibition at the
Museo de Teruel in 1998 entitled E/ Surrealismo y la guerra civil espasiola.’ Greeley’s chapter
on Mir6 (‘Nationalism, Civil War, and Painting: Joan Miré and Political Agency in the
Pictorial Realm’) is also criticised for its lack of breadth, as it focuses principally on three
works produced during the Civil War: The Reaper (1937), Stll Life with Old Shoe (1937),
and Woman in Revolt (1938).

While Greeley’s book may not be as comprehensive as its title suggests, the
chapter on Mir6 in Surrealism and the Spanish Civil War provides an insightful reading of
the artist’s propagandistic pursuits during the war, and of The Reaper (Mird’s enormous
mural produced in service of the Republican government) in particular. Greeley
elucidates how regional nationalism contributed to the image that the Republican
government cultivated for itself at the Paris International Exposition in 1937. While the
original plans for the Spanish Republic’s pavilion contained ‘a wide range of political and
cultural views,” including separate areas dedicated to the governments of Catalonia and
the Basque Country, the final version was far more conservative. Greeley argues that
though the subject of The Reaper recalls Mird’s earlier Catalan peasants, it is ‘remarkably

different in orientation,” both in its medium (a mural has a much different relationship

41 C. Brian Mortis, “Surrealism and the Spanish Civil War by Robin Adéle Greeley, review by C. Brian Mortis,’
Journal of Modern History 80, no. 3 (September 2008): 702. The Generation of 27 was an important avant-
gardist group of writers and artists working in Spain before and during the war, and included Rafael
Alberti and Federico Garcia Lorca.

42 Ibid.

4 Emmanuel Guigon, ed., E/ Surrealismo y la gnerra civil espaiiola (Teruel: Diputacion Provincial, 1998).

4 Robin Adele Greeley, Surrealism and the Spanish Civil War (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2006), 40—
4.
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with its audience than a painting) and in its depiction of the peasant himself. Greeley

describes the work as follows:

Heroism takes masculine form, both through the peasant’s upright posture and
gestures and through reference to Mird’s past gendering of the Catalan peasant
figure. Fear of defeat cannot enter here, and the nation is presented as an
unquestioned and positive entity, harmoniously joining the Catalan nationalist

cause with that of the Spanish Republic.”

The Reaper, then, is a symbol of ‘uncontested nationalism,” verging on ‘stereotype,” that
represses Mird’s own intense anxieties about the war in order to present absolute
confidence in the Republic, when, in reality, the party was experiencing fierce
infighting.” T draw on Greeley’s discussion of masculinity and propaganda in chapter 6,
as it provides a fascinating contrast with my own explorations of Miré’s depictions of
women during the Spanish Civil War. Greeley’s work informs my investigation into how
the artist represented women at war more frequently in his private drawings of the time,
and how these could only exist as private works because they did not adhere to the
Republican government’s tight standards for visual propaganda (which favoured the
virile male soldier and the weeping woman). Miriam Basilio’s book 1isual Propaganda,
Exchibitions, and the Spanish Civil War (2013) was especially helpful for understanding the
most common tropes in Spanish Civil War propaganda, especially how depictions of

milicianas (militiawomen) were originally embraced by the Republic in the early days of

4 Greeley, Surrealism and the Spanish Civil War, 41.
46 Ibid., 42.
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the war, but were replaced by representations of women as breastfeeding or grieving
mothers after women were banned from enlisting in December 1936."

Both Greeley and I examine Mir&’s Woman in Revolt as a response to the Spanish
Civil War, and it is from this early point that our readings diverge. Of the approximately
sixty-five ‘woman drawings’ that Mir6 produced in the last year of the Civil War (1938—
39), and on which the final two chapters of my thesis centre, Woman in Revolt is the only
one to receive any previous scholarly attention. Like The Reaper, Woman in Revolt shows a
sickle-wielding figure, with fist raised, depicted in profile, and with the same phallic nose
and jagged teeth. Both Greeley and Jacques Dupin, Mird’s biographer, read Woman in
Revolt as a terrified figure desperately seeking escape.” For Greeley, the figure’s
enormous, phallic leg (first discussed by Krauss in ‘Michel, Bataille et mor’) is read as her
forced sexual transgression as ‘a means of escape.” For Dupin, even more bizarrely, it is
the consequence of her inability both to fight (for him the sickle is purely symbolic) and
to escape.”’ My own reading of this work refutes Greeley and Dupin, noting the formal
similarities to Bugene Delacroix’s Liberty Leading the People (1830) and reading the figure
as a miliciana, whose representation transgresses the accepted roles for women in art of
the Spanish Civil War.

Greeley’s account of Miré and the Spanish Civil War does not mention Bataille,
but her chapter on Masson (‘The Barcelona Acépale: Spain and the Politics of Violence in
the Work of André Masson’) focuses heavily on Masson and Bataille’s relationship
during the Spanish Civil War (during which time Masson was in Spain) and has been a
useful source in my considerations of overlaps between Miré’s and Masson’s work of the

1930s and the relationship to Bataille. Greeley’s discussion of the blatantly sacrilegious

47 Miriam Basilio, Iisual Propaganda, Exhibitions, and the Spanish Civil War (Butlington, VA: Ashgate, 2013),
30.

4 Jacques Dupin, Mird, trans. James Petterson (Paris: Flammarion, 2012), 218; Greeley, Surrealism and the
Spanish Civil War, 42

4 Greeley, Surrealism and the Spanish Civil War, 16.

50 Tbid.
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Barcelona Acéphale (1936), aided my own investigation into blasphemous ‘Sacred Heart’
imagery in Mird’s work (in chapter 7). Furthermore, her discussion of Masson’s political
cartoons, especially Tea at Franco’s (1939), proved useful for my consideration of mocking
humour and parody in Mir6’s work.

The 2012 exhibition Joan Miro: The Ladder of Escape, organised by the Tate Modern
and the National Gallery of Art, Washington, focuses on Mird’s nationalism and his
responses to contemporary political events. While Bataille is absent from this account of
Mird, the essays devoted to the Civil War proved fruitful for my research. The catalogue
essay ‘Miréd’s Commitment’ by Robert Lubar was particular helpful for reconciling Mir6’s
intense nationalism with his ‘notorious’ evasion of partisanship.”’ A further essay from
this catalogue (‘The Tipping Point: 1934-9’) identifies two elements of one of Mird’s
savage paintings (the corkscrew and planting hole motifs in Nocume™) that reference the
artist’s earlier Catalan landscapes. The savage paintings have received little serious
scholarly attention, the most robust of which comes from this exhibition.”> While the
authors—Marko Daniel and Matthew Gale—only mention this repeated imagery in
passing, I link these discoveries (along with several others that I myself have identified)
to Mird’s formation of a parodic landscape that recalls Bataille’s own notion of parody
elucidated in The Solar Anus.™*

There are several other sources that were important in establishing my strong
emphasis on Mird’s Catalan identity and leftist political leanings throughout my thesis.
Although none of these sources align Mir6 with Bataillean thought, I feel that they are

worth describing here, briefly. The works of Paul Preston (A Concise History of the Spanish

51 Robert Lubar, ‘Miré’s Commitment,” in Joan Mird: The Ladder of Escape, ed. Marko Daniel and Matthew
Gale (London: Tate Publishing, 2011), 30—43.

52 Marko Daniel and Matthew Gale, “The Tipping Point: 1934-9. in Joan Mird: The Ladder of Escape, 79.

53 Dupin provides a brief formal reading of the series and reproduces three works in his biography of Mir6
(Dupin, Mirs, 200-202). Umland also provides a formal reading in Joan Mird: Painting and Anti-Painting,
182-187.

5 Daniel and Gale, “The Tipping Point: 1934-9 79; Robert Lubar, ‘Small Paintings on Masonite and
Copper, in Joan Mird: The Ladder of Escape, 186.
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Civil War), Stanley G. Payne (Spain’s First Democracy: The Second Republic, 1931—1936;
Spanish Catholicism: An Historical Overview; The Collapse of the Spanish Republic, 1933—1936:
Origins of the Civil War; and The Spanish Civil War), and Hugh Thomas (The Spanish Civil
War) were valuable for grasping the timeline of the war and, specifically, events in
Catalonia. The collection of essays No Pasardn!” Art, Literature and the Spanish Civil War
(1988), edited by Stephen M. Hart, is a useful source for understanding the artistic
climate during the Civil War. The exhibition catalogues Barcelona and Modernity: Picasso,
Gandi, Mird, Dalf (The Cleveland Museum of Art and The Metropolitan Museum of Art,
New York, 2006) and Homage to Barcelona: The City and Its Art, 1888—1936 (The Hayward
Gallery, London, 1986) are excellent references for understanding Mird’s place within the
Catalan avant-garde, especially his relationship with the group ADLAN.” Among the
most important source of information on the bienio negro and the Spanish Civil War are,
of course, Mird’s own writings, interviews, and sketches, which are collected by Margit
Rowell in Joan Miro: Selected Writings and Interviews (1992) and by the Fundacié Joan Mird
in Barcelona. Other important sources for modern Catalan history are Temma Kaplan’s
Red City Blue Period: Social Movements in Picasso’s Barcelona (1993) and Robert Hughes’s
Barcelona (1992), both of which provide insightful cultural histories of Catalonia’s largest
city (Kaplan focuses on the years 1888-1939, while Hughes’s book moves from the
Romans until well after Franco’s death in 1975). Most significant to my thesis is that
Hughes’s Barcelona is among the first scholarly publications in English to devote attention
to the importance of scatological humour in Catalonia and is the first to advocate for the
presence of a caganer figure in Mird’s work. My chapter on excremental imagery builds, in
part, on Hughes’s findings in this area, but is a more focused study of scatological

imagery in Mird’s oeuvre, specifically, and also introduces Bataille’s overlapping interests.

5 Amics de PArt Nou (Friends of the New Art).
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Documents

Having reviewed the most important sources for a consideration of Mird’s anti-painting,
the Spanish Civil War, and Catalan nationalism, I will now discuss the select sources that
have sought to connect Mir6 to Bataille through the latter’s writings in Documents. None
of these sources look beyond the year 1930, which I conversely believe is the year that
the artist’s work takes its turn fowards a more Bataillean aesthetic. The only Documents text
through which I read Miré’s work is a short entry entailed ‘Informe,” which lays out
Bataille’s principle of the informe (often translated as ‘formlessness’), a concept through
which no prior source has adequately investigated the artist. Of the three series of works
on which this thesis focuses, the first—a series of untitled figurative drawings from 1930
(in chapters 2 and 3)—has received the most scholarly attention, although it is by no
means a ‘famous’ series in Mird’s oeuvre. Because the series has been written about in
regards to its focus on the big toe, it is the most conspicuous of the three that I examine
and may, therefore, be familiar to a reader who is well versed in Mird’s work of this
period. To be clear on the originality of my first two chapters, which discuss these
drawings: my own work does not centre on the prominence of big toe imagery in these
works, and the findings that I have uncovered in regards to this series—namely, its
participation in the znforme and the theme of ocular violence—have not been written on
in the previous literature.

The earliest examination of the series is Gaétan Picon’s Catalan Notebooks:
Unpublished Drawings and Writings (1977). Picon provides a formal analysis of the series
and reproduces selected quotations from his interview with the artist that relate to these
works. There is no mention of Bataille or any Bataillean concepts throughout the text.

One source that does make a connection between Mir6 and Bataille and which predates
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Rosalind Krauss’s article ‘Michel, Bataille et moi’ is Carolyn Lanchner’s 1993 catalogue
for the exhibition Joan Mirs at the Museum of Modern Art, New York. Lanchner
compares the parallel interests in foot iconography in the work of Miré and Bataille using
drawing from this series (she reproduces six of the seventy-plus images). Where my own
reading of the drawings understands the figures’ ambiguous bodily architectures as
transgressive and violent—the products of Mird’s anti-painting aggressions—ILanchner
instead describes the series as a ‘tender,” ‘prelapsarian bliss.”® Moreover, my reading of
the drawings understands the indeterminate (or in some cases duplicate) sexes of these
figures through the declassing operation of the snforme, Lanchner, on the other hand,
describes a ‘sexual ecstasy,” and reads the work through the following quote by American
artist David Wojnarowicz: ‘it’s really about spirituality; we’re trying to find this
“presence”—or the location of this presence, and really it’s something we contain.”’ It is
my view that Lanchner’s work is, in many ways, a product of its time, during which—as
Krauss reminds us—Mird’s work was typically understood as childlike or through its
materiality. Mir6 scholarship, in 1993, had not yet identified the ‘angry’ Miré of the
1930s, who felt disgusted by his own work and powerless in the face of current events;
this is evident in Lanchner’s discussion of Mir6 during the Spanish Civil War, in which
her primary focus is on the artist’s longing for a studio while in exile,” rather than how
his work reveals how he was tormented by the destruction of his homeland. I am not
alone in noting Lanchner’s resistance to a Bataillean-inspired Miré. David Lomas, writing
on Mird’s increased experimentations with collage, assemblage, and abrasive materials
like sandpaper in the late 1920s and early 1930s, notes that ‘Carolyn Lanchner is reluctant

to allow more than a minor role to Bataille in explaining this new stance.”

56 Carolyn Lanchner, Joan Mird New York: The Museum of Modern Art, 1993), 55.

57 Ibid., 55-56.

58 Ibid., 69.

5 David Lomas, The Haunted Self: Surrealism, Psychoanalysis, Subjectivity New Haven: Yale University Press,
2000), 240, note 177.
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Lanchner ends her discussion of Mird’s 1930 notebook drawings by observing
the prevalence of big toe imagery and noting that Bataille’s article ‘Le gros orteil” (“The
Big Toe’) had appeared in Documents the year before. She argues that Mird’s interest in
the foot began long before Bataille, thereby making the connection coincidental. Their
shared interest in the foot is further read as indicative that both men understood ‘the big
toe as the most human part of the human body. Its peculiar structure enabling the
verticality that separates us from other animals.” Beyond this, however, their interest is
‘the same but different,” as ‘Bataille’s was part of an articulated theory, Mird’s of an
otherwise largely unexplicated artistic praxis.”' She then argues that while, for Bataille,
the big toe was important for its resistance to the ‘idealisation of the human form,” for
Miré (in her view), it had more to do with ‘poetic vision,” and was ‘emblematic of our
common humanity . . . the support that connects the terrestrial and the celestial.””
Krauss counters this view, presenting the drawing Woman in Revolt, with its protagonist’s
phallic leg (and toe), as evidence that the big toe is no longer functioning as a hinge
between the earthly and celestial, but as an ‘intergenital signifier.’” She also reproduces
one of the images from the 1930s sketches that Lanchner had previously included in her
book. At the very end of ‘Michel, Bataille et moi,” Krauss writes that this work—which
was completed in 1938, well past the end of the period that she understands as Mird’s
engagement with Bataillean thought—demonstrates the ‘reverberations of Mir6’s Bataille
connection working away in the background of his thought but made increasingly

available to him, no doubt, by the ominous political events now gathering on his

hotizons. Anne Umland’s Joan Mird: Painting and Anti-Painting briefly revisits Krauss’s

0 Lomas, The Haunted Self, 56-57.

61 Thbid.

62 Tbid., 57.

63 Krauss, ‘Michel, Bataille et moi,” 20.
64 Tbid.
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1994 article and reproduces a single drawing from the 1930 notebooks, which Umland
relates to a drawing from a series of pastels produced in 1934.

Krauss’s final sentence—"it is this Bataillean legacy that commands our attention
and urges us to consider “Michel, Bataille et moi,”’—+reads as a call to arms for future
Miré scholars, although no subsequent art historian has revisited the topic. Umland
refers to this line, but only in passing, and she does not advance Krauss’s argument any
further.” Krauss does revisit the topic in the second edition of At Since 1900: Modernism,
Antimodernism, Postmodernism (2011). The ambitious goal of the book at large (a survey of
art of the twentieth and early twenty-first centuries) requires that much of the already
short chapter on Mir6, Alexander Calder, and Picasso be devoted to an introduction of
the artist’s biographical facts, his interest in Breton’s Surrealism, dream painting, and his
reputation as a ‘childlike’ painter. Likewise, much space is devoted to introducing Bataille
and reiterating much of ‘Michel, Bataille et moi.” Significantly, this new chapter considers
Mird’s big toes as informe, referring to their blurring of anatomical distinctions; however,
this point is made only briefly before Krauss moves on to a discussion of Calder and
Picasso, which dominates the remainder of the chapter. References to Krauss’s reading
of the big toe also appear in the 2012 exhibition catalogue for Drawing Surrealism (at the
Morgan Library, New York, and the Los Angeles County Museum of Art), which
reproduces one drawing from the 1930 notebooks and summarises Krauss’s argument
regarding base materialism and the big toe. My thesis, in many ways, takes up Krauss’s
original call, investigating the influence of Bataille’s work on Mir6 in the 1930s, on which
there is a gap in the existing literature.

The remainder of the literature that considers Miré and Bataille does so in

relation to Bataille’s article on the artist, Joan Miré: Peintures récentes,” which appeared

65 All that Umland writes on this subject is: ‘As Krauss has suggested, Bataille’s thinking might have been
made “increasingly available to [Mir6] . . . by the ominous political events now gathering on the
hotizon.”” Joan Miro: Paitning and Anti-Painting, 155.
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in Documents in 1930. Briony Fer’s thorough analysis of Bataille’s article appears in the
Carolyn Bailey Gill—edited collection Bataille: Writing the Sacred, first published in 1995.%
The chapter, entitled ‘Poussiere/peinture: Bataille on Painting,” considers the theme of
destruction—or, more specifically, disintegration and dissolution—in Miré’s 1930s works
through Bataille’s characterisation of them as ‘une sorte de poussicre ensoleillée’ (‘a sort
of sunlit dust).”” Fer’s focus is on the artist’s pledge to ‘assassinate painting,” and in her
analysis she provides a strong argument that Miré achieves such a destruction not
through the violence employed by his contemporary Picasso (referring to Bataille’s
‘Rotten Sun,” article on Picasso), but rather through a variety of cancellations—erasures,
scribbles, crossings-out—which dissolve compositions into dust. This dissolution is best
demonstrated in the painting Head (1930), which was reproduced in Bataille’s article.””
Crucial to Bataille’s characterisation of Mird’s contemporary works as destructive, Fer
argues, are the similarities in Bataille’s language to Sigmund Freud’s Civilisation and Its
Discontents, published in French earlier that year. Fer explains that Bataille adopted the
view that ‘doing violence to representation forms the basis . . . of the representational
act,’” giving the example that a sheet of paper is, essentially, destroyed through the act of
drawing and is thereby turned into a something else.”’ She notes Bataille’s reproduction
of the drawings of Lili Masson (André Masson’s then nine-year-old daughter) to
emphasise the link between the destructive impulse and children’s artwork.

My second chapter, which investigates the operation of the #nforme on Mird’s

notebook sketches from 1930, has some overlaps with Fer’s reading of Bataille’s

article—even though we investigate different works. While Fer does not examine the

% This chapter was also reproduced in Fet’s book On Abstract Art (New Haven: Yale University Press,
1997).

67 Bataille, ‘Joan Miré: Peintures récentes,” English translation by Krzysztof Fijalkowski and Michael
Richardson, in Undercover Surrealism: Georges Bataille and Documents, ed. Dawn Ades and Simon Baker
(Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2006), 399. Also quoted in Fert, ‘Poussi¢re/peinture: Bataille on Painting,’
in Bataille: Writing the Sacred, ed. Carolyn Bailey Gill (New York: Routledge, 1995), 162.

68 Fer, ‘Poussiére/peinture,” 160.

 Ibid., 157.

70 Tbid.
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informe, 1 found her discussion of dust and how, through this metaphor, one can imagine
Miré decomposing human figuration useful for considering how Miré undoes the body’s
structures and attacks anatomical correctness. There is a significant difference in scope
between my work and Fer’s, however. Fer’s chapter is, at its core, the examination of a
single Bataillean text and its relationship only to those paintings that Bataille selected to
appear alongside it. It is neither a comprehensive overview of Mir6 in Documents (as it
does not mention the other two articles on the artist, by Michel Leiris and Carl Einstein)
nor an examination of Mir6 in the 1930s, as it provides no context other than Bataille’s
article. Fer’s assertion that Mird’s violence is comparatively muted (like dust), in
comparison to the ‘hideous’ or ‘frightening’ violence of Picasso or Dali, is bound by self-
imposed temporal constraints. Had she considered works by Miré from even a few years
later—the savage paintings, for instance, with their volcanic eruptions and grotesque
sexuality—then Mird’s work (as I argue) could easy be described in such violent terms.
This condition is symptomatic of a common issue in art historical scholarship that
focuses on Mir6é and Bataille, and is the same issue that arises in Krauss’s ‘Michel,
Bataille et Moti,” which is that scholars seem unwilling or uninterested in considering that
Bataille’s influence on Mir6 was sustained after the publication of Documents; therefore, a
discussion of Bataillean themes in the artist’s work after 1930 rarely occurs. With the
exception of her discussion of Freud, Fer does not look beyond the themes explicitly
stated by Bataille in ‘Joan Miré: Peintures récentes.” My thesis seeks to amend such an
issue by considering an expanded period in Mird’s oeuvre (from the late 1920s to the mid
1940s) and a much wider range of Bataille’s texts, published both before and after the
death of Documents.

Other publications that examine Bataille’s article on Mir6é do so through its
proximity in the layout of Documents to another article by Bataille on prehistoric art (a

review of G. H. Luquet’s L ar? primitif), in which he introduces the process of ‘alteration’
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(inspired by the Freudian death drive) in relation to cave painting. This fact is also noted
by Umland, who writes that many previous art historians’' read Bataille’s article on Mir6
‘in tandem’ with the L'art primitif review, which is much longer, comparatively.” Fer,
arguing Bataille’s embracing of the Freudian death drive principle, uses the proximity of
the review to the Mir6 article to emphasise the theme of destruction in the artist’s anti-
painting phase. Christopher Green’s At in France: 1900—1940 (2000) describes how, for
Bataille, Luquet’s ‘parallel between the infantile and the prehistoric artist’ cannot be
upheld, because prehistoric adults elected to adopt ‘an aggtessive “conceptual realism.””

While she does not write on Mird, Suzanne Guerlac’s ‘The Useless Image:
Bataille, Bergson, Magritte’ provides an excellent overview of Bataille’s concept of
alteration, particularly in its relation to the zzforme. Commenting on the presence of
realistically rendered animal forms and abstract human figures (Bataille calls them znformze)
from the same period in the same caves, Bataille attributes the deformation of the human
figure in this art to a process he calls ‘alteration,” defined by Guerlac as ‘an innate
intellectual desire to deface or deform materials, surfaces or objects.”* This opinion
stands in opposition to that expressed by Luquet in his L'art primitif (the subject of
Bataille’s review), which compares the art of prehistoric humans to children who have
not yet progressed to visual realism.” Bataille explains his theory of alteration as a three-

step process: first, an object (for instance, paper or a wall) is ‘destroyed’ through

scribbling; in the ‘second degree of alteration,” a discernible form is identified on the

" See Christopher Green’s ‘Joan Mir6, 1923-1993: The Last and First Painter,” in Joan Mird, 1893-1993
(Boston: Little, Brown, 1993), 76-81; Didi Huberman, La ressemblance informe, ou, Le gai savoir visuel selon
Georges Bataille (Partis: Macula, 1995), 265-268; Fer, ‘Poussiére/peinture,” 79-81; and the 2006 exhibition
Undercover Surrealism: Georges Bataille and Documents (the Hayward Gallery, London, 20006). Although
Umland does not list this source, Rémi Labrusse’s Mirg: Un feu dans les ruines (Paris: Editions Hazan,
2004), 164-167, also discusses Bataille’s writings on prehistotic art in Documents.

72 Umland, Joan Mird: Painting and Anti-Painting, 88.

73 Christopher Green, Art in France: 1900—1940 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2000), 283—284. For
more on Mir6 and ‘primitivism,” see Georges Hugnet, Joan Mir6 ou I'enfance de art,” Cabiers d'art 6,
nos. 9-10 (1931): 335-340, and Sidra Stich, Joan Mird, the Development of a Sign Langnage (St. Louis, MO:
Washington University, 1980).

7 Guetlac, “The Useless Image: Bataille, Bergson, Magritte,” Representations 97, no. 1 (Winter 2007): 32.

75 Ibid.
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destroyed surface (‘a horse, a head, a man’); finally, this new ‘object’ is ‘altered through a
series of deformations.”™

Krauss, in the catalogue for the 1996 exhibition L Tuforme: mode demploi (Formless:
A User’s Guide) at the Centre Pompidou in Paris refers to this process when she defines
the informe as ‘denotling] what alteration produces,”” an operation that provokes the
‘disintegration rather than creation of form.” Guerlac criticises Krauss and Yve-Alain
Bois’s definition of alteration as a means of achieving the 7nforme (which they define as
being antithetical to figuration) as limiting; she argues that, according to Bataille,
alteration is also capable of producing a figural image.” After defining the process of

‘successive deconstructions’ in ‘L’art primitif,” Bataille continues:

However, another outcome is offered to figurative representation from
the moment that the imagination substitutes a new object for the
destroyed ground. Instead of acting in regard to the new object in the
same way as to the former one, we can, through repetition, submit it to a

progtessive appropriation in relation to the originally represented object.”

In this process, the discerned form is not defaced but actualised, producing a figurative
form.*' Thus, according to Guerlac, the ‘operation that renders a virtual image informe is
simply an alternative practise to the one that actualises it as @ figure. Both are operations
of alteration and place us . . . outside a realist framework of representation.” Guerlac

argues that for modernist critics like Krauss and Bois—who are committed to the

76 Georges Bataille, ‘Primitive Art,” in The Cradle of Humanity: Prebistoric Art and Culture, ed. Stuart Kendall,
trans. Michelle Kendall and Stuart Kendall New York: Zone Books, 2005), 41.

77 Rosalind Krauss, The Originality of the Avant-Garde and Other Modernist Myths (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press,
1985), 64.

78 Rosalind Krauss, ‘Corpus Delicti,” October, no. 33 (Summer 1985): 43.

7 Guetlac, “The Useless Image,’ 33.

80 Bataille, ‘Primitive Art,” 43.

81 Guertlac, “The Useless Image,’ 33.

82 Ibid. Italics in the original.
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disintegration of form—alteration’s creative potential and the ‘sacred moment of
tiguration’ that Bataille enthusiastically describes in his writing on the cave art of Lascaux
are often ignored because they are so problematic, ‘scandalous’ even, for the modernist
agenda.” Guerlac’s argument is significant for my own consideration of the informe, in
which 1 argue that selected figurative works—including Miré’s 1930 notebook
sketches—should be classed as such. My view in this regard is shared by Georges Didi-
Huberman in his La ressemblance informe (1995), in which he not only advocates for the
participation of figuration in the znforme, but also lists Mird as an artist whose work can
be considered through this concept (although he does not list specific examples).**

The inclusion of Mirdé’s work (four of the six works that Bataille reproduced in
Documents and the 1927 painting Musique, Seine, Michel, Bataille et moi) in the catalogue for
the Hayward Gallery’s 2006 Undercover Surrealism exhibition is a significant moment for
the consideration of Mird’s work through a Bataillean lens. Given the scope of the
exhibition as a major survey of Documents, it is unsurprising that the catalogue does not
look beyond the years that the publication was active. Even after acknowledging this fact,
one cannot help but be disappointed by the limited capacity in which Mird’s art is
represented in the Undercover Surrealism catalogue. One finds that the work of the major
artists featured in the exhibition (Max Ernst, Pablo Picasso, André Masson, Jacques-
André Boiffard, and Salvador Dali) accompanies an essay devoted to that particular artist
by one or more of the publication’s prestigious contributors—with the exception of
Mird, even though he appeared in Documents in three separate instances. In fact, the only
inclusion of Miré within the exhibition text is a translation of Bataille’s paragraph-long
article on the artist by Krzysztof Fijalkowski and Michael Richardson and a reproduction

of the aforementioned paintings. Bois, in his review of the catalogue, wrongly lists a

83 Guerlac, “The Useless Image,’ 36.
84 Didi-Huberman, La ressemblance informe, 265—268.
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chapter as Joan Mir6: Mark Making,™ when, in reality, the chapter (which precedes the
translation of ‘Joan Mird: Peintures récentes’) is simply entitled ‘Making Marks’ and
concerns Bataille’s writings on cave art; Mird’s name only appears at end of this chapter
in reference to the original layout of these articles in Documents.” While it is more than
likely that the curators aimed to reproduce the original layout of the magazine, there is no
reason that Mird’s work could not sustain its own chapter offering a fresh perspective on
the artist’s association with Documents. Mird’s treatment in Undercover Surrealism is, 1
believe, once again indicative of a significant gap in the literature concerning his
relationship with Bataille. Namely, art historians have been thus far unwilling to look past
the single-paragraph article Bataille wrote on Mir6 and consider that Bataille may have
been a significant influence on the artist, rather than simply a reviewer of his
contemporary work. My thesis represents an original contribution to scholarship in its

mission to fill this gap, and to consider Mir6 and Bataille outside of Documsents.

Psychoanalysis

David Lomas’s book The Haunted Self: Surrealism, Psychoanalysis, Subjectivity examines Mird’s
1920s—1930s output through a psychoanalytic framework. Miré is first discussed in
relation to Lomas’s broader inquiry into the psychoanalytic plausibility of Surrealist
automatic drawing through Freud’s and Pierre Janet’s writings on the unconscious.
Mir&’s Birth of the World (1925) is an ideal case study for this investigation, representing
the approximately one hundred and fifteen dream paintings for which preparatory
drawings were discovered and published in 1976. Lomas calls the resurfacing of these

drawings ‘the return of the repressed,” as they expose the inaccuracy of the previously

85 Yve-Alain Bois, ‘Reviews: Undercover Surrealism,” Arforum International 45, no. 2 (October 2006): 259.
86 Ades and Baker, eds., Undercover Surrealism, 127.
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held belief that Miré produced his compositions automatically, or under the effects of
hunger-induced hallucinations.®” What Lomas concludes, citing Christopher Green’s
analysis of the sketchbooks,” is that there is an undeniable element of automatism to the
production of the composition; however, one finds it in the ‘chance marks,” tracings, and
stains in the sketches, which were then transferred to the canvas.” While he is quick to
disagree with Breton’s judgment that Mird’s work demonstrates a ‘partially arrested
development at the infantile stage,” Lomas does not, at this point, suggest a te-
evaluation of the work through Bataille’s writings. The omission of Bataille from such a
psychoanalytic discussion is curious, given the tendency of the extant literature to
concentrate on a reading of Mird’s anti-painting through the lens of the Freudian death

(3

drive vis-a-vis Bataille’s ‘L’art primitif.” Making Bataille’s absence particularly glaring is
that Lomas lists children’s drawings and primitive cave art as the sources of Mird’s
inspiration. These two methods of creation are the subject of Bataille’s study on Freudian
impulses in ‘L’Art primtif.” This book, I believe, nevertheless provides a basis for
examining the strictness with which Miré may or may not have adhered to Surrealist
practices, and whether or not outside influences may have played a role in the creation of
his work.

With a particular focus on the artist’s nationalism and the effects of Spanish Civil
War, Lomas’s chapter ‘Making Faces’ executes an important investigation into the
evolution of Miré’s self-portraiture.”’ While we consider different works by Mird,

Lomas’s emphasis on the relationship between Catalan nationalism and the actual,

physical landscapes of the region (in reference to a self-portrait in which Miré becomes

87 Lomas, The Haunted Self, 12—14.

88 Christopher Green, Cubisn and Its Enemies: Modern Movements and Reaction in French Art, 1916—1928 (New
Haven: Yale University Press, 1987), 267-271.

8 Lomas, The Haunted Self, 12—14.

% André Breton, ‘Artistic Genesis and Perspective of Surrealism,’ trans. Simon Watson Taylor, in ibid., 12.

1 Labrusse also discusses Mir6’s self-portraiture in the 1930s. Specifically, he considers the solar imagery in
Self-Portrait 1 (1937) through the ‘mythe ensanglanté de notre existence humaine,” through which
Bataille read the work of Vincent van Gogh. Labrusse does not further develop this connection,
however. See Mird: Un feu dans les ruines, 202.



CHAPTER 1 45

one with the terrain of Montserrat)” is extremely useful for my own consideration of
Mird’s parodic landscapes. Also of great value to my thesis is Lomas’s discussion (in a
chapter entitled “Traces of the Unconscious’) of the almost mystical experiences of
Montserrat for André Masson during the 1930s. In particular, Lomas’s reading of
Masson’s works produced in this special place through Friedrich Nietzsche’s Thus Spoke
Zarathustra was indispensible for my own consideration of the ‘eternal recurrence’ in
Mird’s savage paintings.

Bataille enters Lomas’s discussion of Miré in a chapter entitled ‘Uncanny
Doubles,” in a comparison with Picasso. LLomas argues that in Picasso’s homages to old
masters there exists a representation of the Oedipal complex, manifested by a ‘dialectic
of identification and aggressivity’ within the patriarchal lineage. As L.omas paraphrases,
the ‘Oedipal son topples the father, his feared and hated rival, only to take his place at a
later date.” Mir6’s 1930 sketches (the same ones discussed in my thesis), Lomas argues,
approach ‘meta-transgressive’ territory with respect to the Oedipal structure, and are
instead ‘literally, perverse’ in their depiction of the big toe.”* Lomas credits the perverse
quality of these sketches to the influence of Bataille’s base materialism. Recognising the
unwillingness of scholars like L.anchner to accept Bataille as a defining influence on Mird,
Lomas argues that Mir6 was at the very least ‘sympathetic to “zhis gross and deforming
ﬂ?"l‘.”’95

Like Krauss, L.omas also analyses Woman in Revolt. Where Krauss reads the phallic
leg as an ‘intergenital” appendage, Lomas references it, in the chapter ‘Making Faces,” as a
manifestation of Jacques Lacan’s concept of the ‘phallic ghost,” a term first used in a

reading of Hans Holbein’s The Ambassadors (1553).”° For Lomas, Miré’s employment of

92 Lomas, The Hannted Self, 196-197.
%3 Ibid., 135.

%4 Ibid.

% Ibid.

% Ibid., 200.
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the big toe is significant as a representation of perversion in line with Bataillean
principles. My interest in this thesis is not to revive old disagreements over the function
of the big toe in Mird’s work, but in certain instances, for the sake of wider arguments, to
reference this appendage. In the cases of the 1930 drawings and in Woman in Revolt 1
believe that the toe functions as both a disruption of sexual identity and as an image of
perversion as part of Mird’s attack (throughout the decade) on bodily correctness, which
he achieves not only through the deformation and enlargement of the toe, but through

numerous other appendages as well.

Bataille and Parody

Among the issues that previous scholars have had in linking Mird’s art with Bataillean
thought is the importance of metaphor for Miré and Bataille’s stated rejection thereof;
this is most emphatic in the work of Krauss. Julia Alexandra Kelly’s 1998 PhD thesis also
acknowledges this issue, arguing that ‘Krauss’s apparent difficulty in reconciling Mird’s
use of metaphor’ with an aesthetic of base materialism occurs because Mird’s
employment of fetishism was much more similar to Leiris’s than Bataille’s, in that it is
not immune to metaphor.”” My own, differing, solution to this problem, which I
emphasise throughout this thesis, is the preoccupation by both Bataille and Miré with
parody during the period I examine (1930—1939). A recurring theme in my argument is
that as part of his mission to assassinate painting, Miré resurrects themes, iconography,
and settings from his earlier works and mocks, degrades, and subverts them through
parody. This is an area that is hitherto unexplored in the scholarship. There are, however,

several useful secondary sources of the past two decades on Bataille’s interest in parody

97 Julia Kelly, “The Autobiographer as Critic: The Art Writings of Michel Leiris’ (PhD diss., Courtauld
Institute of Art, 1998), 96.
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that have been immensely useful for forming my argument. While these are discussed in
detail in various chapters throughout my work—most notably in chapters 3 and 4—it is
worth mentioning here the most significant works that consider Bataillean parody.
Jonathan Boutler’s article “The Negative Way of Trauma: Georges Bataille’s The Story of
the Eye¢ (2000) argues that Bataille’s novella is formed around a series of parodies by
which the author can accommodate both transgression and a natrative structure.”® Stuart
Kendall, also writing on S7ory of the Eye, understands the work as a parody of language,
storytelling, representation, and ‘the process of signification.” Leslie Anne Boldt-Irons’s
article ‘Bataille’s ““The Solar Anus” or the Parody of Parodies’ (2001) argues that
Bataille’s interest in a ‘purely parodic’ world in The Solar Anus attacks Cartesian, Hegelian,
Romantic, and Surrealist discourses; because each thing parodied is, in turn, the parody

of another, Bataille prevents transcendence of any particular object or ideology."”

Conclusion

In examining the extant publications concerned with Mir6 and Bataille, I have concluded
that the literature in this area is limited by scope and temporal constraints, which sets my
thesis apart from previous scholarship. While the importance of Krauss’s ‘Michel,
Bataille et moi” must be acknowledged, this work is demonstrative of a limitation facing
most subsequent Mir6-Bataille scholarship: the reluctance of Miré scholars to consider
that the artist engaged with Bataillean thought after the year 1930—that is to say, after
the end of Documents. There have been some important attempts to align Mird’s work

with Bataille, notably Fer’s consideration of violence in ‘Poussiére/peinture: Bataille on

%8 Jonathan Boulter, “The Negative Way of Trauma: Georges Bataille’s The Story of the Eye, Cultural Critigue,
no. 46 (Fall 2000): 165.

9 Stuart Kendall, Georges Bataille (London: Reaktion Books, 2007), 58.

100 Leslie Anne Boldt-Irons, ‘Bataille’s ““The Solar Anus” or the Parody of Parodies,” Studies in Twentieth
Century Literature 25, no. 2 (2001): 372.
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Painting.” I believe, however, that the case for a violent, Bataillean Miré can be made
more emphatically if one looks beyond Bataille’s writings on Mir6 and instead examines
one of the artist’s most violent periods—that is, the time of the bienio negro and the
Spanish Civil War—through Bataillean texts that engage with themes of transgression
and revolution (which is precisely what I have done in chapter 4 of this thesis).
Throughout this literature review, I have been transparent about the areas in
which my own work overlaps with that of existing scholarship. This is particularly the
case with the subjects of my first two chapters—Miré’s 1930 notebook drawings—
whose previous attention from Lanchner and Krauss in regards to the big toe has been
reiterated by several subsequent exhibition catalogues and other publications. While
some of the drawings I choose to discuss may seem familiar, my interpretation of them is
original. In fact, the big toe plays only a minor role in my consideration of these works as
informe bodies. Similarly, my third chapter, which explores how these same works relate
to Bataille’s S7ory of the Eye, may seem familiar to those acquainted with Krauss’s often-
cited 1994 article. Some may question what is at stake in revisiting this topic over twenty
years after Krauss published her argument. In my view, the importance comes from the
fact that the fascinating topic of metonymic chains of imagery in Mird’s and Bataille’s
work was not adequately examined by Krauss for several reasons—namely that she is
examining a period in Mird’s oeuvre that predates both Bataille’s novella and the artist’s
interest in transgression—and because no subsequent art historian has attempted to
revisit the theme. My own identification in Miré’s contemporary work of the exact chain
of images used by Bataille in Story of the Eye allows me to conduct a thorough
examination of both the connection to Story of the Eye and Mird’s more generalised attack
on vision and representation in the 1930s, which I believe is a worthwhile and original

contribution to Miré scholarship.
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A careful evaluation of the extant literature finds that the investigation into the
relationship between Miré and Bataille is far from exhaustive; there are several gaps
requiring exploration through further research. Firstly, there exists no comprehensive
inquiry into the biographical details of Mir6 and Bataille’s alliance—when the two men
met and the extent of their personal affiliation remained unexplored until the
introduction to this thesis. Secondly, much of the literature fails to look past Mird’s
appearances in Documents for evidence of his engagement with Bataille. Thirdly, the
extant literature fails to integrate Miré into discussions of dissident Surrealists, like
Masson, who abandoned Breton in favour of Bataille, or Ernst, whose work displays
both Bataillean and Bretonian themes. This thesis explores each of these gaps as 1
investigate how Mird’s work engages with Bataillean thought throughout the 1930s and
also links the Bataillean themes uncovered in Mird’s oeuvre with the artist’s passionate

Catalan nationalism and with his visual responses to the Spanish Civil War.



Chapter 2
Formless Figuration

In November 1930, Joan Mir6 dedicated two notebooks to his wife, Pilar Juncosa de
Miré. The pages of these notebooks are filled with over seventy drawings of anamorphic
human figures, their bodies twisted, mutilated, and bloated, with limbs multiplied and
severed in a manner previously unseen in the artist’s oeuvre. In each of these images,
Miré transgresses the natural architecture of the human body, producing figures whose
monstrous limbs are abnormally placed, who are plurally sexed, and whose body parts
(specifically the genitals and the big toe) are unnaturally exaggerated. And yet, in spite of
their extravagant deformation, each of these figures remains implicitly buman, calling into
question the boundaries of human figuration. Despite their substantial numbers, these

sketches—now in the collection of the Fundaci6 Joan Miré in Barcelona—have received
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little attention by art historians,' an interesting circumstance given their creation at a
crucial moment in the artist’s career. This chapter argues that with these drawings, Mir6
ushers in a new style of figuration that would replace the dream paintings of the 1920s. I
read these distorted human figures through Miréd’s ‘anti-painting’ declarations of the late
1920s and 1930s—as a means of attacking representation #hrough figuration. Specifically,
this chapter looks to Mird’s increased association with Georges Bataille in order to
suggest that these drawings adhere to the contemporary Bataillean principle of the
informe, which seeks to eschew academic classification, to dis-order, remove boundaries,
and complicate the relationship between form and meaning. In considering these
drawings as znforme, 1 will evaluate the debate among theorists of the znforme as to whether
or not the operation can include corporeal representation, and also consider Bataille’s
own opinions on figurative art and his discussion of Mir6 in the journal Documents.
Furthermore, in advocating for these drawings as participants in the znforme, 1 will
consider their relationship to two other dissolutive operations, Michel Leiris’s “/iquéfaction’
and the grotesque.

The larger of Mird’s notebooks is a G. Sennelier brand, purchased at 3 Quai

Voltaire in Paris.” It contains fifty-two drawings executed on very thin and fragile

!'There has been no comprehensive art historical evaluation of the series, but certain works have been
mentioned in connection to Bataille’s interest in the big toe. There has been no previous discussion of
the series as znforme. Mir6 discusses the series with Gaétan Picon (with no mention of Bataille) in an
interview published in Catalan Notebooks: Unpublished Drawings and Writings, trans. Dinah Harrison (New
York: Rizzoli, 1977), 22-55. Carolyn Lanchner briefly mentions the prevalence of the big toe in these
drawings in Joan Miré New York: Museum of Modern Art, 1993), 55-57, and Rosalind Krauss refers to
Lanchner’s observations in ‘Michel, Bataille et moi,” October, no. 68 (Spring 1994): 3-20. Neither
publication considers the figures in Mir6’s drawings as zzforme. Later, Anne Umland refers to Krauss’s
article when she relates the drawings to a later series of pastels on flocked paper, specifically to a
composition entitled The Lovers (1934); see Anne Umland, ed., Joan Mird: Painting and Anti-Painting,
1927-1937 (New York: Museum of Modern Art, 2008), 153-154. The catalogue for the 2012-2013
exhibition Drawing Surrealism at the Morgan Library & Museum in New York and the Los Angeles
County Museum reproduces one drawing from the series alongside a brief summary of Krauss’s
discussion of big toes and ‘base materialism’; see Leslie Jones, ed., Drawing Surrealism (New York:
Prestel, 2012), 35.

21 would like to thank archivists at the Fundacié Joan Miré in Barcelona for allowing me access to these
notebooks.
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perforated pages (all of which are intact).” In many instances, the pressure of the artist’s
pencil or erasures has caused the paper to rip. The first page of the notebook contains a
dedication to the artist’s wife, Pilar Juncosa de Mird, written in ink and which reads,
‘Pertany a na Pilar (Belongs to Pilar) (Fig. 1). The earliest sketches depict tuberous bodies,
with great bulges of flesh from which the artist fashions various organs. F.J.M. 900 (Fig.
2) illustrates this condition, in which one outgrowth becomes a toe, another holds an eye,
and the remaining protuberances resemble hands. F.J.M. 905 (Fig. 3) marks an abrupt
transition in style by which the body becomes more angular, yet streamlined, and
characterised by a triangular torso topped by a small head. This image is less clean than
its predecessors—it is marred by erasures, smudges, and scribbles from when Miré
adjusted the image from a more curvilinear to an angular figuration. This style governs
the following fifteen images, after which the remainder of the sketches merge the two
styles, depicting bodies that display both angular and rounded features, often
accompanied by long limbs that sweep over the figure’s heads, as seen in F.J.M. 934 (Fig.
4). The second notebook, inscribed on the inside cover with the same dedication and
date, continues this blending of styles. This notebook contains sketches numbered F.J.M.
856 to 881, which are drawn on paper from the Torras Hermanos factory in Catalonia,
which has a rougher texture and greater thickness than that of the first notebook. The
pages are of a similar size as the previous notebook: 23.6 x 15.8 cm compared to 20.6 X

17.3 cm.*

3 These drawings are untitled, but have been given the classification ‘personatge’ (personage) or, less
frequently, Dona’ (‘woman’) or Home i Dona’ (‘man and woman’), by the Fundacié Joan Miro,
Barcelona, and have been numbered F.J.M. 890-942.

4This notebook has sustained some damage and its binding has been restored. Pages are occasionally
removed for exhibitions and stored elsewhere in the archives of the Fundaci6é Joan Miré.
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Miré produced his 1930 drawings during a time of professional crisis, which led
the artist to create works that he would subsequently characterise as ‘anti-paintings.” In
1927, in the survey Anthologie de la peinture en France de 1906 a nos jours, the art critic
Maurice Raynal recounts Miré’s now famous proclamation: ‘Je veux assassiner la peinture’ (1
want to assassinate painting.® As Anne Umland argues in Joan Mirs: Painting and Anti-
Painting, 1927-1937, the statement’s veracity is unknown, but its violent rhetoric is
consistent with Miré’s contemporary interviews and correspondences.” Miré continued
to use such passionate language in 1929, when he described the process of painting Duzch
Interior 111 (1928) to its then owner, René Gafté, as ‘a struggle, a human struggle in my
career.”® A few years later, in 1931, Mir6 described being nauseated at the sight of his
own work, refusing to look at his previous paintings.” In the same interview, Mir6
declared his intention to ‘destroy, destroy everything that exists in painting.”’ For much
of the 1930s, he would prioritise different mediums and methods over painting, the most
common of which are drawing (sometimes accompanied by gouache or watercolour),
collages, and his ‘constructions’ or ‘painting objects,” which utilised non-traditional
materials as diverse as nails, bone, cork, shells, various bits of metal, umbrellas, a
padlock, a taxidermal bird, an eggbeater, and a carob tree trunk. Recalling the period in
an interview with art critic Denys Chevalier in 1962, Mir6 characterises anti-painting as ‘a

revolt against a state of mind and traditional painting techniques that were later judged

5> Mir6 uses this term in an interview in 1962. Joan Mird, ‘Mird,” interview with Denys Chevalier,
Aunjourd’bui: Art et Architecture November 1962). Translated by Paul Auster and Patricia Matthews in
Margit Rowell, ed., Joan Mird: Selected Writings and Interviews (Cambridge, MA: Da Capo, 1992), 266.

6 Maurice Raynal, Anthologie de la peinture en France de 1906 a nos jours (Paris, Editions Montagne, 1927), 34.
Years later, Chevalier asked Mir6 whether anti-painting was ‘a true assassination of painting,” to which
Miré responded ‘yes.” See, Mir6, interview with Chevalier, 266.

" Umland, Joan Mird: Painting and Anti-Painting, 2.

8 Joan Miro, letter to René Gaffé, 19 June 1929, Paris. Translated by Auster and Matthews, in Joan Mird:
Selected Writings and Interviews, 113.

9 Joan Mir6, interview with Francisco Melgar, ‘Spanish Artists in Paris: Juan [sic] Miré.” Translated by
Auster and Matthews, in Joan Mird: Selected Writings and Interviews, 117.

10 Ibid., 114.
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morally unjustifiable. It was also an attempt to express myself through new materials.”"'

Miré credits his ‘assassination of painting,” in part, to the dadaism of Marcel Duchamp,
but even more so to a ‘revolt against a state of mind,” an ‘inner protest, a crisis of
personal consciousness.””> Beyond its violent associations, the militant language that Mir6
uses to describe his personal crisis predicts the tone of his Spanish Civil War-era works,
which will be explored in chapters 4 through 7.

Mird’s professional crisis occurred at the same time as a political crisis in Spain,
where Mir6 was spending a good deal of his time (his daughter was born in Barcelona
and the notebook drawings were undertaken in Palma de Mallorca). January 1930 saw the
fall of Miguel Primo de Rivera’s dictatorship, a seven-year regime that proved to be
particularly brutal towards the nation’s Catalan population.” Under Primo de Rivera’s
command, Spain saw the suppression of the Catalan languages in schools and churches,
the prohibition of the Catalan flag, and the banning of certain cultural expressions like
the national dance.'* While, on the one hand, Primo de Rivera’s resignation in 1930 was a
step towards the regaining of rights for Catalans under the Second Spanish Republic in
1931, the resignation was precipitated by the 1929 economic crash and resulting political
unrest that did not end with the dictatorship. In what Stanley G. Payne calls ‘one of the
most extraordinary failures of leadership in a Furopean era known for such failures,’
Spain would not have an election for more than a year after the end of Primo de Rivera’s
regime, and the leniency of the interim government appointed by King Alfonso XIII

(which was meant to be temporary, before returning to constitutional rule) quickly lost

11 Mir6, interview with Chevalier. Translated by Auster and Matthews, in Joan Mird: Selected Writings and
Interviews, 262.

12 Ibid., 266.

13 Scholars have read the obvious Catalan nationalism in Miré’s 1920s works as responses to Primo de
Rivera’s dictatorship. See, for instance, Robert S. Lubar, ‘Miré’s Commitment,” in Joan Mird: The Ladder
of Escape, eds. Marko Daniel and Matthew Gale (London: Tate, 2011), 38. For more on Catalan
nationalism, see chapters 4 and 5 of this thesis.

14 Raymond Cart, Modern Spain, 1875—1980 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1980), 104.
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legitimacy and only served to incite increasing anti-monarchical sentiments."”” While Mir6
does not comment on these events specifically, as a passionate Catalan nationalist the
events in Spain certainly would have been important to him and, as chapters 4 to 7
analyse, his artistic production throughout the 1930s was often closely tied to
developments in Spain.

The beginning of Mird’s anti-painting period also coincides with the artist’s
distancing of himself from mainstream Surrealism. While it is not the intention of this
thesis to argue that Miré should not be classed as a Surrealist, this degree of
disassociation from the movement invites one to consider outside sources of
influences—Ilike Bataille—on the artist. By March 1926, Mir6 moved away from the 45
rue Blomet—a secondary Surrealist hub to André Breton’s 42 rue Fontaine—to a studio
at 22 rue Tourlaque, Cité des Fusains, where he joined Max Ernst and Jean (Hans) Arp,
two former dadaists.'® Later that year, Mir6 and Ernst would be criticised by Breton and
Louis Aragon for collaborating with Sergei Diaghilev for the Ballet Russes production of
Romeo and Juliet. Mir6 later recalled that he and Ernst had been ‘expelled’ from Surrealism
following the performance, but that it caused them only ‘a little heartache.”'” While
Miré’s work for the Ballet Russes was not sufficiently off-message to lead to his formal
excommunication in the Second Manifesto, his name is absent from the accompanying pricre
d’insérer, and he elected to withdraw from any official association with the movement, for
the time, by rejecting Breton’s call for collective action.'” In 1931 Mir6 clarified his

position on Surrealism, maintaining that he could not be considered a ‘Surrealist’ in the

15 Stanley G. Payne and Jesus Palacios, Franco: A Personal and Political Bibliography (Madison: University of
Wisconsin Press, 2014), 64.

16 Umland, Joan Mird: Painting and Anti-Painting, 5.

17 Joan Mir6, quoted in Joan Mird: Painting and Anti-Painting, 5, 14. Max Ernst was less diplomatic in a letter
to art dealer Camille Goemans on 2 June 1926, where he writes, ‘T loathe churches and their saints,’
referring to Surrealism, Breton, and Louis Aragon. Max Ernst, letter to Camille Goemans, 2 June 1926,
Archives et Musée de la Littérature, Bibliothéque Royale, Brussels. Quoted and translated by Anne
Umland, 14, note 29. This expulsion was hardly permanent, as Ernst’s name would appeart in the Second
Manifesto of Surrealism and Mir6 would continue to exhibit with the group throughout his careet.

18 Mird’s statement is reproduced in Rowell, ed., Joan Mird: Selected Writings and Interviews, 108.
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same way that Pablo Picasso is a Cubist, meaning that he had nothing to do with the
founding of the movement, but rather was ‘swept along by André Masson.”"” While
describing Surrealism as ‘an extremely interesting intellectual phenomenon, a positive
thing,” he was also firm in his desire to maintain a ‘total, absolute, rigorous independence’
from Surrealism’s ‘severe discipline.” Furthermore, the move to rue Tourlaque marks

the beginning of the ambiguous ‘after the rue Blomet™

dating that Mir6 assigns to his
acquaintance with Georges Bataille. Scholarship of the last decade has identified the ways
in which the artists of the rue Tourlaque—namely Arp and Ernst—were able to engage
with both Bretonian and Bataillean philosophies, with varying degrees of allegiance.” As
this thesis explores, it is very likely that Mir6 shared this stance.

There are, however, certain incongruities between Mird’s stated desires—to
murder painting and to remain independent from Surrealism—and the realities of his
working and exhibiting practices during the 1930s. Miré would continue to exhibit with
Surrealists throughout the 1930s—at the Exposition surréaliste at the Galerie Pierre Colle
(1933) and the Salon des Surindépendants (1933), for instance, as well as Surrealist
exhibitions in London, Tokyo, New York, and Tenerife. Meanwhile, Mird’s assassination
of painting proved not to be a negation of the medium itself but rather a way of using
traditional mediums to violently overhaul his approach to visual representation, shifting
from the poesy of the 1920s to something far more brutal in the following decade. Denys

Chevalier notes Mird’s anti-painting was ‘rather like the poet who twisted the neck of

lyricism and still wound up producing poetry,” because this assault was carried out

19 Mird, interview with Melgar. Translated by Auster and Matthews, in Joan Mird: Selected Writings and
Interviews, 116.

20 Tbid.

2l Joan Mir6, ‘Memories of the rue Blomet,” originally transcribed by Jacques Dupin, 1977. Translated by
Auster and Matthews, in Joan Mird: Selected Writings and Interviews, 103. “Yes, Bataille. I knew him well,
but after the rue Blomet.’

22 See, for instance, David Hopkins, ‘Blind Swimmers: Max Ernst and the Disabling of Male Vision,” in
Dada’s Boys: Masculinity after Duchamp (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2007), 65-84. See also Eric
Robertson, Arp: Painter, Poet, Sculptor New Haven: Yale University Press, 20006), 92.
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pictorially, sometimes even through the medium of painting itself.” Anne Umland looks
to Mird’s classification of a 1935 series as ‘savage paintings,” discussed in detail in
chapters 4 and 5 of this thesis, as a means of understanding this paradox. Umland posits
that the word ‘assassination,’ like ‘savage,’ is aggressive, and when such terms are coupled
with the world ‘painting,” meaning shifts from painting as a target of aggression to an

: 24
‘agent of aggression, as a weapon or tool.”

According to this view, Mir6 can act at once
as creator and transgressor.

Drawing had always been essential to the Surrealist process; artists experimented
with techniques such as automatic drawing, frottage, decalcomania, and the game of
cadavre exquis (exquisite corpse) as methods for accessing the unconscious. In the First
Manifesto, as a footnote to the phrase ‘Il y a un homme coupé en deux par la fenétre’
(‘there is a man cut in two by a window’),” which is said to have occurred to Breton

spontaneously, the Surrealist founder considers how one might express the unconscious

visually. His solution is through drawing—or rather, tracing:

Peintre, cette représentation visuelle ett sans doute pour moi primé lautre . . .
Muni d'un crayon et d'une feuille blanche, il me serait facile d'en suivre les
contours. C'est que la encore il ne s'agit pas de dessiner, il ne s'agit que de
calquer. . . Et j’en éprouverais, en ouvrant les yeux, une trés forte impression de

‘jamais vu.’

(Were I a painter, this visual depiction would doubtless have become more
important to me than any other. . .With a pencil and white sheet of paper to

hand, I could easily trace their outlines. Here again it is not a matter of drawing,

23 Miré, interview with Chevalier. Translated by Auster and Matthews, in Joan Mird: Selected Writings and
Interviews, 266.

24 Umland, Joan Mird: Painting and Anti-Painting, 3.

%5 André Breton, ‘Manifeste du surréalisme’ in Manifestes du Surréalisme (Patis: Gallimard, 1969), 31. First
published in 1924.
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but simply of tracing. . . And, upon opening my eyes, I would get the very strong

. . . 26
impression of something ‘never seen.’)

It seems as though even Georges Bataille dabbled in automatic drawing, while
undergoing psychoanalytic treatment with Dr. Adrien Borel, as evidenced by six ink
drawings now in the collection of the Museum of Modern Art in New York (Fig. 5).
Miré contributed to several exquisite corpse drawings (Fig. 6) and utilised automatism in
the 1920s, although Christopher Green and David Lomas have called into question the
strictness to which Miré adhered to the process and whether certain works can truly be
classed as ‘automatic.””’ In analysing the drawings from his 1930 notebooks, however, it
seems unlikely that these works could have been produced automatically. Mird
continuously erased and redrew the compositions, in some cases to correct the rendering
of a particular outline, and in others to change the motif entirely, as in the case of F.J.M.
878 (Fig. 7).”® Furthermore, despite the very thin paper of the first notebook, there are no
similarities between compositions to suggest that Mir6 employed tracing, as he did in the
1920s. Rather, it seems as though Mir6 drew each of the 1930 compositions
purposefully, intentionally, and consciously, with a specifically deformed bodily

architecture in mind.

% André Breton, ‘Manifeste du surréalisme,’” 31. Translated by Richard Seaver and Helen R. Lane in
Manifestoes of Surrealism (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1969), 21.

27 Christopher Green, Cubisn and Its Enemies: Modern Movements and Reaction in French Art, 1916—1928 (New
Haven: Yale University Press, 1987), 267-71, and David Lomas, The Haunted Self: Surrealism,
Psychoanalysis, Subjectivity New Haven: Yale University Press, 2000), 14. The 1976 publication of Miré’s
previously unseen rue Blomet—era sketchbooks raised doubts over the degree to which Miré utilised
automatism. These sketchbooks reveal the use of preparatory drawings for neatly all of his
approximately one hundred fifteen ‘dream paintings’ (1925-27). David Lomas notes that the sketches
expose the myth that the symbols found in compositions like Birth of the World were guided by the
painting’s background ‘stains,” when, in reality, the work has five preparatory drawings. This out-dated
reading of the work was favoured by art historians seeking to read the painting as a metaphor for the
birth of painting—undoubtedly tempted by the painting’s title, which was not Miré’s own, but
bestowed upon it by ecither Breton or Paul Eluard. Christopher Green writes that the notebooks
suggest an ‘automatism once removed,” by which automatic ‘doodles’ are transferred onto the canvas.

28 Because it has been erased and drawn over, it is impossible to discern the appearance of the original
composition. It does not, however, appear to correspond to the final image in any way.
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If these drawings were not attempts to tap into the artist’s unconscious through
automatic drawing, then what was their purpose? According to Mir6, the works were
never intended to be studies for paintings.” He did generate exact reproductions of the
figures (without the erasures and scribbles) as pencil and India ink compositions on
Ingres paper,” but, as far as the artist could recall, they were not exhibited together apart
from one instance at the gallery of Colette Allendy sometime between the end of the
Second World War and 1960.”' None of the figures from either notebook have been
found in subsequent paintings or other compositions. Another question is why Mird
would decide to gift these particular notebooks—the contents of which are not
particularly romantic—to his wife at an important moment in their marriage, as Pilar had
given birth to the couple’s only child, Dolores, that July, during which time Mir6 was
working on the sketches. The likely answer to these questions is that these drawings are
an Important moment of transformation in Mird’s approach to corporeal
representation—away from the ‘stick figures’ of the dream paintings (the Head of a
Catalan Peasant series [1924-25], for instance) towards a representation that favours
physicality, savagery, and deformation over minimalism, and which set the tone for the
duration of the artist’s anti-painting-era figuration. A sketch like F.J.M. 856 (fig. 8), which
depicts the body as an enormous head and eyeball connected to a big toe, while not a
direct inspiration, could easily have served as a precedent for the figure on the left of the
savage painting Personages and Mountains (1936) in which the figure’s body consists of a
large head directly connected to two feet. Similarly, the stance and exposed oversized

genitalia of the figures in Man and Woman in Front of a Pile of Excrement (1935) recall

2 Joan Miré, interview with Gaéton Picon, Mallorca, 1975. Translated by Dinah Harrison, in Catalan
Notebooks, 22.

30 The exact dating of Mird’s notebooks becomes difficult here. While they are inscribed with the date
November 1930, the subsequent Ingres paper drawings are dated on their verso by the artist between
16 August and 11 October 1930. This suggests that Mir6 merely dedicated the notebooks to Pilar in
November but had been working on their contents for several months. While we cannot know for
certain how long Miré spent on the sketches, he certainly did not feverishly fill the pages of two
notebooks in a single month.

31 Miré, interview with Picon, 22.
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various ‘home i dona’ sketches from the 1930 books, including F.J.M. 906 and 925. Some
of the Dona drawings, which feature women with enormous, legless bodies that root
them to the bottom of the page and arms that gesticulate wildly, predict the parodic
portraits of Mird’s woman drawings, completed during the Spanish Civil War (and
discussed in the final two chapters of this thesis). This new approach to figuration
coincides with Mird’s increased association with Bataille and can be understood, I argue,
through the Bataillean operation of the #nforme, or formlessness, which seeks to disorder
and defy classification—in this case, of bodily architecture, of sex, of the boundaries

between inside and out, and of excess.

Bringing Things Down in the World

The word “informe™ first appears in the ‘Critical Dictionary,” a section of short entries
within Documents by Bataille and others that often deviated in subject matter from the
full-length articles on art and ethnography.” The paragraph-long entry for informe reflects
the non-traditional function of the ‘Critical Dictionary’ itself. In the entry, Bataille defines
the principle function of a dictionary thusly: ‘Un dictionnaire commencerait a partir du
moment ou il ne donnerait plus le sens mais les besognes des mots’ (‘A dictionary begins
when it no longer gives the meaning of words, but their tasks’).” It is therefore fitting
that Bataille does not provide a conventional definition for the informe; the closest he

comes to clarifying the term’s meaning is: ‘Ainsi znforme n’est pas seulement un adjectif

32'The informe has been investigated by many art historical scholars, the best known of which are Rosalind
Krauss and other contributors to the journal October. See, for instance, the 1997 exhibition L Tuforme:
mode d’emploi, at the Centre Georges Pompidou in Paris (Yve-Alain Bois and Rosalind Krauss, Formless:
A User’s Guide New York: Zone Books, 1997). As discussed in my ‘Literature Review,” there has not
been a sufficient inquiry into the participation of Mird’s work in the znforme.

33 Alastair Brotchie, introduction to Encyclopaedia Acephalica, ed. Georges Bataille et al., trans. Iain White et
al. (London: Atlas, 1995), 10.

3 Georges Bataille, ‘Informe,” Documents 1, no. 7 (1929): 382. Translated by Allan Stoekl et al., in VVisions of
Excess: Selected Writings, 1927-1939, ed. Alan Stoekl (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press), 31.
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ayant tel sens mais un terme servant a déclasser, exigeant généralement que chaque chose
ait sa forme’ (“Thus znforme 1s not only an adjective having a given meaning, but a term
that serves to bring things down in the world, generally requiring that each thing have its
form’).” The term is not binary; despite its common translation into English as ‘formless’
or “formlessness’; the nforme is not simply the opposite of form, but rather an operation.™
The task, then, that Bataille designates to forme is to ‘declassify,” to corrupt or
undermine identification and meaning, and to lower or subvert academic inquiry and
categorisation.”” Furthermore, and perhaps paradoxically given the informe’s anti-academic
qualities, the term’s placement in a magazine dedicated to archaeology, fine arts, and
ethnography urges us to question the relationship between form and meaning in visual
art. Bataille writes:

Il faudrait en effet, pour que les hommes académiques soient contents, que

I'univers prenne forme. La philosophie enticre n’a pas d’autre but: il s’agit de

donner une redingote a ce que est, une redingote mathématique.

(For academics to be satisfied, it would be necessary, in effect, for the universe to

take on a form. The whole of philosophy has no other aim; it is a question of

fitting what exists into a frock coat, a mathematical frock coat.)™

Bataille’s purposefully ambiguous concept becomes more complex with the
paradoxical closing sentence of the #nforme entry: ‘Par contre affirmer que 'univers ne
ressemble a rien et n’est qu’znforme revient a dire que I'univers est quelque chose comme
une araignée ou un crachat’ (‘On the other hand, affirming that the universe resembles

nothing and is only znforme amounts to saying that the universe is something like a spider

35 Bataille, ‘Informe,” 382.

3 For this reason, I have elected not to translate informe into English and to instead retain the original
French.

37 Bataille, ‘Informe,” 382.

38 Ibid., 382. Translated by Allan Stoekl et al., in sions of Excess, 31.
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or spit’).”” Perplexingly, in this statement Bataille employs a metaphor, a comparison (the
universe is something like a spider or spit) to explain the ofherness of the universe
(‘affirming that the universe resembles nothing’)."’ The reader is left to consider how the
universe can simultaneously be said to resemble nothing and, yet, be ‘something like’ a
spider or spit—two entities that, despite their baseness, have recognisable forms. This
quandary has prompted a debate in art historical scholarship over whether or not figural
art can be understood to possess elements of the znforme.

Rosalind Krauss and Yve-Alain Bois, who have become authorities on the znforme
through such publications as LTnforme: mode d’emploi (Formless: A User’s Guide) (which
accompanied a 1997 exhibition by the same name at the Centre Pompidou), explicitly
state their unwillingness to accept the ‘participation’ of figuration in the snforme."
According to this view, to concede that a figure is formless strips the znforme of its
potency and reduces its operation to mere deformation.”” A consideration of the formless
body, Bois continues, would provoke a reading of the ‘slightest alteration to the human
anatomy’ as an operation of the zuforme and, consequently, ‘modern figurative art, in its
quasi-totality, would be swept up into such a definition.”” According to his view, if the
informe could be applied to figuration, the term ‘would cover so enlarged a realm as to no
longer have any bite.”* To support this interpretation, Bois and Krauss have elected to
read the last line of the znforme entry as follows: ‘to say that the universe is zforme is to say
that it makes no sense and thus that it should be crushed like a spider or expectorated

like mucous. Bataille’s double preposition is thus not contradictory, the “something like”

not referring to a resemblance but an operation.”” What Bois and Krauss are unwilling to

39 Bataille, ‘Informe,” 382.

40 Brent Hayes Edwards, “The Ethnics of Surrealism,” Transition, no. 78 (1998): 102.

41 Yve-Alain Bois and Rosalind Krauss, Formless: A User’s Guide New York: Zone Books, 1997), 80.
42 Tbid., 80.

43 Tbid.

44 Thid.

4 Tbid., 79.
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consider in this publication is a compromise whereby the action of the znforme on a figure
works not simply to deform, but to declassify, to break down—as we shall see in the case
of Mird’s sketches—distinctions of sex and anatomical characteristics within a figural
composition.

Bois and Krauss’s Formless: A User’s Guide, while a significant contribution to art
historical scholarship, applies Bataille’s concept, at times, through extrapolation—the
headings ‘Entropy’ and ‘Pulse,” for instance, use terms not found in Bataille’s
vocabulary—in an effort to ‘map certain trajectories’ within modernism.* As Bois
admits, this approach differs from Bataille’s application of the #nforme to art in
Documents.”” Justifying the decision to depart from Bataille’s original implementation of
the term, Bois advocates that Bataille’s writings on modern art (and especially on
applying the znforme to art) are ‘less advanced than his writings on any other subject,” and
that the entire staff of Documents ‘suffered from the same limitations.”® An implication of
the pervasiveness of what Charles Miller calls the ‘Kraussian informe’ is that it
‘suppresses the historicity of the movement of Documents in Georges Bataille’s theory,
when avant-garde painting—DPablo Picasso in particular—was a privileged surface for the
destructive operations that Bataille pursued.” In investigating the ways in which Mir6’s
tigurative sketches can be read as an engagement with the znforme, my interpretation of
this operational term will be derived from Bataille’s writings themselves. Furthermore, a
consideration of previous attempts to apply the nforme to figuration will look to the
writings of Georges Didi-Huberman, whose interpretation of the #nforme ‘goes against

everything’ that Bois and Krauss attempt to communicate in their text and exhibition,

46 Bois and Krauss, Formless: A User’s Guide, 31, 34.

47 Ibid., 80.

48 Ibid., 80.

4 C.F.B Miller, ‘Bataille with Picasso: Crucifixion (1930) and Apocalypse,” Papers of Surrealism, no. 7 (2007):
1.
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and which is much closer to Bataille’s own (as Bois and Krauss themselves
acknowledge).”

Written two years before Fommuless: A User's Guide, Didi-Huberman’s ILa
Ressemblance informe on le gai savoir visuel selon Georges Bataille (1995) argues that Bataille’s
informe favours ‘transgressive resemblances,” rather than claiming an ‘absolute
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dissimilarity’ or a ‘resemblance to nothing.” Bataille’s closing line for the znforme entry
affirms this position, Didi-Huberman argues, in the equating of the /nforme universe with
two forms: spiders and spit. Patrick Crowley and Paul Hegarty, in discussing Didi-
Huberman’s interpretation, write that the nforme ‘operates to undermine idealised forms.

. [It] ruptures the classificatory principle, opens it to the unsettling contagion of other
forms and scuttles aesthetic judgment.” The znforme, then, indicates ‘a certain power that
forms have to deform themselves constantly, to quickly pass from the like to the

553

unlike.””” Beyond the absence of form, the znforme denies form. According to Didi-
Huberman, the subjection of a formal entity—Ilike the human body—to this operation

involves:

un processus ou la forme souvre, se ‘dément’ et se révele tout a la fois; ou la
forme s%érase, se voue au lieu dans le plus enticre dissemblance avec elle-méme;
ou la forme s'agglutine, comme le dissemblable viendrait toucher, masquer, envahir
le semblable; et ou la forme, ainsi défaite, finit par s7mcorporer a sa forme de
référence—a la forme qu’elle défigure mais qu’elle ne révouque pas—, pour
Ienvahir monstrueusement (magiquement, dirait I’ethnologue) par contact et par

dévoration.

50 Bois and Krauss, Formless: A User’s Guide, 80.

51 Georges Didi-Huberman, La ressemblance informe on le gai savoir visnel selon Georges Bataille (Paris: Editions
Macula, 1995), 21. Didi-Huberman’s primary concern is with the relationship between text and image
in Documents, but he does devote significant attention to the #nforme body.

52 Patrick Crowley and Paul Hegarty, ‘Formless 2. Within and Between: Literature and Formless,” in
Formless: Ways In and Out of Form, ed. Patrick Crowley and Paul Hegarty (Bern: Peter Lang, 2005), 111.

53 Didi-Huberman, La ressemblance informe, 135. Translated by Bois and Krauss, in Formless: A User’s Guide,
269.
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(a process in which form opens itself, ‘refutes itself,” and reveals itself at the same
time; where form s crushed, entering into the most complete unlikeness to itself;
where form coagulates, as though the unlike had just touched, masked, invaded the
like; and where form, in this way undone, ends up being incorporated to the form of
the referent—to the form it disfigures but doesn’t revoke—monstrously
(magically, the ethnologist would say) to invade it through contact or

devouring.)™

Didi-Huberman’s reading, which identifies the work of artists associated with
Documents as informe (namely Picasso, Mird, and Arp) looks directly to Bataille’s own
‘definition’ of the word to stress the primary function of the znforme as an operation that
breaks down classifications in a ‘theoretical dismantling” * Under the heading
‘L’écrasement de I'anthropomorphisme,” Didi-Huberman considers how this process
applies to the human figure. Looking at a 1930 article in Documents by Roger Hervé,
entitled ‘Sacrifices humains du Centre-Amérique,” Didi-Huberman identifies the
examples of this dismantling in descriptions of Aztec human sacrifice. In this ritualistic
murder, as relayed by Hervé, the human body is skinned, dismembered, and eaten.” With
the opening of the body and the removal of the skin, the boundaries between inside and
outside are shattered, and the remaining corpse—this znforme body—at once resembles
the human figure and is implicitly ‘other.”’ Examining a second example from
Documents—Bataille’s ‘Les écarts de la nature’—Didi-Huberman labels as zforme etchings

of conjoined twins, or ‘double children’ (double enfani), which were originally published in

54 Didi-Huberman, La ressemblance informe, 135.

55 Thid.

5 Roger Hervé, ‘Sacrifices humains du Centre-Amérique,” Documents 2 no.4 (1930), 206. Bataille also
discusses Aztec sacrifice in ‘L’Amérique disparue,” Oeuvres complétes, vol. 1 (Paris: Gallimard, 1970), 152-
8.

57 Didi-Huberman, La ressemblance informe, 128-9, 135.
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Les écarts de la nature, an eighteenth-century treatise on human teratology.” In one such
example—in which two male children are conjoined at the face and torso (Fig. 9)—Didi-
Huberman argues an exvess of resemblance. In this image, the two children’s faces merge
to form a single human face, which Didi-Huberman calls ‘une ressemblance incorporée.”
At the same time, however, their ‘perfect’ resemblance—which should be considered
marvellous—is made monstrous by their conjunction. They become a human figure with
eight limbs, or as Didi-Huberman argues, a kind of spider, illustrating the way in which
the nforme operates via ‘mutilations and by multiplications.™

Further strengthening the case for inclusion of certain figural representations as
informe are the overlaps between this operation and the grotesque.” Just as the nforme
seeks to undo the very medium in which it is introduced (the dictionary), the grotesque is
similarly ‘defined by what it does to boundaries, transgressing, merging, overflowing,
destabilising them.”” Like Didi-Huberman’s discussion of additions and subtractions, the
grotesque can also operate through actions that are either ‘constructive,” through the
combination of disparate elements in a way that challenges perception (as in the
Surrealist image, for instance) or ‘destructive, in a manner that deforms or breaks
down.” It can also manifest as combinatory, as Francis S. Connelly phrases it: “from the
centaur to the cyborg,® or, as we will see in Mird’s case, in the merging of the human
with the animal or the mundane, inanimate object. Michel Chaouli affirms this view,
noting that the grotesque is not a singular motif or style.”” Because of its indefinability,

one can characterise as grotesque figural works as varied as Gustave Courbet’s Burial at

% Georges Bataille, ‘Les écatts de la nature,” Documents 2 no.2 (1930), 79-83. Discussed in Didi-Huberman,
La ressemblance informe, 139.

% Didi-Huberman, La ressemblance informe, 141.

60 Ibid., 141-42.

61 Carl Einstein characterised Mird’s papiers collés of this period as ‘grotesque’ in his atticle in Documents. See
Carl Einstein, ‘Joan Mird: Papiers collés a la galerie Pierre), Documents 2, no. 4 (1930): 241-243.

2 Francis S. Connelly, Modern Art and the Grotesgue (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003), 2—4.

63 Ibid., 2-4.

64 Ibid., 2.

65 Michel Chaouli, ‘Van Gogh’s Ear: Toward a Theory of Disgust,” in Modern Art and the Grotesque, 47.
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Ornans (1849-50) (labelled as such by critics unprepared for realism) to Otto Dix’s The
Skat Players (1920).° According to Victor Hugo, the grotesque breaks the monotony of
‘cette beauté universelle...la méme impression, toujours répétée...” (‘universal beauty . . .
the same impression repeated again and again...”), providing a contrast to the sublime.”’
It should be noted that the grotesque is a far more inclusive term than the znforme, and,
indeed, one could argue that the nforme be situated within the broader category of the
grotesque. Hugo elaborates the wealth of possibilities afforded by the grotesque’s
breadth: ‘Il y est partout; d'une part, il crée le difforme et I’horrible; de Iautre, le comique
et le bouffon’ (‘it is found everywhere; on the one hand it creates the abnormal and the

horrible, on the other the comic and the butlesque’).”®

Mird in Documents

During its short life, Documents devoted three articles to Mird, one each by Michel Leiris,
Carl Einstein, and Georges Bataille. Both Leiris’s and Bataille’s articles focus significant
attention on the artist’s new manipulation of the human form. Appearing two issues
prior to the Informe entry, Leiris’s article Joan Mird’® discusses the artist’s ‘imaginary
portraits’ (1929).” 1In this particular article, Leiris’s language in describing Mird’s
portraiture predicts Bataille’s znforme. Leiris considers the imaginary portraits as an
operation of ‘liguéfaction, resulting in ‘cette evaporation implacable des structures’ (‘this relentless

evaporation of structures’).”’ This dissolution at play in Mird’s work, Leiris continues,

6 Connelly, Modern Art and the Grotesque, 2.

7 Victor Hugo, ‘Preface to Cromwell,” The Works of Victor Hugo, vol. 3 (Dramas), trans. George Burnham
Ives New York: Little, Brown, 1909), 15. Originally published in 1927.

% Hugo, ‘Preface to Cromwell,” 1.

9 The imaginary portraits include Portrait of Queen Louise of Prussia, Portrait of Mrs Mills, 1750, and Portrait of a
Woman in 1820.

70 Michel Leitis, Joan Mird,” Documents 1, no. 5 (1929): 266. Translated by Lydia Davis, in Brisées: Broken
Branches (San Francisco: North Point, 1989), 25-29.
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provokes a ‘leakage’ not only of the materials that constitute the human form, but also of
the ‘substance qui rend toutes choses—nous, nos pensées et le décor dans lequel nous
vivons’ (‘substance that makes all things—us, our thoughts, and the setting we live in’)."
Using a metaphor that strongly anticipates Bataille’s likening of the recipient of the
informe to a ‘spider or an earthworm,” Leiris equates Mird’s liquefaction of forms to a
jellyfish or octopi.” The conformations of the spider, earthworm, jellyfish, and octopus,
while contradistinctive to the human body, are not /acking form. Even the gob of spit—as
Paul Hegarty notes—is a ‘precise, if only chaotically predictable form,” which seems to
suggest that the informe does not necessarily demand an absence of formal elements.”
Writing specifically on the subjection of the human body to this liquefaction, Leiris

writes:

Belles comme des ricanements, ou comme des graffiti montrant Parchitecture
humaine dans ce qu’elle a tout particulicrement de grotesque et d’horrible, ces
oeuvres sont autant de caillous malicieux qui déterminent des remous circulaires
et vicieux, quand on les jette dans le marais de 'entendement, ou moisissent,

depuis déja de si nombreuses années, tant de filets et tant de nasses...’

(As beautiful as sarcastic laughter or graffiti showing human architecture in its
particularly grotesque and horrible aspect, each of these works is a mocking
pebble sending out vicious, circular ripples when cast into the swamp of
understanding, where for so many years already, so many traps and nets have

been mouldering...)™

" Leitis, Joan Miro,” 266.

72 Thid.

73 Paul Hegarty, ‘Review: Formal Insistence,” Semiotic Review of Books 13, no. 2 (2003): 6.
74 Leiris, Joan Mird,” 266. Translated by Lydia Davis, in Brisées: Broken Branches, 25-29.
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Like Bataille’s #nforme, Leiris’s liguéfaction emphasises an undoing of systems—of the
‘mathematical frock coat” While Bataille’s 7nforme entry attacks the ultimate symbol of
classification—the dictionary—the liquefaction that Leiris detects in Mird’s work
similatly acts on the anatomy of the human body.

In his review of Formless: A User’s Guide, Hegarty reminds his reader that—
contrary to what his theoretical writings may suggest—Bataille was ‘hopelessly in thrall to
tigurative art,” as evidenced in Documents’s features on Surrealist painters, its ‘Hommage a
Picasso,” and Bataille’s later writings on prehistoric cave paintings.” It is interesting to
consider that in 1930, when Mir6é was hardly painting at all, Bataille selected two rare
contemporary figurative paintings to accompany his article on the artist. Bataille’s ‘Joan
Miré: Peintures récentes’ prioritises the violent decomposition found in the artist’s recent
works, describing them as the remains of an unknown ‘disaster.”” Of the six works that
Bataille selected to accompany his article, the two that contain bodily elements—Paznting
(Fig. 10) and Painting (Head) (Fig. 11) (both 1930)—particularly express this disarray.
Products of the anti-painting age, the two spherical forms at the top of Paznting contain
experimentations with different mediums, in this case, blotches of gesso, plaster, and
charcoal that hover over the figure like ominous clouds. In this composition, the body of
the female figure appears dismembered and incomplete, as though Mir6 is providing just
enough anatomical elements for the viewer to discern that this form is indeed a human
body. In the centre of the composition is a head, rendered in profile, with its eye
atypically cancelled out by eight vertical scores (in a preparatory drawing, Mir6 calls this
arrangement of lines ‘strings’ [Fig. 12]). In Painting, moving downward, one sees what

appears to be the figure’s breasts and, towards the bottom right, forms that suggest a leg

7> Hegarty, ‘Review: Formal Insistence,” 5.

76 Georges Bataille, Joan Mir6: Peintures récentes,” Documents 2, no.7 (1930): 399. Translated by Krzysztof
Fijalkowski and Michael Richardson, in Undercover Surrealism: Georges Bataille and Documents, ed. Dawn
Ades and Simon Baker (London: Hayward Gallery; Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2006), 134.
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and foot. A similar marring of the human face occurs in Painting (Head), which is littered
with horizontally oriented scribbles.

In cancelling out the figure’s eye, Mir6 suggests violence against both vision and
representation. Several scholars have noted that Bataille’s short entry on Miré followed
his much longer review of G. H. Luquet’s book L’art primitif (1930).” In the review,
Bataille posits an explanation for the inconsistencies in certain prehistoric art sites related
to the presence of ‘well formed’ painted representations of animals and the grotesque,
comparatively abstracted renderings (often sculptural) of humans within the same
location.” Most significantly for a consideration of formless figuration, Bataille dubs
these deformed bodies as znforme, inviting the possibility for the term to include corporeal
representation. Bataille calls the transgressive operation by which these human figures
were produced a/teration, propelled by an unconscious desire to distort, mar, and damage
surfaces. Bataille explains that alferation forms the basis for artistic creation initiated ‘by
successive destructions,” which liberate ‘sadistic,’” ‘libidinal’ instincts.” Returning to the
subject in a later study—Ia Peinture Préhistorigue: Lascanx on la naissance de art (Prebistoric
Painting: Lascaux or the Birth of Arf) (1955)—Bataille discusses the advent of figural art as
sacred, which, as Suzanne Guerlac rightfully notes, is somewhat surprising to the reader

familiar with the centrality of Bataille’s work to the poststructuralist challenge to

77 See, for instance, Briony Fer, ‘Poussiére/peinture: Bataille on Painting,” in Bataille: Writing the Sacred, ed.
Carolyn Bailey Gill (London: Routledge, 1995), 154-71. See also Christopher Green, Art in France:
1900-1940 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2000); and Anne Umland ‘Large Paintings on White
Grounds, 1930, in Joan Mird: Painting and Anti-Painting, 86-97.

78 Bataille ‘L’art primitif,” Documents 2, no. 7 (1930): 389-97.

7 Ibid., 396. Bataille describes alteration as “#ransforming what is at hand. . . . this evolution is easy to follow,
starting with some scribbles. Chance isolates a visual resemblance from a few strange lines that can be
fixed through repetition. This phase represents a kind of second degree of the transformation, that is to
say, that the altered object (paper or wall) is transformed to the point where it becomes a new object, a
horse, a head, a man. Finally by dint of representation, this new object is itself altered by a series of
deformations. Art, since that is incontestably what it is, proceeds in this sense through successive
deformations.” Translated by Jack Flam and Mirium Deutch, in Primitivism and Twentieth Century Art
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 2003), 227-29. For a good overview of the stages involved in
alteration, see Suzanne Guerlac, “The Useless Image: Bataille, Bergson, Magritte,” Representations 97, no. 1
(Winter 2007): 32.
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representation.”’ Once again, Bataille reveals his attraction to figuration, but beyond his
admiration for the ‘well formed’ depictions of animals in Lascaux, he returns his
attention to the malformed human figures in the same cave and describes their
appearance in terms of a transgressive act.” Interestingly, Mir6 invoked prehistoric art
when describing his assault on painting: ‘painting is in a state of decadence since the time
of cave painting.™*

In Bataille’s discussion of Mird’s recent paintings, which directly follows his
review of L'art primitif, he describes the cancellations and crossing-outs in similarly
violent and defacing terms, positing the artist as disintegrating reality and representation
into ‘une sorte de poussiére ensoleillée’ (‘a sort of sunlit dust).” Mir6 takes this
disintegration to such an extreme, Bataille continues, that all that remains on his canvases
are ‘quelques taches informes sur le couvercle (ou sur la pierre tombale, si 'on veut) de la
boite a malices’ (‘some formless blotches on the cover (or, if you prefer, on the
tombstone) of [painting’s] box of tricks’).** Briony Fer, writing on the importance of
Bataille’s dust metaphor, reads the scribbles on these 1930 canvases through Bataille’s
entry for ‘Poussiere’ (‘Dust’) in the ‘Critical Dictionary.” In the entry, Bataille writes that
storytellers have not considered that Sleeping Beauty, before being awakened, would
have been covered in a layer of dust and spider webs.” Sleeping Beauty, as a symbol of
the ‘feminine ideal of passive perfection,” would, in reality, be subjected to a ‘worm eaten
and rancid decrepitude.”® Dust is also, of course, the remnant of the final stage of human

decomposition. When one considers that, in death, the human body is reduced to a

80 Guerlac, “The Useless Image,’ 29.

81 Tbid.

82 This declaration was first quoted by Tériade in the newspaper LIntransigeant (7 May 1928). As Dawn
Ades notes, however, Mir6’s anti-painting statements travelled widely by word of mouth. See Dawn
Ades, ‘Dali’s Anti-Paintings of 1928, in Companion to Spanish Surrealism, ed. Robert Harvard (Rochester:
Tamesis, 2004), 97, 103.

83 Bataille, ‘Joan Mir6: Peintures récentes,” 399. Interestingly, Leiris also described Miré’s work as a kind of
defacement, comparing it with graffiti. Leiris, Joan Mir6,” 266.

84 Ibid, 399. Translated by Krzysztof Fijalkowski and Michael Richardson, in Undercover Surrealism, 134.

85 Georges Bataille, ‘Poussiere,” Documents 1, no. 5 (1929): 278.

86 Fer, ‘Poussiére/peinture,” 162.
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formless collection of dust and bones, the marks invading Mird’s ‘anti-paintings,” the
disaster,”” in which terms Bataille describes Mir6’s work, takes on an even more sinister

tone.

Mird’s Informe Bodies

The decomposition of the human form evoked by dust and disintegration signifies an
undoing of the body’s structures, and it is through this attack on anatomical correctness
that Mir6d’s 1930 sketches most obviously participate in the znforme’s mission to defy
classification. These drawings subject the human form to a monstrous anamorphosis—
often by means of mutilations and additions of limbs, which results in a body that is at
once largely unidentifiable yet that retains just enough features to be unequivocally
human. The ways in which Mir6 subjects the human body to significant mutilation,
additions, and subtractions of body parts recall Didi-Huberman’s discussion of double
children in his interpretation of the znforme. This type of operation is markedly different
from the type of distortion employed in the Dutch Interiors, which flattens and accentuates
certain elements of their source material (the collar in Dutch Interior I (1928), for instance)
but nevertheless maintain each original motif, however abstracted. To label the
deformation in the Dutch Interiors as informe would be to confirm Yve-Alain Bois’s doubts
about applying the operation to figuration (namely, that the nforme would lose its potency
if it were used to describe every degree of bodily abstraction in modern art). The 1930
series, by contrast, does not simply deform, but pushes figuration to its limits, adding and

eliminating bodily elements and even clouding distinctions between human and animal®®

87 Bataille, Joan Miré: Peintures récentes,” 399.
8 The combination of human and animal is a fairly common trope among Surrealist artists. For instance,
Max Ernst’s bird alter ego ‘Loplop’ often retains human qualities. Francisco de Goya’s Los Caprichos



CHAPTER 2 73

or human and inanimate object. In some examples from the series, Mir6 incorporates
motifs of jugs into the human body, prompting the viewer to question whether or not
the merging of the inanimate and the animate still constitutes a human figure (F.].M. 864,
Fig. 13).*” In another instance, the figure possesses a human face and the tail of a fish or
a seal—straddling the boundary between human and animal (F.J.M. 876, Fig. 14).” In
other words, the znforme should be applied to the 1930 sketches because of the questions
they provoke regarding the relationship between form and the disruption of meaning.
When Miré first spoke publically about the series, in 1975, the way in which he described
the bodies of these figures and the wealth of potential forms and interpretations
contained within a single motif recalls the kind of blurring of distinctions and evasion of

signification elucidated by Bataille, though Mir6 does not use the term zuforme:

The toe, for instance, and the nail becoming a crescent moon. And the arms are
like ears. This figure doesn’t have feet or fingers, and he has only one toe. And
his nail is like a moon. The object outside the woman? It’s a wall, or a curtain,
like in Queen Louise of Prussia. These are male sex organs—but this one’s a woman,
but the shape of her feet brings us back to masculinity. I put an eye on a foot.
And this figure is also a tree, one of the huge Montroig carob trees that never
shed their leaves. You can see the trunk, the roots growing and the toenail or

crescent I’IlOOIl.91

In many instances in the 1930 drawings, Mir6 depicts only a few perceptibly

human anatomical distinctions, leaving the viewer to rely on the presence of a handful of

(1796-1797), a source of influence for many of Surrealism’s artists shows a similar human-animal
hybridity. See, for example plate 67 (Aguarda que te unten).

89 Mir6 previously experimented with this human-inanimate hybridity in a drawing from 1924 entitled The
Bottle of Wine, where he merged the human form with a wine bottle.

% A later example of this operation Mir6’s pastel composition, Woman (1934)—produced just before the
Spanish Civil War, at the height of Mird’s assassination of painting—which Sidra Stich notes has
acquired insect qualities, although she does not relate this action to Bataille or describe it as znforme.
Sidra Stich, Anxions Visions: Surrealist Art New York: Abbeville Press, 1990), 61.

o1 Mit6, interview with Picon, in Catalan Notebooks, 22.
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recurring bodily features rendered according to the artist’s stylised visual ‘language’—
particularly the male and female genitalia and the big toe—to keep the znforme body
tethered to a recognisable humanity. This employment of subtraction is most evident in
the series in F.J.M. 8506, in which the human form is reduced to a big toe and a single
eye—two bodily elements that were the subject of important articles by Bataille in
Documents (‘Oeil’ in 1929 and ‘Le gros orteil’ in 1930”). Mir6 repeats this gesture
throughout the series, for instance in F.J.M. 914 (Fig. 15), in which a single eye stands in
place of a head. In drawings like F.J.M. 856 and 857, which are nearly devoid of other
body parts, the big toe—which Bataille called ‘La partie la plus humaine du corps humain’
(‘the most human part of the human body’)”—becomes a crucial image for identifying
the work as figurative. In other works, including F.J.M. 901 (Fig. 16), 903 (Fig. 17), and
904 (Fig. 18), the toe’s naturally occurring bulbous shape complements the sinuous lines
of the deformed physiques. In a further example, F.J.M. 881 (Fig. 19), one discerns an
eye (rotated ninety degrees), a breast, a vulva (also rotated) with pubic hair, and a big toe.
The presence of these simplistically executed parts is paramount to the interpretation of
the image. If one removed these four elements, leaving only the figure’s outline, it would
be impossible for the viewer to tell that the image is a representation of the human body.
Like the body of the cannibalised Aztec described by Hervé and dubbed znforme by Didi-
Huberman, Mird’s subtraction of body parts causes his figures to be at once human and
other—their humanity hinges entirely on these few extremities contained within a
formless physicality.

In further examples, the extreme bodily rearrangement typical of the series leads
to the viewer’s inability to identify certain anatomical parts within a composition. Among

the most obvious examples of this is the conflation of the eye form with the female

92 Translated as ‘Eye,” with the subheading ‘friandise cannibale’ (Cannibal Delicacy), and “The Big Toe.’
93 Georges Bataille, ‘Le gros orteil,” Documents 1 no.6 (1929): 297. Translated by Stoekl et al., in Visions of
Excess, 20.
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genitals in such drawings as F.J.M. 898 (Fig. 20) and 900—a gesture, further discussed in
detail in chapter 3, that recalls the insertion of the enucleated eye into Simone’s vagina in
Bataille’s 1928 novel Histoire de ['veil (Story of the Eye). F.J.M. 858 (Fig. 21) contains an
anatomical arrangement that resembles the depiction of breasts in other drawings, but its
placement near the top of the composition leads the viewer to consider that it could be
the figure’s eyes. In other instances, Mir6 uses the multiplication of features to create an
anatomically indeterminate body, recalling Didi-Huberman’s notion of an ‘excess of
resemblance.” F.J.M. 933 (Fig. 22) is a relatively simple demonstration of this technique,
whereby Mir6 has drawn a female figure with two heads—one at the apex of the figure’s
body and another above this primary head, attached to an elongated form that may
designate the figure’s arms. In a more complicated composition, F.J.M. 901, he depicts a
tigure with at least five distinct parts that could be identified as hands or feet. Especially
of interest in this drawing is the dominant big toe (located along the bottom of the
composition) from which sprouts another foot structure. In these select examples—there
are countless others to be found throughout the series—Miré’s deliberately ambiguous
rendering and placement of anatomical parts creates bodies that elude classification,
complying with the conditions of the zzforme as set forth by Bataille.

In the 1990s a debate occurred in art historical scholarship over the symbolic
function of the big toe in Miré’s post-1929 output, which is to say, after the publication
of Bataille’s article ‘Le gros orteil’ (‘The Big Toe’) in Documents. In this piece, Bataille
criticises the conception of human elevation, reminding that while our heads may reach
towards the heavens, this erection, which separates man from beast, is made possible by
the big toe—the vulgar appendage that inhabits the mud.” In a denunciation of Surrealist
‘poetic concoctions,” Bataille does not seek to boost the appendage’s status, but rather

advocates for a ‘return to reality,” where one is ‘seduced in a base manner, without

94 Georges Bataille, ‘Le gros orteil,” 297.
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transpositions and to the point of screaming, opening his eyes wide: opening them wide,
then, before a big toe.””” While Rosalind Krauss argues that Mir’s depiction of the toe in
the 1930s is decidedly phallic and consistent with Bataillean base seduction,” Carolyn
Lanchner maintains that the big toe plays the same role as it did in Mird’s eatly
depictions of Catalan peasants with oversized feet—as in Interior (The Farmer’s Wife)
(1922-23) (Fig. 23), for instance—that is, as ‘emblematic of our common humanity . . .

the support that connects the terrestrial and the celestial.”’

Both scholars briefly mention
this particular set of sketches in their considerations, but neither do so in reference to
Bataille’s informe.

My analysis concludes that in examples from the 1930 sketchbooks, completed
just months after the publication of ‘Le gros orteil” and its accompanying photographs of
big toes by Jacques-André Boiffard (Fig. 24), one sees the appendage functioning in both
the capacities described by both Lanchner and Krauss. In terms of scale, Mird’s
compositions certainly privilege the ‘base’ toe over the comparatively elevated head by
means of an unnatural augmentation. Furthermore, this favouring of a decidedly base
appendage is stressed by the artist’s decision—in many of these drawings—to maintain
the toe’s position as the lowest part of the human form (in the mud,” to borrow
Bataille’s phrase), even in instances where other anatomical parts are significantly
rearranged. This occurs, for example, in F.J.M. 899 (Fig. 25), where the phallus replaces
the head as the highest part of the human body and an eye-like structure occupies the
centre of the torso. Here, the big toe anchors the figure; its corporeal positioning is

unchanged from nature. A further sixteen drawings employ recognisable feet or toes as

the lowest point of the composition, from which the bodies of the figures emerge. In

% Bataille, ‘Le gros orteil,” 302. Translated by Stoekl et al., in sions of Excess, 23.
96 Krauss, ‘Michel Bataille et moi,” 19.

7 Lanchner, Joan Mird, 57.

% Bataille, ‘Le gros orteil,” 297.
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many of these cases, as in F.J.M. 892 (Fig. 26) and 900, Mir6 depicts very few body parts
other than a detailed depiction of the big toe.

Krauss’s discussion of the big toe in Mird’s work does not centre on the 1930
sketches, but rather a 1938 watercolour and pencil drawing entitled Woman in Revolt,” in
which a sickle-wielding female figure raises her leg to reveal its culmination in an
enormous, phallic toe."”" Here, the toe functions as an intergenital signifier, or, as Krauss
notes, as a ‘pure phallic appendage.”’” David Lomas, meanwhile, notes the threat of
castration in this image as the viewer’s eye oscillates between the sickle and the phallus.'”
Continuing her analysis, Krauss rightly notes that in Woman in Revolt (1938), Miré is no
longer using the toe to ground his figures to the earthly realm in the manner described by

103
Lanchner.

On this point, I would agree with Krauss, and would add that in this
instance the foot is now literally off the ground. Furthermore, as a disruption of sexual
identification, the appendage operates as a vehicle of the zuforme. In the 1930 series, a
similar operation could be identified in the phallic toe of the female figure in F.J.M. 898.
Furthermore, I have identified several examples from the 1930 drawings in which the big
toe functions as a phallic signifier, confounding the distinction between the two
appendages. For instance, in F.J.M. 914, Mir6 moves the toe from the base of the body

to a position in which it protrudes from the figure’s lower torso—recalling the natural

anatomical placement of the phallus. The figure’s vaguely triangular form resembles

99 This drawing is discussed in detail in chapter 6 of this thesis.

100 This is not the first instance in which Miré incorporates a phallic appendage onto the female form. See,
for instance, the figure’s nose in Naked Woman Climbing a Staircase, 1937, charcoal on card, 78 x 55.8 cm,
Barcelona, Fundacié Joan Miré. Interestingly, in a preparatory work for Los Capriches, 13 (Estan
calientes), Francisco de Goya shows a male figure with a long, phallic nose that he holds upright with a
utensil. See Goya, Caricatura alegre, 1796-97. Gouache and ink on paper, 23.2 x 14.2 cm. Madrid, Museo
del Prado.

101 Krauss, ‘Michel, Bataille et moi,” 20.

192 Lomas, The Haunted Self, 201.

103 Krauss, ‘Michel, Bataille et moi,” 20. For Lanchner, Miré’s employment of big toe imagery had ‘less to
do with theory [than Bataille] and more to do with poetic vision.” Interestingly, however, she also
concludes that depictions of oversized feet in Mird’s work serve to dismantle sexual distinctions
between female and male, not through Bataillean terms or any resemblance to the phallus, but rather as
‘emblematic of our common humanity, male or female.” See Lanchner, Joan Mird, 57.
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another drawing in the series, F.J.M. 942 (Fig. 27), in which the placement of the phallus
mirrors the positioning of the big toe in F.J.M. 914. Meanwhile, in F.J.M. 921 (Fig. 28),
Mir6 places a toe at the base of the figure’s body, and repeats the form in a motif placed
in the lower centre of the torso.

Another way in which Miré challenges bodily correctness is through the
ambiguous sexual features of many of the figures rendered in the sketchbooks, which
oftentimes disrupt the boundaries between female and male. The figure in F.J.M. 874
(Fig. 29) possesses Mird’s stylised depiction of the vulva directly below the head, situated
between what appear to be breasts. Further down the torso, however, one notes that the
curved appendage that forms the lower portion of the figure is unmistakably phallic.
Mir6 repeats this gesture with the female figure on the left side of F.J.M. 870 (Fig. 30).
While the figure’s vulva is clearly visible, the curved form beneath it mirrors the phallus
of the male figure on the right of the composition. In another instance, F.J.M. 863 (Fig.
31), despite the figure’s seemingly traditional anatomy (complete with head and facial
features, neck, breasts, arms, torso, and legs), the znforme operates through the figure’s
ambiguous genitalia. Despite the presence of breasts—signifiers of the female form—the
tigure’s vulva does not resemble even the most heavily stylised of Mird’s renderings of
this organ, and instead its form is much closer to the phallus. It should be noted that the
archivists at the Fundacié Joan Miré bestowed the subtitle ‘Dona’ upon the image, and
not the artist himself. Here, one is reminded once again of the image of the double enfant
published in Documents, the original caption for which notes that the cleft in the two male
tigures’ forehead caused by their conjunction closely resembles the female genitals. Didi-
Huberman argues that this gap denotes both the place of their birth and upsets sexual
difference.'” Mir6’s figures—one could call them hermaphroditic, intersexed, or plurally

sexed—reflect the core mission of the zuforme, which is to say that they escape semantic

104 Didi-Huberman, La resemblance informe, 138.
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classification. Because these particular figures defy sexual identification in addition to
their participation in Miré’s more general attack on bodily correctness by means of
mutilation, subtraction, and deformation, these depictions of ambiguously sexed humans
delve even further into the 7nforme’s mission of dis-ordering,.

Mird, in his increasing association with the Documents group, was not alone in his
interest in producing work with ambiguous sexual elements. While she does not make
reference to Bataille, Sidra Stich’s descriptions of contemporary figural paintings by
Picasso recall the 7nforme. She writes that ‘human identity” merges with the ‘bestial,” and of
bodies pushed to the extreme, and whose erotic energy ‘conjoins and confounds male
and female’'"” Also contemporary with Mird’s drawings is Alberto Giacometti’s
sculptural work Suspended Ball (1930-31) (Fig. 32). Composed of a lacerated sphere hung
above a wedge and contained within a cage-like frame, Giacometti created Suspended Ball
shortly after his induction into Bataille’s circle. Krauss, writing on this particular work,

notes the indeterminate sexual nature of the sculpture’s components:

One can locate a fundamental ambiguity with regard to the sexual identity of the
elements of Giacometti’s sculpture. The wedge, acted upon by the ball, is in one
reading its female partner, in another, distended and sharp, it is the phallic
instrument of aggression against the ball’s vulnerable roundness: it is not only the
razor from Chien Andalon but the bull’s horn from Bataille’s I.’Histoire de [’Oeil,

which penetrates the matador, killing him by ripping out his eye.'”

The manifestations of sexual ambiguities in both Mird’s and Giacometti’s work
participate in the znforme through their upsetting of anatomical differentiations. There are,

certainly, marked differences in approach; whereas Mird’s work is figurative and depicts

105 Stich, Anxious Visions, 35.
106 Rosalind Krauss, The Originality of the Avant-Garde and Other Modernist Myths (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press,
1986), 58.
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unmistakable male and female sex organs in visual conflict with one another, Giacometti
creates a more abstract form containing cryptic elements that can each be at once phallic
and vaginal. These differences in appearance can be attributed, in part, to the nature of
Bataille’s informe, which eschews definition itself. As an operation, rather than a motif,'"”’
one sees the znforme acting in a similar way in two dissimilar, albeit contemporary, works
by Surrealist artists.

In addition to his depictions of plurally sexed figures, Mird’s sketchbooks also
contain compositions in which two bodies (largely, but not exclusively, one male and one
female) are fused, or merged together, recalling the images of conjoined twins
reproduced by Bataille in Documents and discussed by Didi-Huberman. Looking back
through his oeuvre, specifically to the mid 1920s, one sees an interest, on Mird’s part, in
depicting merged bodies as a celebration of creation. Scholars have read his 1924
painting The Kiss (Fig. 33) as a metaphor for the ‘spark for the [Surrealist] image.”
Breton writes in the First Manifesto of Surrealism: ‘le valeur de I'image depénd de la beauté
de I’étincelle obtenue; elle est, par conséquent, function de la differénce de potential entre
les deux conducteurs’ (‘the value of the image depends on the beauty of the spark
obtained; it is, consequently, a function of the difference of potential between the two

conductors’).'"”

As Christopher Green elaborates, The Kiss ‘could serve as an emblem for
all Surrealist image-making: the emotional force released by the contact of two sexually
charged “distant realities.””'"” In the same year, Mir6 painted Maternity (Fig. 34),
continuing the theme of creation, and made an untitled drawing depicting the moment of
conception through the use of a perforated line to indicate the flow of seminal fluid from

the phallus into the female figure’s body (Fig. 35). Mir6 returns to similar motifs in two

of his drawings from 1930, F.J.M. 890 (Fig. 36) and 925. In the former composition, the

107 Hannah Westley, The Body as Medinm and Metaphor (Amsterdam: Editions Rodopi, 2008), 169.
108 Christopher Green, At in France, 119.

199 Breton, Manifeste du surréalisme, 46. Translated by Seaver and Lane, in Manifestoes of Surrealism, 37.
110 Green, Art in France, 119.
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male and female bodies are connected in copulation, while the latter clearly alludes that
the act is imminent. In F.J.M. 925 (Fig. 37)—as seen previously in the untitled 1924
drawing—the two figures stand next to one another, their sexual organs in alighment and
unnaturally enlarged. While these two examples exhibit the type of bodily deformation
typical of the series, their comparatively straightforward narrative and references to the
artist’s earlier tropes consequently result in images that are more representational than
declassifying, or informe.

Other depictions of conjoined bodies in the series are more difficult to read than
the previously cited examples. In F.J.M. 870, 906, and 923, bodies have been fused
together, anatomically conjoined in a manner not unlike the children in the etching in Les
écarts de la nature or by some type of perverse experimentation. The most detailed
execution of this subject in the series is F.J.M. 906 (Fig. 38). Here, Mir6 depicts a male
figure on the left who, despite his mostly indeterminate physicality, possesses a
recognisable head, a neck pierced by an arrow, a toe, and a phallus. On the right, Mir6
has drawn a female figure whose facial features are among the most developed of the
series; she has distinguishable lips, cheeks, a nose, an eye and eyebrow, and hair, and her
limbless body includes identifiable breasts and a vulva. The two bodies come together
not at the genitals—although they are closely aligned—but at their approximate
midsections, and the point of contact is aggressively punctuated by three triangular
protuberances. In F.J.M. 923 (Fig. 39), one notes that although Mir6é emphasises the male
and female genitals—Dby rendering them recognisably in a comparatively abstract figural
composition—the phallus has no role in the connection of these two bodies. Mir6
instead employs an unclassifiable, anatomically impossible bridging element that sprouts
from what can be presumed to be the man’s head (Mir6 previously employs this kidney
shape for the head in Portrait of Georges Auric from 1929). After passing through an

oversized vulva at the top of the composition, this ‘bridge’ widens to form the female
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body on the right of the image. In F.J.M. 870, the female figure—identifiable by her
triangular breasts and crudely rendered vulva—has a similar bridging appendage
protruding from her chin, which then spreads to form the head and phallus that make up
the male figure.

In contrast, in the disquieting images labelled F.J.M. 868 and 869, the two bodies
appear as though they have begun to liquefy and melt into a single, two-headed entity.
The figures depicted in F.J.M. 869 (Fig. 40) are notably minimalistic and are the clearest
manifestation of this assimilation of bodies. In the composition, two heads emerge from
the top of either side of the minimalistic, rounded ‘body,’ the interior of which contains a
phallus and vulva, which do not come into contact. Again, in this image and in many
other images throughout the series, Miré prioritises the sexual organs of the figures,
which are clearly differentiated and rendered larger even than the heads. He depicts no
other anatomical parts—the figures are limbless, for instance—with the exception of
three spots within the figures’ heads that could stand for facial features. Even more
reductive is F.J.M. 868 (Fig. 41); in this composition, the figures” heads share their forms
with those in F.J.M. 869, but in this instance only their heads—with three dots indicating
facial features—identify them as human.

Purposefully ambiguous, anatomically inconceivable, and indefinite, the figures in
these drawings destabilise interpretation through their nonsexual coupling. Reading the
work through Mird’s biography, in addition to the crisis of anti-painting, may provide
some insight into the genesis of these drawings. Given that Mir6 was working on the
sketches during his wife’s pregnancy, or shortly after the birth of his daughter on 17 July
1930, it is possible that the conjunction of bodies in these images refers to the coming
together of two individuals to create a new life. This generative reading is reinforced by
the visual similarities between the female sexual organs and seeds in drawings F.J.M. 925

and 942. An even more direct reference to pregnancy is the curious motif that sits within
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the amalgamated bodies of the figures in F.J.M. 868, which could very well represent a
foetus."" The foetal conformation also brings to mind certain elements of the informe, as a
transformational state between the moment of conception and a fully formed human
being. Fascinatingly, when Gaétan Picon wrote about the series after interviewing Mir
in the 1970s, he describes some of the more reductive figures as appearing foetal, with
‘protoplasmic appendages.”''> The suggestions of conception in these images are
significant, not only biographically, but because they represent a point of transition—
between the destructive qualities of both formlessness and anti-painting and the artist’s
previous interests in celebrating the creative process in Maternity and The Kiss. In
recording the progression of Mird’s new approach to figuration, one can draw similarities
between the 1930 sketchbooks as a moment of artistic development and of the
procreative process itself (with which the artist previously compared artistic production).
In this way, the images specifically relating to conception span the poetic and the
Bataillean; they may participate in the zzforme, but for Bataille, reproduction is ‘intimately

linked to death’" in a manner not represented here by Mir6.

Conclusion

The figural compositions from Mird’s 1930 sketchbooks reflect an interest in depicting

bodies that defy natural form and elude anatomical identification, characteristics that

11 Many thanks to David Hopkins for bringing this motif to my attention. With the exception of this
particular motif, the composition is very similar to the proceeding drawing (F.J.M. 869), which depicts
male and female genitalia within the conjoined bodies. The motif that I have identified as ‘foetal’ in
F.J.M. 868, however, certainly does not resemble any sexual organs in this seties nor any preexisting
motif in Miré’s oeuvre.

12 Picon, Catalan Notebooks, 23.

113 Georges Bataille, Eroficism, trans. Mary Dalwood (London: Penguin Books, 2012), 13. Originally
published in 1957 as I.’Erofisme. For Bataille, ‘reproduction leads to the discontinuity of beings, but
brings into play their continuity; that is to say, it is intimately linked to death,” meaning that
reproduction allows a species to continue, but is predicated on the discontinuity (death) of individuals
within that species.
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adhere to Bataille’s doctrine for the znforme and its refusal of ‘academic’ classification
through their purposeful ambiguity and deformation. In conducting a focused visual
analysis of Mird’s sketches and in considering Bataille’s own writings on figurative art;
the similarities between the znforme and the grotesque (which permits figuration); and
Georges Didi-Huberman’s postulation for the techniques of bodily multiplications and
mutilations as formless, this chapter concludes that, in this instance, Mir6 has produced
figural works that should be classed as znforme. Just as the term “informe does not
necessarily negate figuration, neither does anti-painting reject visual representation. It is
of great significance that Mird’s engagement with Bataillean principles and his
appearances in Documents occur at a time of intense personal and artistic crisis. Mird’s
simultaneous engagement with both the zzforme and anti-painting allowed him to cultivate
a new and comparatively base aesthetic (of which these sketches are a type of draft),
accompanied by a degree of distance from mainstream surrealism, which in turn allowed

him to confront both personal and political crises of the 1930s.
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A Tear in the Eye

In looking through Joan Miré’s 1930 notebooks, which contain the same series of
drawings discussed in chapter 2, one notes that several of the compositions exhibit a
striking similarity between the iconography of the eye and of the female genitals. Mird’s
iconographic parallels resonate with the visual equating of the eye motif with other round
forms—particularly images of the egg and vulva—in the work of several other Surrealist
artists in the late 1920s and early 1930s, including André Masson, Max Ernst, and
Salvador Dali. These artists’ transposition of the eye recalls the metamorphosis of the

round form from egg to eye in Georges Bataille’s 1928 pornographic' novella Histoire de

1A reviewer strongly suggested to me that Story of the Eye should be referred to as ‘erotica’ and not
‘pornography,” and thus, I feel it necessary to defend my decision to retain the classification of the work
as pornographic. I would first note that a wide range of experts on the twentieth-century avant-garde
have previously chosen to class Story of the Eye as a work of pornography, including Susan Rubin
Suleiman, Robin Adele Greeley, Rosalind Krauss, Martin Jay, Benjamin Noys, and Steven Harris.
Furthermore, scholars from a variety of disciplines have explored the differences between pornography
and erotica, and a prevailing reading is that the ‘description of the sexual action’ is what ‘constitutes the
central, indispensible unit of pornography (see Lucienne Frappier-Mauzer, “Truth and the Obscene
Word,” in Lynn Avery Hunt, The Invention of Modern Pornography: Obscenity and the Origins of Modernity,
1500—1800 [Cambridge, MA: Zone Books, 1996], 4). The language used to describe the sexual action
must be explicit and should not rely on metaphor (see Karen Harvey, Reading Sex in the Eighteenth
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Loeil (Story of the Eye). In Story of the Eye, Bataille employs a central metonymic image—the
round form—and, as the sexual transgressions of the story’s protagonists unfurl,
transposes it through a series of stations, beginning with eggs, moving through testicles

and the sun, and ending with an enucleated eye seen inside of a character’s vagina.

In early examples from Mird’s oeuvre, one identifies an interest in the same
permutations, expressed pictorially rather than linguistically and revealing a mutual
affinity with Bataille for this type of image-making. This chapter explores the shared
interest for the creation of metonymic chains of imagery of both Mir6 and Bataille. While
Miré’s work has been read through S#ry of the Eye in previous scholarship (as
acknowledged in my ‘Literature Review’), these previous works have simply noted
Bataille and Mird’s interest in metaphoric chains of imagery, whereas this chapter posits
Story of the Eye as a direct source of influence on Mir6 in 1930. Furthermore, this analysis
is the first to examine the link between Mird and S#ry of the Eye by looking at work by the
artist completed affer the publication Bataille’s novella. First, I acknowledge earliest
employment of these chains of signification in Mird’s work, noting how in works like The
Hunter (Catalan Landscape), the artist employs several incarnations of the round form
(including the egg, sun, and testicle) to contribute to themes of fertility. I then argue that
in the 1930 notebooks, after the publication of S7ry of the Eye, Mird’s imagery exhibits a
violently erotic transgression, depicting controlled exchanges and conflations of the eye
and vulva symbols within the body of his figures in a manner that strongly recalls

Bataille’s imagery. This manner of image-making, with its focus on control, similarity,

Century: Bodies and Gender in English Erotic Culture [Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004], 22).
Erotica, on the other hand, relies on these devices to allude to sexual action, such as in works like
‘Erotopolis. The Present State of Bettyland] (1684), which uses ‘an extended metaphor of land for the
female genitalia’ (ibid). Ellen Willis describes the genre of erotica as ‘as sentimental and euphemistic as
the word itself; lovemaking should be beautiful, romantic, soft, nice and devoid of messiness, vulgarity,
impulses to power, or indeed aggtression of any sort. Above all the emphasis should be on relationships
and not (yuck) organs’ (Beginning to See the Light: Sex, Hope, and Rock-and-Roll [Minneapolis: University of
Minnesota Press, 2012], 223). While Bataille’s novel does employ metaphor in its structure—as we will
see—his depictions of sexual acts are undeniably explicit, every action is laid bare, and the
pornographic actions propel the plot.
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and limitations of terms, is contrasted with the Surrealist image, which celebrates
automatism, the irrational, and difference, thus suggesting Bataille’s novella as a source of
influence on Miré outside of mainstream Surrealism. Furthermore, the eye imagery
found within Miré’s drawings resonates with contemporary depictions of ocular violence,
providing an alternative to the Surrealist glorification of the eye and of the poet and artist

as ‘seer.’

‘Small Equations’

In 1929, Michel Leiris wrote that in Mird’s earlier work, iconography took the form of a
series of ‘small equations (sun=potato, slug=small bird, gentleman=moustache,
spider=sex, man=soles of the feet).” Rosalind Krauss wrote on these equivalencies in
her 1994 article ‘Michel, Bataille et moi,” in which she argues that between the autumn of
1924 and 1925, Miré utilised ‘metaphoric strings of relationships.”” She identifies a
permutation by which the symbol for the lips of the mouth suggests those of the labia,
which in turn suggests a sun and then a spider, a comet, and the stamen and corolla of a
flower. This manner of image-generation, Krauss argues, is similar to that used by
Bataille in Story of the Eye. My argument, and the permutation that I have uncovered in
Miré’s work, differs from Krauss’s in several ways. Firstly, the permutation described by
Krauss is developed over a year’s worth of paintings, with one painting typically
containing only a single image from this ‘chain’ My own argument—elucidated
hereafter—identifies the presence of an entire chain of equivalencies within a single

composition (The Hunter, 1923-24), which is then expanded in subsequent works.

2 Michel Leitis, ‘Joan Mir6,” Documents 1, no. 5 (1929): 264. Translated by Lydia Davis, in Brisées: Broken
Branches (San Francisco: North Point, 1989), 26.

3 Rosalind Krauss, ‘Michel, Bataille et moi,” October, no. 68 (Spring 1994): 6.

4 Ibid.
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Secondly, Krauss cannot successfully link Mird’s work to Story of the Eye because she is
examining a period in Mird’s oeuvre that predates Bataille’s novella; since these chains of
imagery are not unique to Mird’s art or Bataille’s writing, this mutual interest does not
establish a particularly strong affinity between the two. My own investigation, however,
has identified a chain of images shared by both Mir6 and Bataille and involving the eye,
sun, testicles, egg, and vulva.

Miré first uses this permutation in peasant scenes, as innocent indicators of
fertility and, later, in the 1930s (after the publication of S7ory of the Eye), as an operation of
erotic transgression. A third difference between Krauss’s argument and my own is that
the permutation she discovered in Mird’s paintings lacks the element of the transgressive
championed by Bataille. While she links the chain of images to an ‘expressive goal’ that is
‘explicitly sexual,” the emphasis (like Mird’s early peasant scenes, which contain elements
of the erotic) remains on procreative sex. The example Krauss uses to illustrate her point
makes this condition plain. The Kiss (1924), while expressing ‘pure biological contact,’
does so through allusions to cellular reproduction. I believe that it is worth restating here
that the reason Krauss cannot strongly tie Miré’s work to Bataille’s, in my view, is
because her analysis looks at too early a period in Mird’s oeuvre. Krauss herself
acknowledges that Bataille’s ‘return to reality’ rejects the notion of Miré’s dream painting
and the artist’s dependence on metaphor.® With his anti-painting of the 1930s, however
(as this thesis explores), Mird¢’s work comes to display considerable overlaps with
Bataillean themes. This chapter discusses how, in his 1930 notebooks, Mir6 takes two
symbols from the permutation I have described—the eye and the vulva—and subjects
them to a sexual transgression with implications of castration and non-procreative

copulation that is in line with Bataille’s own aesthetic.

5 Krauss, ‘Michel, Bataille et moi,” 6.
6 Ibid., 11.
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In considering these equivalencies I have identified a specific interest, on Mird’s
part, in the various permutations of the rounded form, appearing in the artist’s work as
early as 1924. The Hunter (Catalan Landscape) (1924) (Fig. 1) is rich with symbolic
references to fertility, fecundity, and renewal. Some of these references relate specifically
to regional traditions: as chapter 5 will explore, excremental imagery (functioning in The
Hunter as a fertiliser, or a ‘giving back’ to the earth) plays an important role in Catalan
folklore.” I have also identified a possible reference in the oversized sardine in the
composition’s foreground to the Spanish tradition of the ‘Burial of the Sardine’ (also the
subject of a painting by Francisco de Goya®), which marked the end of the Carnival and
the beginning of Lent, and thereby holding associations of rebirth. Mir6 further
emphasises the theme of generation in this painting by establishing a series of
iconographic equivalencies on the basis of a shared rounded shape. At the top of the
image, Mir6 takes two symbols of fertility—the sun and the egg—and merges them into
a single, hybridised icon that he later referred to as the ‘sun-egg’ or ‘solar egg,” a black
and white orb, rounded at the top and tapered at the bottom, with seven protruding
tentacle-like rays. This peculiar symbol also appears through the window in the painting
Harleguin’s Carnival (1924-25) (Fig. 2). Further emphasising The Hunter's theme is the

visual equating of the form and colour of the sun-egg with the sexual organs of the

7 While there is very little scholarship that discusses Mird’s excremental imagery, more can be read on other
nationalistic imagery present in The Hunter in Carolyn Lanchner, Joan Mird (New York: The Museum of
Modern Art, 1993), 24-27. For a more general account of Mird’s political leanings, see Robert Lubar,
‘Miré’s Commitment,” in Joan Mird: The Ladder of Escape, eds. Marko Daniel and Matthew Gale (London:
Tate, 2011), 30-43.

8 For more on Goya’s painting and its relationship to the Carnival, see “The Carnival is Dead, Long Live
the Carnival’ in Victor L. Stoichita and Anna Maria Coderch, Goya: The Last Carnival (London: Reaktion
Books, 1999), 31-73. The inscription of the word ‘Sard’ on Mird’s canvases was originally believed to
be a reference to the first part of the word sardana, the Catalan dance (see James Johnson Sweeney, Joan
Mird [New York: The Museum of Modern Art, 1941], 28). Miré affirms, however, that ‘Sard’ identifies
the body of the fish as a sardine in ‘Miré: Now I Work on the Floor,” interview with Yvon Taillandier,
XXE Siécle (Paris, May 30, 1974). Translated by Paul Auster and Patricia Matthews, in Joan Mird: Select
Writings and Interviews, ed. Margit Rowell (Cambridge, MA: Da Capo, 1992), 284.

9 William Rubin, Mird in the Collection of the Musenm of Modern Art New York: The Museum of Modern Art,
1973), 24.
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sardine and the hunter—whose urine'’ is rendered in such a way that it visually recalls the
sun-egg’s rays. Thus, in The Hunter, Mir6 sets up an equation (to borrow Leiris’s term)
that reads sun=egg=male sexual organs.
In the same year that he began The Hunter, Mir6 executed a sketch entitled The
Family (1924) (Fig. 3), which utilises a second series of equivalencies on the basis of
roundness. As its title suggests, The Family is similarly concerned with the theme of
reproduction: the female figure is reduced to a head and sexual organs, while an arrow
passes through her linear body, connecting her husband to their child, thus emphasising
her role as mother. The large, disembodied eye that hovers in the window of the
composition mirrors exactly the positioning of the sun-egg in Harlequin’s Carnival.
Furthermore, the eye’s shape—were one to rotate it ninety degrees—recalls the form of
the female figure’s vulva, whose emanating pubic hairs, in turn, resemble the rays of the
sun-egg. One could interpret this series of equivalences as sun=eye=female genitals. It is
important to understand that in both The Hunter and The Family the sexual organs
included within these ‘equations’ function as emblems of fertility, and not eroticism, and
serve the pervading theme of the compositions in which they are situated. At this time,
Mir6 had not yet subjected this metaphoric permutation to the erotic transgression that
he would undertake in 1930.
Around 1925 and into the late 1920s—the height of Mird’s experimentations
with ‘dream painting’ and his association with Surrealism—the artist’s style of figuration
shifted in a direction that is iconographically reductive. Whereas, in 1924, Mir6 employed

depictions of fully realised eyes, feet, hearts, or genitals—four body parts that he

10 Mir6 affirms that the hunter is ‘pissing’ in Joan Mird, 1893—1993, ed. Rosa Maria Malet (London: Little,
Brown, 1993), 176. Krauss, however, writes that the figure is ‘gaily ejaculating,” in ‘Michel, Bataille et
moi,” 5.
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considered as emblems of human life''—in order to identify his abstracted figures as
human, by 1925 these previously favoured anatomical parts became absent from most of
his paintings. Among the earliest examples of this shift in figuration styles—and perhaps
the best known—is the Head of a Catalan Peasant series (1924-25) (Fig. 4), in which the
tigure’s visage is composed only of two intersecting lines topped with a red barretina (the
Catalan’s peasant’s cap) and, in some instances, a beard or pipe. Works like Painting (Man
with Moustache) (1925) (Fig. 5) or Personage (1925) (Fig. 6) are nearly impossible to identify
as figurative without their titles. In some later instances, Mir6 would further his reductive
style and deny figuration altogether, instead using script to indicate the presence of
human figures within a composition—as he did with Musique, Seine, Michel, Bataille et noi
(1927) (Fig. 7). Leiris likens this practice to a mental exercise, allegedly practiced by
Tibetan monks, which involves the envisioning of a vividly detailed scene followed by
the systematic subtraction of each of its elements, leaving one with  Tenticre
compréhension du vide physique,” (‘a total understanding of physical emptiness’) which,
he reminds, is not ‘la notion négative du néant, mais la compréhension positive de ce
terme a la fois identique et contraire au néant celui’ ‘the negative notion of nothingness
but the positive understanding of a term at once identical and contrary to nothingness.”"?
Miré’s 1930 sketchbooks signal a return to a more physical figuration (which I
have already discussed in relation to the znforme) and likewise prompted the revival and
exaggeration of certain iconographic forms, notably the male and female sex organs and
the eye, as the artist shifted from dream painting to ‘anti-painting.” While the previous
chapter discussed the significance of Mird’s revival of foot imagery in the series, this
chapter focuses on the prioritisation of the eye and vulva forms—two anatomical parts

that had only limited representation in Miré’s 1927-29 output. In the 1930 sketches, 1

11 Joan Mir6, ‘Miré: Now I Work on the Floor,” Translated by Auster and Matthews, in Joan Mird: Selected
Writings and Interviews, 282. Examples in which Mir6 employs these tactics include The Hunter, The
Family, and Bouguet of Flowers (Sourire de ma Blonde).

12 Leiris, ‘Joan Mir6,” 264. Translated by Lydia Davis, in Leiris, Brisées, 26.
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have identified an element of the transgressive not yet utilised by Mir6 in the 1920s; that
is, the eroticisation of the eye-vulva permutation, by which these two body parts are
made interchangeable on the basis of their shared shape. While the sketches contain
many instances of bodily deformation, there are a significant number of cases in which
the images of the eye and vulva are deliberately conflated. Most significantly, this shift in
the symbolic employment of the ocular and genital motifs occurs shortly after the
publication of Bataille’s Szory of the Eye, which similarly employs metonymic chains of
imagery involving the rounded form. Before discussing Mird’s eroticised imagery in the
1930 drawings, one must first understand how Bataille initially explored the formal

relationship between the eye and the vulva.

Story of the Evye

Bataille’s Story of the Eye explores the intersection of eroticism' and violence through a
series of increasingly transgressive sex acts performed by its two adolescent protagonists:
an unnamed male narrator and his neighbour, Simone. The narrative is concise—even in
Jean-Jacques Pauvert’s diminutive 1967 edition, the story’s action (under the heading
‘The Tale’) only spans eighty-four pages—and moves quickly from one sexual tableau to
another. As Roland Barthes concluded in “The Metaphor of the Eye,” published in 1963
in Bataille’s journal Critique, the reason the plot can progress so expeditiously is because,
at its core, Story of the Eye does not revolve around its characters, but is rather ‘the story

of an object.”'* This object—the rounded form—migrates through a cycle of stations,

13 Eroticism, here, refers to the Bataillean concept (discussed in detail in chapter 6) and not the literary
genre. )

14 Roland Barthes, ‘La métaphore de loeil,” in Roland Barthes: Oeuvres completes, ed. Eric Marty (Paris:
Editions du Seuil, 1993), 1346. This paper was first published in the special ‘Hommage a Georges Bataille
issue of the journal Critigne in 1963, shortly after the foundetr’s death. Translated by Joachim
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which Barthes calls ‘avatars.”"> According to Barthes, Bataille constructs the novella’s plot
by crafting two chains of imagery. The first, formed on the basis of a shared round form,
involves the eye, eggs, the sun, and testicles, while the second metaphor forms around “/es
avatars du liguide (‘avatars of liquid’), which includes tears, milk, yolk, sperm, and urine.'
As the round form moves through its various stations, Bataille not only matches the term
from the ovular chain with the ‘correct’ term from the liquid chain—the round saucer of
milk that Simone sits in, for example,'” or the yolk running from the eggs that she breaks
with her bottom'*—but he also interchanges the two metaphoric chains, producing bizarre
imagery, whereby light from the sun is described as pouring like urine in ‘une sorte de
liquefaction urinaire du ciel’ (‘a sort of urinary liquefaction of the sky’)."” This particular
type of substitution is called ‘metonymy,” by which an object or concept is referred to not
by its own name but by the name of another entity with which it is associated.
Throughout the novella, the action of each chapter results from the combination of
liquid and ovular terms. Because these are variations of the same chain of images,
language used to describe one incarnation of the round form can thereby be transferred
to another; for instance, Bataille conflates the phrases ‘casser un oenf’ (‘break an egg’) and
‘crever un oeil’ (‘put out an eye)” to form the image of a broken eye.”' Bataille
acknowledges this image-making strategy within the narrative itself; the narrator
recognises the exchangeable nature of the terms comprising the metonymic chains,
describing their association in terms of ‘en renvoyaient a 'infini les images symétriques’

(‘bouncing symmetrical images back to infinity’).”

Neugroschel, as “The Metaphor of the Eye,” in Georges Bataille, Szry of #he Eye (London: Penguin
Modern Classics, 2001), 119.

15 Barthes, La métaphore de l'oeil,” 119.

16 Tbid., 1347.

17 Georges Bataille, Histoire de I'veil (Saint-Germain-les-Corbeil: Willaume-Egtret, 1969), 8.

18 Ibid., 14.

19 Ibid., 73.

20 Barthes, ‘La métaphore de I'oeil,” 1349-1350.

21 Bataille, Histoire de ['0eil, 46.

22 Ibid., 56. Translated by Neugroschel, in S7ory of the Eye, 42.
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The employment of ‘symmetrical’ images in S7ory of the Eye occurs not only at the
formal level, based on a shared roundness, but also semantically. In a chapter entitled
‘Simone,” Bataille plays on the similarities in the phonological sound and appearance of
the verbs urinar (to urinate) and buriner”’ (to engrave), thus endowing the act of urinating
(a part of the image chain based on liquidity) with violent connotations. Simone makes

these connections plain:

buriner, les yeux, avec un rasoir, quelque chose de rouge, le soleil. Et 'oeuf? Un
oeil de veau, en raison de la couleur de téte, et d’ailleurs le blanc d’oeuf était du
blanc d’oeil, et le jaune la prunelle.

(terminate, the eyes, with a razor, something red, the sun. And egg? A calf’s eye,
because of the colour of the head (the calf’s head) and also because the white of

the egg was the white of the eye, and the yolk the eyeball.)*

She then comments that a ‘et d’urine’ is ‘un coup de feu vu comme une lumiére’ (‘a jet of
urine’ is ‘a gunshot seen as a light’), which also serves to reinforce the correspondence
between sunlight and urine.”” This semantic connection causes one to read Simone’s act
of urinating on the open eyes of Marcelle’s corpse™ as a considerably more violent act
than the (already perverse) desecration of a dead body. Stuart Kendall also identifies the
importance of verbal and visual puns in Szry of the Eye, citing an example in which
Simone informs the narrator that asszettes (plates) are for s'asseorr (sitting) before lowering

herself into a saucer of milk.”’

23 Bataille, Histoire de ['oeil, 45. Note, the English translation of Story of the Eye replaces buriner with
‘terminate,” in order to retain the rthyme with ‘urinate.’

24 Ibid, 45—46. Translated by Neugroschel, in Szory of the Eye, 34.

%5 Ibid.

26 Tbid., 59.

27 Stuart Kendall, Georges Bataille (London: Reaktion Books, 2007), 62.
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Bataille also establishes mirrored images between scenes involving eggs and
testicles, thus emphasising the interchangeable nature of each of the ovular forms. In one
such instance Simone, while performing a headstand on a chair, covers the narrator’s face
with the yolk of a broken egg while her face is simultaneously dampened by his ejaculate.
Here, two instances of liquid imagery (yolk and seminal fluid), both of which are the
product of a form of the ovular metaphor (the egg and testicles, respectively), are
presented as mirror images of one another on the face of each character.”® In another
instance, Simone inserts a castrated bull’s testicles into her vagina, recalling her use of
eggs in previous sex acts and also foreshadowing the novella’s final tableau in which she
similarly inserts an enucleated human eye inside her body. As Barthes notes, the formal
affinity between the two round objects is strengthened when one considers the reference
in the French language to the testicles of some animals as ‘vezfs.’”” David Hopkins further
observes that the transposition from eye to egg (or vice versa) is signalled verbally, ‘in
terms of a shift from the world ves/ to oenf, with the letter ‘0’ at the start of each word
providing a further trigger for the transposition.””

Miré appears to employ a similar pun in the figuration of the hunter, in the way
in which he renders the sexual organs as an egg. This action anticipates Bataille’s equating
of testicles and eggs in S7ry of the Eye and Barthes’s observation of the French usage of
oenf tor animal testicles. There is, of course, no direct Bataillean influence here, as The
Hunter predates Story of the Eye; however, the overlap in imagery suggests a similar interest
in linguistic playfulness. It should also be noted that the Catalan oxs and Spanish huevos
are also used to refer both to eggs and testicles. If Mir6 is indeed employing a type of
visual punning in the anatomy of the hunter that anticipates Bataille’s imagery, it would

not be the first time that he would use such an operation. In a 1927 painting, Miré

28 Bataille, Histoire de ['oeil, 14.
29 Barthes, ‘La métaphore de I'ocil,” 1347.

30 David Hopkins, Dada’s Boys: Masculinity after Duchamp (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2007), 71.
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inscribed an unprimed canvas with the phrase ‘Un oisean poursuit une abeille et la baisse [sic|’
(Fig. 8), which is written in incorrect French and would translate as something
approximating ‘a bird pursues a bee and lowers it.” Since one cannot ‘lower a bee,” and
given Mird’s fluency in French, Margit Rowell contends that what was previously
regarded by art historians as a spelling error actually signifies a lowering function within
the image.”’ Mir6 places the word oisean (bird) at the top of the composition—its
presence also signalled by the pasted bundle of feather—and baisse at the bottom. He
then uses the calligraphic rendering of the word poursuit to map the trajectory of the
bird’s flight from high to low.”” While the linguistic devices employed in Miré’s painting-
poems were, undoubtedly, derived from similar experimentations by early Surrealist
poets—specifically those of Guillaume Apollinaire (especially his Calligrammes)—the
employment of a lowering operation in this painting (which is contemporary with his
Musique, Seine, Michel, Bataille et moi) strongly resonates with Bataille’s own mission to
‘bring things down in the world’*” and to position his base materialism against
Surrealism’s Icarian idealism. In Un oisean poursuit une abeille et la baisse, Mird, by this point
moving toward his anti-painting experimentations, is very likely beginning to cultivate an
interest in lowering operations parallel to that of Bataille.”

A final and essential component involved in Bataille’s image-making process is
the female body, specifically through the use of Simone’s vagina and anus as vessels into
which the various incarnations of the ovular metaphor can be inserted. Bataille makes

this connection plain in the novella’s first two chapters, which include the submersion of

31 Rosalind Krauss and Margit Rowell, Joan Mird: Magnetic Fields (New York: Solomon R. Guggenheim
Foundation, 1972), 59.

32 Ibid.

3 Georges Bataille, ‘Informe,” Documents 1, no. 7 (1929): 382.

34 It is unlikely that this painting was actually inspired by Bataille himself, as this work predates Documents,
where Bataille published some of his most important writings on the tension between high and low.
Other important works outside of Documents, including L."Anus solaire, (The Solar Anus) and ‘La Vielle
taupe et le préfixe sur dans les mots surbomme et surrealiste (‘The Old Mole and the Prefix Sur in the
Words Surbomme [Superman] and Surrealist’) had not yet been published. However, given that the work
is contemporary with Mird’s inscription of Bataille’s name on the canvas Musique, Seine, Michel, Bataille et
moi, a more direct influence is not impossible.
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Simone’s vulva into a saucer of milk and the placement of eggs atop her anus. Similar
actions undertaken by Simone are later directly linked to violence, as the insertion of a
bull’s testicles into her vagina during a bullfight occurs at exactly the same moment that

the matador El Granero is enucleated and killed. As Bataille writes:

Deux globes de meme grandeur et consistance s’étaient animés de mouvements
contraires et simultanés. Un testicule blanc de taureau avait pénétré la chair ‘rose
et noire’ de Simone; un oeil était sorti de la téte du jeune homme.

(Thus, two globes of equal size and consistency had suddenly been propelled in
opposite directions at once. One, the white ball of the bull, had been thrust into
the ‘pink and dark’ cunt that Simone had bared to the crowd; the other, a human
eye, had sputtered from Granero’s head with the same force as a bundle of

innards from a belly.)”

The metonymic connections forged in this scene foreshadow the final and most
transgressive sex act, occurring in a chapter entitled “The Legs of the Fly,” in which Sir
Edmund removes the eye of the murdered priest Don Aminado, at Simone’s request,
and presents it to her to insert into her body. Returning the ovular metaphor to its
earliest manifestation, Simone, looking at the eye, concludes: ‘cest un onf (it’s an egg’).”
Here, Bataille directly includes the vagina as a part of the metaphoric chain by equating
the ocular with the genital. The eye fits perfectly within the vaginal opening, remaining
static despite Simone’s convulsions. When the narrator looks at Simone’s vagina,
however, he does not see the priest’s eye, but the blue eye of Marcelle—the mentally ill

teenager driven to insanity through her involvement in the narrator and Simone’s

3 Bataille, Histoire de ['veil, 73. Translated by Neugroschel in Story of the Eye, 54.
36 Ibid., 88. Translated by Neugroschel in Story of the Eye, 64—65.
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transgressions.’’ Being severed, the eye has lost its ability to see and now begins to take
on vaginal functions: as the narrator stares at the eye, it #rinates tears that stream down

Simone’s thighs.

Ocular Transposition

It is through this association of the ocular and the vaginal that Miré’s 1930 notebook
drawings most obviously recall S7ory of the Eye’'s imagery. A focused visual analysis of five
of these malformed figural drawings—which, lacking titles, are referred to by their
classification numbers at the Fundacié Joan Mir6: F.J.M. 867, F.J.M. 870, F.J.M. 898,
F.J.M. 900, and F.J.M. 901—reveals that Mir6’s distortion of the human form has, in
these instances, resulted in the substitution of the female genitalia with eyes. This action
recalls the artist’s treatment of the toe in the same series (in which the forms of the toe
and the phallus are conflated, as discussed in chapter 2). While the drawings do indeed
possess elements of the zuforme in their transgressing of bodily classification, their general
adherence (however vague) to traditional bodily hierarchy—that is, the head at the top of
the figure and the foot at the bottom—Ieads one to conclude that the replacement of the
genitalia with an eye must be a deliberate decision on the part of the artist, again recalling
the treatment of the toe and phallus elsewhere in the series. Throughout the series, the
eye and the vulva are repeatedly conflated and swapped in a manner not extended to
other body parts, and this occurs in compositions where the placement of other body
parts is fairly conventional.

In F.J.M. 898 (Fig. 9), Mir6 depicts one of the most anatomically recognisable

figures in the series: the figure begins with a defined head, shown in profile and

37 Bataille, Histoire de ['0eil, 90.
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containing an eye, ear, nose, and mouth in their traditional placements; this is followed
by a neck, breasts (indicating that the figure is female), and a torso, from which sprouts a
basically rendered arm and hand; then appears a rounded form that indicates an
abdomen; and, finally, the figure ends with a foot characterised by an oversized big toe.
The only element that appears to be grossly anatomically incorrect is a large second eye,
which sits in the lower part of the figure’s torso. Given that the other bodily elements of
this composition are situated in their anatomically appropriate positions, it is unlikely that
this eye is the figure’s unseen right eye (which, given the position of her head, is out of
view). Rather, Miré appears to be using eye iconography to signify the figure’s vulva.
While this action recalls the earlier use of the egg to refer to the male genitalia in The
Hunter, it is now tied to a violent eroticism. In addition to the likely reference to Story of
the Eye, the movement of the eye implies enucleation, an action that is also rooted in the
genital according to Sigmund Freud, who writes that the fear of damaging the eye is a
substitute for castration anxiety, and that Oedipus’s blinding of himself was ‘merely a
mitigated form of the penalty of castration.” Women, for Freud, are already castrated
and thereby represent the threat for young boys of the loss of their own penises.”

Mir6 repeats this ‘vaginal eye’ motif, albeit in a more abstract figure, in F.J.M.
900 (Fig. 10). Again, Mir6 retains a degree of bodily hierarchy, even in this instance of
extreme corporeal distortion and reduction. At the figure’s apex is a rounded structure,
likely constituting a head, which houses a single eye, followed by the curve of a neck and
arms that emerge from either side of the body’s torso. The body terminates with a single,

oversized toe. Once more, Miré has placed an eye (rendered identically to the primary

38 Sigmund Freud, The Uncanny, trans. David McLintock (London: Penguin Books, 2003), 139. Originally
published in 1919 as ‘Das Unheimliche.” According to mythology, Oedipus unknowingly fulfills a
prophecy by which he kills his father and marries his mother. When he realises what he has done,
Oecdipus blinds himself. The story achieved even greater fame when Freud employed it in his
consideration of the psychological development of children in The Interpretation of Dreams (1899).

% Sigmund Freud, ‘Fetishism,’ in Sexwality and the Psychology of Love, ed. Philip Rieff (New York: Collier
Books, 1963), 152-153.
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eye within the figure’s head) in the natural anatomical placement of the vulva. As in
F.J.M. 898, the figure possesses only a single eye within her head, and thus it is possible
(although unlikely) that the vaginal eye is actually the displaced second eye from the
tigure’s head, which Mir6é has simply relocated. Dispelling this reading, however, are
compositions F.J.M. 867, 870, and 901 (Figs. 11-13). Each of these examples supports
my interpretation that Mird intentionally equates the eye with the vulva, since each of the
rendered figures possesses within their skulls two plainly visible eyes in addition to the
third, vaginal eye.

Interestingly, in each of these three compositions, the two naturally occurring
eyes—which are charged with the essential task of providing vision—are rendered very
simply, as single dots within the head (yet still implicitly ocular motifs). Conversely, the
vaginal eye—a useless and castrated organ—is depicted in considerably greater detail.
This tactic serves to further emphasise the already oversized vaginal eye. Here, Mird’s
method recalls a similar strategy employed by André Masson in his illustration of S7ory of
the Eye’s final sexual scene (Fig. 14). In this composition, Masson excludes all other eyes
apart from the enucleated eye situated within Simone’s vagina in much the same way as
Miré understates the presence of his figure’s eyes within their heads. This is a significant
gesture on Mird’s part, given his favouring of the ocular form in other compositions
across his oeuvre. As a result, the ‘vaginal eye’ becomes dramatised, drawing the viewer’s
gaze towards it just as Toeil bleu pale de Marvelle (‘the wan blue eye of Marcelle)" attracts
the gaze of Bataille’s narrator.

In other examples from the same collection of sketches, Mir6 depicts the vulva
according to his established personal stylisation for the symbol (rounded, tapered at each
end, divided horizontally by a line, and often shaded on one side), but performs an act of

rotation on the form, adjusting it ninety degrees so that it is oriented horizontally rather

40 Bataille, Histoire de [oeil, 90. Bataille’s italics.
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than vertically. This action on the artist’s part—which is unprecedented in his oeuvre—
emphasises the formal similarities between the eye and the horizontal vulva, since both
forms appear rounded at the top and bottom and tapered at each side. One clearly sees
this act of rotation in F.J.M. 896 (Fig. 15); the way in which the artist has nearly aligned
these organs on the right side of the composition serves to emphasise their similarities in
shape. Furthermore, the ambiguous protruding bodily structure that holds the vulva in
this image almost exactly replicates the bulging shape of the eye that sits above it. By
altering the alignment of the figure’s sexual organ in such a way that it resembles an eye,
Miré once again draws parallels with Bataille’s final placement of the ovular metaphor in
Story of the Eye: the eye seen inside the vagina. Masson employed a similar technique in his
cover design for the first edition of Szory of #he Eye. Looking to the figure in the upper-
right quadrant of the illustration, Masson aligns the vulva horizontally through the
twisting of the figure’s body. Through this contortion, which displays her genitalia along
a horizontal axis, Masson is able to emphasise the formal affinity between the vulva and
the eye in order to pictorially establish the migration of the round form through both of
these avatars in Bataille’s narrative.

In a remarkable drawing from his 1930 series, Mir6é extends this action a step
further than Masson by rotating not only the vulva, but the eye as well. In this
composition, labelled F.J.M. 881 (Fig. 16), Mir6 depicts a (heavily abstracted) figure with
an eye that is aligned vertically, mirroring the artist’s symbol for the vulva. The vulva
itself is rendered horizontally, like an eye, and the pubic hair that sprouts from its top
and bottom contours resembles eyelashes. The inversion of the eye and vulva forms
within a single composition that otherwise features very few distinguishable anatomical
elements suggests not only a conscious compositional decision on Mird’s part, but also a
transposition from the ocular to the genital, and vice versa, consistent with the cyclical

nature of Bataille’s ovular metaphor and Masson’s depictions thereof. Significantly, Mir6
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returns to this motif in a 1934 pastel entitled Woman (Fig. 17), produced just before the
‘savage paintings’ and responding to a period of Spanish political history referred to as
the bienio negro,"" which preceded the Spanish Civil War and which was characterised by
significant civil violence and a particular targeting of Catalan freedoms. In Woman, the
tigure’s head is thrown back in a gesture of either revolt or anguish, both of which were
typical poses of women in Mird’s work of the time and in broader Spanish Civil War
imagery. The positioning of her head causes the eye to appear on a vertical axis, its shape
resembling Miré’s symbol for the vulva. Her abdomen, meanwhile, is rendered in bold
white pastel, recalling the colour of an eyeball, and houses her enormous vulva, which
the artist has rotated so that it lies horizontally, its black colour recalling a pupil and its
pubic hairs resembling eyelashes. That Mir6 revives this bodily substitution to respond to
a tumultuous period suggests that the artist considered the transposition of the eye and
the vulva to be a violent act, thereby resonating with the sexual violence dramatised in
Bataille’s narrative.” In 1936, Claude Cahun (Lucy Schwob) also used an image of the
vaginal eye in a politically charged work. Object (1936) (Fig. 18) depicts a disembodied
eyeball, rotated in exactly the same manner as Mird’s drawings and topped with a tuft of
pubic hair, as well as a cloudlike wooden form, painted white and resembling a discharge
of seminal fluid.

In examining the drawings within Mird’s two notebooks, it becomes clear that
in 1930—that is to say, affer the publication of Sy of the Eye—Mird’s employment of
this transposition undergoes a change by which the eye and the vulva are conflated and
swapped in a manner that is deliberate and controlled: their forms substituted for one
another, manipulated to more closely resemble one another, and the eye consequently

undergoes a violently erotic transgression in a manner not present in the pre-Szory of the

41 “T'wo black years.” See chapter 4 for a detailed description of the social and political conditions of the
bienio negro and Mird’s visual responses thereof.
42 See chapter 6 for more on Miré’s depictions of female eroticism during the Spanish Civil War.
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Eye works, which focus on themes of fecundity. This shift in the artist’s approach to the
eye occurs at a time when, as discussed in chapter 2, Mir6 engaging with sources outside
of those encouraged by Breton’s Surrealism (including Bataille’s znforme). In addition to
the strong possibility of a direct Bataillean influence, through Story of the Eye, Mird’s
enthusiasm for the eye-vulva permutation also aligns his interests with several other
Surrealist and ex-Surrealist artists, most notably Masson and Max Ernst, whose
contemporary work positions the eye as an object to be transposed with other round
forms. Each of these artists surely would have been aware of S#ry of the Eye’s publication.
A letter from André Breton to his wife, Simone, dated 18 August 1928, confirms that the
Surrealists not only knew that Bataille was S7ory of #he Eye’s author, but also that the work

was being read and appreciated in Surrealist circles:

Il a paru dans la méme collection que le livre d’Aragon (Pia, éd.) un livre de
Bataille, de Georges Bataille: Histoire de ['oeil, par Lord Auch qui est absolument
merveilleux. Non seulement c’est le plus beau livre érotique que je connaisse,
mais c’est aussi 'un des sept plus beaux livres environ que jaie lus. . . .
I’événement intellectual de 'année.

(Just published, in the same collection as Aragon’s book, is a book by Bataille, by
Georges Bataille: Histoire de ['oeil, par Lord Auch. 1t is absolutely marvelous. It is
not only the most beautiful erotic book that I know, but it is also one of the
seven or so most beautiful books that I have read. . . . The intellectual event of

the year).?

4 André Breton to Simone Breton, 18 August 1928, in André Breton: La Beanté Convulsive, ed. Agnes
Angliviel de la Beaumelle and Isabelle Monod-Fontaine (Paris: Musee National d’Art Moderne, 1991),
181. Translated by Raymond Spiteri, in ‘Envisioning Surrealism in Histoire de loeil and La femme 100 tétes,
Art Journal 63, no. 4 (2004): 17, note 34. Also quoted in Mark Polizzotti, Revolution of the Mind: The Life of
André Breton (Boston: Black Widow, 2009), 186.
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Masson certainly would have known about S7ory of the Eye, having produced its
illustrations. According to Bataille’s instructions,” Masson’s drawings that appear within
the novella describe the events of the narrative literally; for instance, he depicts Simone
urinating on her mother from atop the rafters. For the cover illustration (Fig. 19),
however, Masson highlights the cyclical nature of the round form’s metaphoric
transposition in Bataille’s work by means of an emblematic, rather than literal,
composition by visually thyming the eye, egg, and vulva. A large disembodied eye hovers
at the top centre of the novella’s cover; to its right is the twisted lower torso of a female
tigure (the positioning of whose sexual organs I have already discussed), and an egg
occupies the bottom centre, while a second female figure with her legs splayed is
rendered in the bottom-left corner. Each of these images of the ovular form is joined by
a wavy border, which signifies the liquid chain of imagery found within the novella. By
placing the image of the egg within a dish, Masson not only is able to reference the
saucer that Simone uses during her earliest sexual acts with the narrator but is also able to
more effectively mirror the physical qualities of the human organs with which he is
equating the egg. The globe within a globe repeats the physical appearance of the iris
within the eyeball, shown directly above the egg, as well as the vaginal opening (which
will hold the egg and the eye) within the labia of the female figures positioned on each
side of the image.®

Scholars have also identified another contemporary example of this interest in
the migration of the round form in the work of Max Ernst. In his book Dada’s Boys:

Masculinity after Duchamp, David Hopkins notes the ‘transposition from an eye to an egg’

4 Noah Chasin, ‘Interview with Deborah Cullen,” in Bataille’s Eye: and 1CI Field Notes 4, ed. Deborah Cullen
(Dalton, MA: Studley, 1997), 10. This publication also reproduces images from Hans Bellmer’s
drawings for subsequent publications of S7ory of the Eye.

4 William Jeffett suggests that Masson may have expressed a similar interest in ‘thyming images’ in the
1925 painting The Wing, which visually associates the eye and breasts, in Dawn Ades et al. Undercover
Surrealism: Georges Bataille and Documents, ed. Dawn Ades and Simon Baker (London: The Hayward
Gallery; Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2006), 122.
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in Ernst’s Az¢ the Interior of Sight: The Egg (1929) (Fig. 20)." While this image remains
concerned with the Surrealist interest in inward vision, Ernst equates the egg with the eye
both visually and verbally in much the same way as Barthes describes in “The Metaphor
of the Eye’ (through their shared shape and by the common sound and appearance of
the words oei/ and oenf). "’ Through this transposition, as Hopkins argues, Ernst
‘effectively turned the eye into a vessel for gestation.*® Raymond Spiteri argues that the
‘equation between the eye, castration, and the female genitals’ made implicit in S7ory of the
Eye also appears in the image Germinal, my sister, the hundred-headless woman (In  the
background, in the cage, the Eternal Father) from Brnst’s La femme 100 tétes (1929, plate 23)
(Fig. 21), in which the female figure strokes the head of a man in her lap, her left index
and middle finger framing his left eye.” Spiteri further identifies the association of eggs,
eyes, and testicles in The eye without eyes, the hundred headless woman keeps her secret (1929, plate
133) (Fig. 22), demonstrated in the image of a female figure who sits atop a large egg as
she covers the eyes of a man in an enucleating gesture that Spiteri believes to allude to

. 50
castration.’

Metaphor and Parody in S7ory of the Eye

There are several instances in his writings in Documents—that ‘machine de guerre contre
les idées recues’ (‘war machine against received ideas’)’'—in which Bataille advocates a

refusal of metaphor in favour of a ‘return to reality,” free of transposition. So pervasive is

4 Hopkins, Dada’s Boys, 71.

47 Ibid.

48 Ibid.

49 Spiteri, ‘Envisioning Surrealism,’” 10.

50 Ibid., 13.

51 Michel Leiris, ‘De Bataille 'impossible a I'impossible “Documents,” Critigue, no. 195-196 (1963): 685.
Translated by Bernard Noél, in Correspondence, ed. Louis Yvert (London: Seagull Books, 2008), 15.
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Bataille’s stated refusal of metaphor that for some scholars, including Rosalind Krauss,”
it is nearly enough to negate any serious consideration of Mird’s alignment with the
Documents aesthetic. How, then, can one reconcile the undeniable use of metaphor and
metonymy in Story of the Eye, which is made explicit by Bataille throughout the text,
elucidated by Barthes, and appropriated by several Surrealist artists? The solution, it
would appear, lies in Bataille’s penchant for parody. Several key Bataille scholars of the
last two decades have identified the importance of parody to Bataille’s work, and
specifically to S7ory of the Eye. Jonathan Boulter, in ‘“The Negative Way of Trauma:
Georges Bataille’s The Story of the Eye, understands Bataille’s novella to be a series of
parodies—of the quest, of Christ’s passion, of the psychoanalytic case study—in order to
integrate trauma into the narrative.”’ Stuart Kendall likewise concludes that Story of the Eye
is ‘a parody of language itself, of stories and of story-telling in general, of representation
and the process of signification.”* Examining the text through this lens, I posit that
through its employment of superficial, carefully controlled, and limited-image metaphors,
Story of the Eye reads as a parody (or refusal) of Surrealism’s employment of hidden
analogies, automatic strategies, and juxtapositions of disparate realities. Unlike the

Surrealist image, Barthes explains, Bataille’s image:

52 Krauss, ‘Michel, Bataille et moi,” 11. Krauss writes: ‘And yet no matter how important we may think
Barthes’s analysis is of the role of the metaphorical chains in Szory of the Eye, we have to acknowledge
that Bataille’s avowed aesthetic, enunciated many times over it in the essays in Documents, was hostile to
metaphor in any form, whether poetically happenstance or coldly structuralist.” Krauss then reads
Leiris’s article on Mir6 as a rejection of the entire mission of dream painting and its dependence on
metaphor. To restate my earlier point on Krauss’s article, I believe that the reason she cannot reconcile
the presence of metaphor in Miré’s work with a Bataillean baseness is because the period in Mird’s
ocuvre that she examines (the 1920s) pre-dates the artist’s engagement with Bataillean themes (in much
the same way that Charles Palermo cannot see a Bataillen connection in the 1920s; see Charles
Palermo, Fixed Ecstasy: Joan Mird in the 1920s [University Park: Pennsylvania State University Press,
2008], 178). For this reason, I made the decision to begin my consideration of Miré and Bataille with
the year 1930. The dream paintings of the 1920s adhere more closely to an official Surrealist
exploration of metaphor and the unconscious, while the mission of ‘anti-painting’ and its savage
products in the 1930s are much closer to Bataillean baseness and violence.

53 Jonathan Boulter, “The Negative Way of Trauma: Georges Bataille’s The Story of the Eye, Cultural Critigue,
no. 46 (Fall 2000): 165.

54 Kendall, Georges Bataille, 58.
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is much more concerted. It is not a mad image nor even a free image, because
the coincidence of its terms is not aleatory and the syntagma is limited by a
constraint: that of choice, which means that the terms of the image can be taken
only from two finite series [the ovular and liquid chains].”

In the chapter ‘Simone’s Confession and Sir Edmond’s Mass,” Bataille writes a
parody of the Eucharist in which the priest Don Aminado is driven to ejaculate on the
host and urinate into and subsequently drink from the chalice before being ‘martyred’
(restrained and strangled by Sir Edmond and the narrator, producing an erection that is
exploited by Simone).” During the moment of his death the priest ejaculates, signifying
what William Pawlett rightfully classes as a ‘moment of double expenditure,” or profitless
usages of energy.”’ Useless expenditures, as products of transgression, participate in what
Bataille calls ‘the sacred,” the world of excesses that opposes the profane drives of our
work-based society. Among Bataille’s most commonly listed examples of ‘the sacred’ is
ritualistic sacrifice, and especially Aztec human sacrifice.” Bataille thus forms a parodic

and heretical link between Christ’s martyrdom and ancient ritualistic murder.”

5 Barthes, ‘Le métaphore de Ioeil,” 1350. Translated by Neugroschel, in ‘Story of the Eye,” 124.

56 Bataille, Histoire de ['oeil, 78—83.

57 William Pawlett, Georges Bataille: The Sacred and Society (London: Routledge, 2015), 68.

> See, for instance, Georges Bataille, ‘Le sacré,” in Oeuvres complétes, vol. 1 (Paris: Gallimard, 1970), 559—
563. Beneath an image from the Codex Vaticanus No. 3738 depicting Aztec sacrifice, Bataille writes,
‘Le sacrifice humain est un sacrifice plus élevé gun’ancun autre—non en ce sens qu’il est plus cruel gu’ancun autre—umais
parce qu’il se rapproche du senl sacrifice sans tricherie qui ne pourrait étre que la perte extatique de soi-méme (‘Human
sacrifice is loftier than any other—not in the sense that it is crueler than any other, but because it is
close to the only sacrifice without trickery, which can only be the ecstatic loss of oneself.” (Plate XXX,
corresponding to page 559.) Translated as “The Sacred,” by Carl R. Lovitt and Donald M. Leslie Jr., in
Visions of Exvess, Selected Writings, 1927-1939, ed. Alan Stoekl (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota
Press), 125.

%9 The language used to describe Don Aminado at the moment of his death recalls 1905 photographs of a
victim by the name of Fu Chou Li being subjected to the Chinese “Torture of a Hundred Pieces.” One
of these photographs was given to Bataille by his therapist—with whom he was seeking treatment
while writing Story of the Eye—Dbecause of the ‘ecstatic’ and ‘ravished’ look on the man’s face (a possible
effect of the opium he had been given to prolong the torture). Bataille returned to the image
throughout his life; in Les Jarmes d’Eros (1961), he writes: ‘this photograph had a decisive role in my life.
I have never stopped being obsessed by this image of pain, simultaneously ecstatic and intolerable’
(Georges Bataille, The Tears of Eros, trans. Peter Connor [San Francisco: City Lights Books, 1989], 20).
Given Bataille’s admitted obsession with the photograph, one cannot help but see it repeated in Szory of
the Eye. Bataille echoes the image of this tortured man—whose eyes look upward, revealing only their
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In the action that follows this sexual sacrifice—the enucleating and placement
of Don Aminado’s eye inside Simone’s body—Bataille transgresses the eye’s function to
the point of parody. In removing the eyeball, the organ is effectively rendered useless, as
vision is now impossible. When Simone uses the eye by ‘fondling the depths of her
thighs,” ‘slipping the eye into the profound crevice of her arse,” and moving it between
the intertwined bodies of herself and the narrator, this organ of sigh? becomes a vehicle
tor tactile pleasure. The vaginal eye, furthermore, cannot receive any stimuli itself; it has
been castrated, in the manner previously discussed in regard to Mird’s figures, incapable
of fulfilling the visual imperatives of the eye or the procreative functions of the genitals.
When the narrator views the eye inside Simone’s vagina, he sees not the priest’s eye, but
Marcelle’s. Her eye is the parody’s referent: the eye whose witnessing of violent sex acts
provoked her suicide and the eye that Simone attempted to violate with her urine. The
direction of the violence subsequently becomes inverted: the now unseeing, castrated eye
of ‘Marcelle’ (really Don Aminado) arouses feelings of ‘horror’ and ‘sadness’ in the
narrator.”

After the conclusion of this final narrative scene, in which the transgressive
‘obsessions’ of the narrator and Simone reach their climax, Bataille includes a section
written in the first person and entitled ‘Coincidences,” a parodic psychoautobiography of
sorts, in which he attributes the entirety of S7ory of the Eye’s imagery to his childhood
experiences with his paralysed and mad syphilitic father and mentally ill mother. Here,
Bataille offers a biographical solution for many of the ovular images in “The Tale’; for

instance, his father urinating into a receptacle beneath his armchair and his ‘huge,” ‘blank’

whites, in a moment of unimaginable agony:
priest in Story of the Eye.

60 When I presented a version of this chapter at a conference, an audience member asked me if, rather than
interpreting the image as an unseeing eye, the ocular-vaginal union could be interpreted as a ‘seeing
vagina.” I would argue that the significance of this scene relies on the annihilation of vision, which
invites readings into the parodying of image-making and representation. The notion of a ‘seeing’ vagina
does not fit with this predominant theme of damaged vision, with its emphasis on the eye’s uselessness.

as a parody of religious ecstasy in the treatment of the
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eyes rolling to the back of his head, the whiteness of which resembled eggs.” While
writing Story of the Eye Bataille did seek psychoanalytic treatment with Dr. Adrian Borel, a
founding member of the Psychoanalytic Society of Paris and analyst to others associated
with Surrealism, including Michel Leiris and Raymond Queneau.”” In a 1961 interview,
Bataille confirmed that this treatment, which lasted one year, transformed him ‘into
someone relatively viable’ and left him feeling ‘profoundly moved’ and ‘completely

3
released.”

Some writers, like Andrea Dworkin, read ‘Coincidences’ literally, remarking
that ‘the sense of the author’s personal anguish also gives the work credibility among
intellectuals.” The prevailing reading of ‘Coincidences,” with its ‘hyperbolic descriptions
of Oedipal crisis and castration anxiety,” however, is as a parody of the psychoanalytic
process in much the same way as “The Tale” mocks the process of storytelling and image-
making. Reinforcing this view is Allan Stoekl’s assertion that there are limited confirmed
facts about Bataille’s early life, and that those who write about the subject tend to borrow
“facts’ from Story of the Eye without discrimination.”® Benjamin Noys argues that ‘Bataille
parodies the idea of direct causal connections between his early life experiences and his
work.’®" Similarly, Paul Hegarty contends that ‘Coincidences’ ‘renders psychoanalysis
risible through its literalness.®

Bataille’s ‘Coincidences’ also presents a parody of image-making, using the

psychoanalytic case study as an attempt to downplay the rigidity of his metonymic

o1 Bataille, Histoire de l'veil, 97. Translated by Neugroschel, in ‘Story of the Eye,” 72.

02 Michel Surya, Georges Bataille: An Intellectual Biography, trans. Krzysztof Filjalkowski and Michael
Richardson (London: Verso, 2002), 78. Surya remarks that Dr. Borel read the novella chapter by
chapter and provided Bataille with editorial advice.

03 Georges Bataille, ‘Interview with Madeleine Chapsal,” in Georges Bataille: Essential Writings, ed. and trans.
Michael Richardson (London: Sage, 1998), 221.

4 Andrea Dworkin, Pornography: Men Possessing Women (London: Women’s Press, 1983), 175-176.

5 Benjamin Noys, Georges Bataille: A Critical Introduction (London: Pluto, 2000), 12.

% Allan Stoekl, introduction to isions of Extess, xi. Further complicating an autobiographical reading of
‘Coincidences’ is a letter Bataille received from his brother Martial, which claims that neither of their
parents suffered from insanity. Quoted in Sutya, translated by Fijalkowski and Richardson, in Georges
Bataille: An Intellectual Biography, 495.

67 Noys, Georges Bataille: A Critical Introduction, 11.

8 Paul Hegarty, ‘Bataille, Conceiving Death,” Paragraph 23, no. 2 (July 2000): 190, note 34.
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process. This also suggests a mocking imitation of contemporary Surrealist attempts at
generating images through an accessing of the unconscious. To understand the ways in
which Mir6, in the 1930s, looked to Bataille as a source of influence outside of
mainstream Surrealism, it is essential to understand how Bataille’s approach to the
generation of images diverged from André Breton’s. When Breton describes the
Surrealist image in the First Manifesto, he links mental exploration with madness, writing
that ‘Il fallut que Colomb partit avec des fous pour découvrir 'Amérique. Et voyez
comme cette folie a pris corps, et duré’ (‘Christopher Columbus should have set out to
discover America with a boatload of madmen. And note how this madness has taken
shape, and endured’). % Furthermore, as David Lomas observes, Surrealism’s rise
coincided with the dissemination of Freudian psychoanalysis in France.” In fact, Breton
specifically thanks Sigmund Freud (whom he had met in Vienna in 1921) in his Manifesto
for revealing ‘...une partie du monde intellectuel, et a mon sens de beaucoup la plus
importante, dont on affectait de ne plus se souciet’ (. . . a part of our mental world which
we pretend not to be concerned with any longer—and, in my opinion by far the most
important part’).” The Surrealist image was also informed by chance, the dream, and the
juxtaposition of objects—which Breton saw as epitomized by Comte de Lautrémont’s

<

famous phrase . et surtout comme la rencontre fortuite sur une table de dissection
d’une machine 4 coudre et d’'un parapluie’ (“... the chance meeting on a dissecting-table
of a sewing machine and an umbrella’).”

For Breton, poetry is the ideal medium for communicating Surrealist psychic

automatism, and the poet’s most important tool is metaphor. Unlike the limitations

0 André Breton, ‘Le manifeste du surréalisme,” in Manifestes du surréalisme, ed. Jean-Jacques Pauvert (Patis:
Gallimard, 1969), 17. Translated by Richard Seaver and Helen R. Lane, in Manifestoes of Surrealism (Ann
Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1972), 5-6.

" David Lomas, The Haunted Self: Surrealism, Psychoanalysis, Subjectivity New Haven: Yale University Press,
2000), 1.

"1 Breton, ‘Le manifeste du surréalisme,” 21. Translated by Seaver and Lane, in Manifestoes of Surrealism, 10.

72 Comte de Lautréamont, ‘Les Chants de Maldorot,” in Ouwevures completes (Patis: Gallimard, 2009), 432.
Originally published in 1868 by Gustave Balitout, Questroy et Cie. Translated by Alexis Lykiard in,
Maldoror and the Complete Works (Boston: Exact Change, 2010), 193.
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inherent to Bataille’s metonymic chains, the Surrealist metaphor is not predicated on

similarities but dissimilarities between two entities. Breton, elucidating this point, writes:

La valeur de I'image dépend de la beauté de DIétincelle obtenue; elle est par
conséquent, fonction de la différence de potentiel entre les deux conducteurs.
Lorsque cette différence existe a peine comme dans la comparaison, I’étincelle ne
se produit pas.

(The value of the image depends on the beauty of the spark obtained; it is,
consequently, a function of the difference of potential between the two
conductors. When the difference exists only slightly, as in a comparison, the

spark is lacking).”

Breton’s characterisation of the Surrealist image builds on Pierre Reverdy’s ‘L’Image,’
originally appearing in the journal Nord-Sud in March 1918. Here, Reverdy advocates for
the juxtaposition of unassociated realities: ‘plus les rapports des deux réalités rapprochées

>

seront lointains et justes, plus 'image sera forte . . .” (‘The more the relationship between

the two juxtaposed realities is distant and true, the stronger the image will be . . .’)."*
Ruminating on Reverdy’s ‘sibylline’ words, Breton’s goes on to describe a powerful,
‘clearly articulated” phrase, which came to him one night before falling asleep (“There is a
man cut in two by a window’), which was accompanied, in his mind, by the image ‘of a
man walking cut half way up by a window perpendicular to the axis of his body.” As
Willard Bohn argues in The Rise of Surrealism, Reverdy’s definition of the image had to be

adjusted to complement Breton’s agenda, especially Reverdy’s assertion that the two

realities could be selected voluntarily, as Breton believed the most powerful of images are

73 Breton, Le manifeste du surréalisme,” 46. Translated by Seaver and Lane, in Manifestoes of Surrealism, 37.

74 Pierre Reverdy, quoted in Breton, Manifestes du surréalisme, 46. Translated by Seaver and Lane, in
Manifestoes of Surrealism, 30.

7> Breton, TLe manifeste du surréalisme,” 31. Translated by Seaver and Lane, in Manifestoes of Surrealism, 21—

22.
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born from irrational associations. As Bohn continues, Breton looked to Guillaume
Apollinaire’s interest in spontaneous images that spring forth from the recesses of the
unconscious.”®

When Breton provides his own definition of Surrealism in the First Manifesto, he
emphasises the qualities of spontaneity and freedom. He describes Surrealism as pure
‘psychic automatism,” through which one endeavors to express ‘the actual functioning of
thought.” This practice is exempt from control reason, or aesthetic and moral
considerations.” As Elza Adamowicz summarises, ‘surrealist analogy is not grounded in
prior links, to be deciphered upstream of the image; analogical links on the contrary are
projective, forging new semantic realities.””® Sidra Stitch continues that the Surrealist
image is ‘a dynamic, complex synthesis wherein opposites were no longer polarized but
juxtaposed and interconnected in such a way that the spark of possibilities endlessly

ignited.”

The metonymy that Bataille employs in S7ory of the Eye, conversely, is formed on
the basis of formal and semantic similarities. Furthermore, as Barthes rightfully notes,
Story of the Eye ‘is not a deep work. Everything in it is on the surface; there is no
hierarchy. The metaphor is laid out in its entirety; it is circular and explicit, with no secret
reference behind it.”” Barthes continues by noting that while cross-associating the two

chains of imagery does pair two distinct, incompatible images together (unassociated

globular and a liquid images) in a way that could suggest a Surrealist image, Bataille’s

76 Willard Bohn, The Rise of Surrealism: Cubism, Dada, and the Pursuit of the Marvelons (Albany: State University
of New York Press, 2002), 136. Bohn emphasises Breton’s indebtedness to Apollinaire, noting that
Breton once ranked him ahead of Sigmund Freud and Albert Einstein as geniuses of the modern age.
The poet’s advocacy of the powers of the unconscious would be of particular interest for Breton’s
method of image-making; one can see Apollinaire’s celebration of the unconscious in poems like Les
Collines” Profondeurs de la conscience / On vous explorera demain / Et qui sait quells étres vivants /
Seront tirés de ces abimes/ Avec des univers entiers’ (Depths of consciousness / You will be explored
tomorrow / And who knows what living beings / Will emerge from those abysses / With whole new
universes) (Quoted and translated in Bohn, 133).

77 Breton, Le manifeste du surrealism,” 35. Translated by Seaver and Lane in Manifestoes of Surrealism, 26.

8 Elza Adamowicz, Surrealist Collage in Text and Image: Dissecting the Excquisite Corpse (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press: 1998), 82.

7 Sidra Stich, Anxious Visions: Surrealist Art (Berkeley: University Art Museum, University of California,
1990), 12.

80 Barthes, ‘La métaphore de I'ocil,” 1348. Translated by Neugroschel in “The Metaphor of the Eye,” 124.
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image is limited ‘by a constraint: that of choice.”® Because the two terms that form
Bataille’s image can each be taken from their own limited number of options, S7ory of the
Eye cannot be said to posses the irrational or distant images celebrated by Reverdy and
repeated by Breton. That Bataille—the enemy of metaphor and transposition—produced
a work whose structure relies so heavily on both metaphor and metonymy, whose
narrative makes frequent references to the structure of language and representation, and
whose conclusion mocks the psychoanalytic process suggests that the image-making
mechanisms at play S7ory of the Eye must be rooted in parody.

It is paramount to understand that Szry of the Eye’s language comes from
restrained and deliberate matching of predetermined images in a manner that has been
likened to a machine,” and not from irrationality or the unconscious, no matter how
transgressive the subject matter or how extraordinary the produced images may sound.
The chapter ‘Coincidences’ acts as a red herring of sorts, potentially leading the reader to
attribute S7ory of the Eye to automatic or unconscious processes when, in reality, Bataille is
subjecting those same image-making processes to parody. Likewise the bodily
deformation of Mird’s figures may lead one to believe that the 1930s drawings were
executed automatically, while the presence of erasures and crossings-out indicates the
artist’s control over the look of his personages. Mir6 also exercises precise control over
the bodily rearrangement of his figures. The substituting and amalgamating of the toe
and phallus forms, and the eye and vulva forms is a restricted transposition involving
only those organs—Ilike Bataille’s ‘chains,” Mir6é works with a limited number of terms—

and is certainly not the byproduct of a more generalised corporeal distortion.

81 Barthes, T.a métaphore de P'oeil,” 1350. Translated by Neugroschel in “The Metaphor of the Eye,” 124. 1
acknowledge that my reading of Story of the Eye relies heavily on Barthes’s work, at times. This owes to
the quality of Barthes’s analysis and the enormous influence that “The Metaphor of the Eye’ has had on
subsequent Bataille scholars. Patrick ffrench, for instance, in The Cut: Reading Bataille’s Histoire de ['oeil,
writes: ‘I hold that one cannot read Histoire de ['veil except in relation to Barthes, today’ [Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2000], 7). Martin Jay humorously dubs “The Metaphor of the Eye’ ‘an essay that in any
other context could innocently be called seminal.” (Downcast Eyes: The Denigration of VVision in Twentieth-
Century France [Berkeley: University of California Press, 1993], 220.)

82 Krauss, ‘Michel, Bataille et moi,” 11.
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‘Broken Evyes’

In addition to the transposing of the eye with other round forms, the references to
enucleation and its association with castration—demonstrated overtly in Bataille’s work
and suggested in the work of Mir6, Masson, and Ernst—pertain to another eye ‘trope’
that was gaining momentum in Surrealist circles in the late 1920s: the damaged or
violated eye. The notion of the ‘broken eye,” to borrow Bataille’s phrasing in Szory of the
Eye, stands in direct contrast with the Surrealist celebration of the eye as an emblem of
inward-turned sight, which granted the poet (or artist) access to the marvelous via the
unconscious.”

Breton reiterated his position in ‘A Letter to Seers,” published after the First
Manifesto and referencing Arthur Rimbaud’s 1871 ‘Lettre du Voyant,” which declares: ‘Le
pocte se fait voyant par un long, immense, et raisonné déréglement de tous le sens’ (‘The poet
makes himself a seer by a long, gigantic and rational derangement of all the senses’).* While
the Surrealists poets held a particular eminence within the movement, owing to the
affinity between poetry and ‘seeing, and the associations tied to it (sight, vision, image,
light, sun, etc.),”” Breton later reaffirmed Surrealism’s veneration of inner vision as
related to artistic production, writing that: ‘T’oeuvre plastique, pour répondre a la
nécessité de révision absolue des valeurs réelles sur laquelle aujourd’hui tous les esprits
s’accordent, se réferera donc a un modele purement intérienr ou ne sera pas’ (“The plastic

work of art, in order to respond to the undisputed necessity of thoroughly revising all

83 Jay, Downcast Eyes, 237.

84 Arthur Rimbaud to Paul Demeny, Charleville, 15 May 1871, in Rimbaud: Complete Works, Selected Letters,
trans. Wallace Fowlie (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2005), 377.

8 John Lechte, ‘Surrealism and the Practice of Writing, or the “Case” of Bataille,” in in Bataille: Writing the
Sacred, ed. Carolyn Bailey Gill (London: Routledge, 1995), 121-122. Lechte continues: ‘through the
image the poet can protect the freedom of the imagination; for the image deepens the rift between
poetry as image and freedom, and what threatens it: prose. Through a fusion of inner (poetry) and
outer (image), poetry and painting unite with one another. Painting becomes poetic, and poetry uses
painting’s image to create “the image present to the mind.”
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real values, will refer to a purely interior model or cease to exist).” One sees this attitude
reflected in Ernst’s comments on his work, in which he asserts that the painter’s role is
to reveal ‘that which sees itself in him,” and, referring specifically to his practice of froztage,
when he declares: ‘I have done everything to make my soul monstrous. Blind swimmer, I
have made myself see.® Of course, Breton (or even Rimbaud) was not the first or the
only person to characterise creative vision in such as way; as David Hopkins notes, there
are many predecessors—from Caspar David Friedrich to Giorgio de Chirico—whose
expression of the inward-turned vision of the painter would have specifically appealed to
Surrealist artists.” The conception of the Surrealist ‘seer’ would persist throughout the
1930s, as Martin Jay rightfully observes.” In 1931, Blaise Cendrars writes: ‘let us open
this third eye of vision; let us surnaturalize,” while Breton’s 1934 ‘Surrealist Situation of
the Object’ insists: ‘I say that we must be seers, make ourselves seers,” and even in 1943
Benjamin Péret would proclaim: ‘the man who really thinks is the seer.””

The violent implications associated with eye imagery do not originate with
Bataille. In fact, they have a rich history in earlier Surrealist projects, and the association
of the eye with castration in Freudian psychoanalysis is present in Ernst’s work as early as
1919. As Jeanne Siegel explains, the goggles worn by the characters in Ernst’s Two
Ambignons Figures (1919) (Fig. 23) suggests a blocking out of vision that recalls the
blinding action in the Oedipal myth, while the title of his painting Oedipus Rex (1922)
references the story directly.”’ Man Ray’s Object to be Destroyed (1923) (Fig. 24) affixed a
cut-out photograph of an eye to a metronome; the removal of the eye from the

remainder of the photograph by cutting and the object’s title both imply acts of

86 Breton, Le Surréalisme et la peinture (Paris: Gallimard-Folio Essais, 2002), 14. Translated by Simon Watson
Taylor, in André Breton, Surrealism and Painting (Boston: MFA, 2002), 128. Breton opens this essay with
the now famous line: ‘the eye exists in its savage state.”

87 Max Ernst, ‘History of a Natural History,” in Beyond Painting New York: Wittenborn, Schultz, 1948), 9.

8 Hopkins, Dada’s Boys, 71.

8 Jay, Downcast Eyes, 237

% Blaise Cendrars, André Breton, and Benjamin Péret, quoted and translated by Jay, in Downcast Eyes, 237.

1 Jeanne Siegel, “The Image of the Eye in Surrealist Art and Its Psychoanalytic Sources, Part One: The
Mythic Eye,” Arts Magagine 56, no. 6 (1982): 106.
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violence.” Gerald Fager also notes the violent implications of the ‘missing eye’ in de
Chirico’s The Two Sisters (1915) (Fig. 25), in which neither architectural ‘figure’ has any
facial features, but the absence of eyes is especially emphasised by the suggestion of a
blindfold (in the case of the figure on the left) and the open archways present in the
figure on the right, which suggests gaping eye sockets.” Siegel also notes that the familial
theme in this work contributes to an Oedipal reading.”

Both S7ory of the Eye and Salvador Dali and Luis Bufiuel’s film Un Chien andalon
(An Andalusian Dog) (1929), however, approach the theme of ocular violence in a far
more direct manner and associate the damaged eye with sadistic impulses. Writing on
earlier depictions of blindness and eyes in Surrealist art, Siegel explains: ‘unlike Cubist
decomposing and reconstituting of parts, their peculiar characteristic is that they [eyes]
remain whole.” Bataille, Dali, and Bufiuel, conversely, would subject the eye to explicit
violation, rather than merely suggesting violence. Dawn Ades, writing on Un Chien andalon’s
originality, succinctly remarks: ‘Surrealism had produced nothing like it on the screen.”
Given Bataille’s fascination with blindness, he was immediately seduced by Un Chien
andalon’s now famous opening scene (Fig. 26), which cuts between images of a man
sharpening a razor, a cloud passing over a full moon, and the face of a young woman,
played by Simone Mareuil. As she placidly stares into the camera, the man slits her eye
with the sharpened razor, the vitreous humour oozing forth. Like Bataille, Bufiuel rejects

metaphor when discussing the film, insisting that NOTHING in this film

92 Siegel, “The Image of the Eye in Surrealist Art,” 104. Siegel also notes that ‘Not only the destruction of
the eye is involved; the eye pinned to the pendulum elicits a basic Freudian principle in dream
formation, that of displacement, where a body part which often moves upward is displaced by anothet.
In this instance, the vagina, moving in synchronization with the phallus, has been transposed to the
eye.

93 Gerald Eager, “The Missing and the Mutilated Eye in Contemporary Art,” Journal of Aesthetics and Art
Criticism 20, no. 1 (Autumn 1961): 50.

% Siegel, “The Image of the Eye in Surrealist Art,” 103.

% Ibid., 104.

% Dawn Ades, Dali (.ondon: Thames and Hudson, 1982), 50.
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SYMBOLIZES ANYTHING.” It is clear, however, that the filmmakers transpose the
round form: they present mirror images of the thin line of cloud cutting across the moon
and the straight razor slicing across the woman’s eye. Ades likens the image-making
mechanism at work in Un Chien andalon to a 1918 text by Louis Aragon, entitled ‘Du
Décor’ (‘On Decor’), in which he writes that children ‘sometimes fix their attention on
an object to the point where their concentration makes it grow larger, grow so much that
it completely occupies their visual field, assumes a mysterious aspect and loses all relation
to its purpose.” Bataille responds to the violent scene in the September 1929 edition of
Documents—published within months of the film’s release—in which he argues that the
eye’s ‘extreme seductiveness is probably at the boundary of horror.”” Commenting

specifically on Un Chien andalon, Bataille writes:

A cette égard, loeil pourrait étre rapproché du franchant, dont I'aspect provoque
¢galement des réactions aigués et contradictoires: c’est la ce qu’ont dua
affreusement et obscurément éprouver les auteurs du Chien andalon lorsqu’aux
premicres images du film ils ont décidé des amours sanglantes de ces deux étres.
Qu’un rasoir tranche a vif Poeil éblouissant d’'une femme jeune et charmante,
C’est ce quaurait admiré jusqu’a le déraison un jeune homme qu’un petit chat
couché regardait et qui tenant, par hasard, dans sa main, une cuiller a café, eut
tout a coup envie de prendre un oeil dans la cuiller.

(In this respect, the eye could be related to the cutting edge, whose appearance
provokes both bitter and contradictory reactions; this is what the makers of the

Andalusian Dog must have hideously and obscurely experienced when, among the

97 Luis Bufiuel, Notes on the Making of Un Chien Andalon, in Art in Cinema: Documents Toward a History of
the Film Society, ed, Scott MacDonald and Frank Stauffacher, trans. Grace L. McCann Motley
(Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 20006), 29-30.

98 Ades, Dali, 50.

9 Georges Bataille, ‘T’oeil,” Documents 1, no. 4 (1929): 216. Translated as ‘Eye,” by Stoekl et al., in Visions of
Exccess—1939,17.
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first images of the film, they determined the bloody loves of these two beings.
The razor would cut open the dazzling eye of a young and charming woman—
this is precisely what a young man would have admired to the point of madness,
a young man watched by a small, sleeping cat, a young man who by chance
holding in his hand a coffee spoon, suddenly wanted to take an eye in that

spoon.'”

Of those associated with Surrealism, Bataille certainly produced the most
passionate and frequent expressions of this assault on the eye."”' In 1926, prior to
publishing S7ory of the Eye, he began writing another short book (which he never
completed) entitled W.C. The book itself is now destroyed, but Bataille informs us that
he accompanied the narrative with a drawing of an eye—the ‘scaffold’s eye’— gazing
through the lunette of a guillotine, which he titled The Eternal Return (after Friedrich
Nietzsche)."” Fascinatingly, he also associates the eye and the guillotine in Story of #he Eye,
in which the narrator describes viewing the enucleated eye as ‘en face de ce que—
jimagine—j’attendais depuis toujours: comme une guillotine attend la téte a trancher’
(‘something I imagine I had been waiting for in the same way that a guillotine waits for a

neck to slice’).'” In 1927, he wrote ‘L’Anus solaire’ (‘The Solar Anus’), a short text in

100 Georges Bataille, ‘L’oeil,” 216. Translated by Stoekl et al., in 1sions of Excess, 17.

101 Martin Jay’s fascinating book Downcast Eyes: The Denigration of Vision in Twentieth-Century French Thought
reads the Bataillean challenge to ‘ocularcentrism’ through the consequences of the First World War,
which ‘challenged and in certain cases toppled the traditional hierarchies of European life,” including
the primacy of vision. He also argues that the effects of the First World War were more ‘visually
disorienting’ than ‘those produced by such nineteenth century technical innovations as the railroad, the
camera, or the cinema.” According to this view, the ‘hesitant’ pre-war ‘interrogation of sight’ in certain
philosophical works was given a new, often violent, fervour. He cites Paul Virilio’s La Machine de la
Vision (1988), which argues that the sheer trauma of the war resulted in ‘a moment of panic in which
the American and European masses no longer believed their eyes. Jay dubs the First World War ‘the
Cubist war,” because of the ‘collapse’ of the notion of shared perspective—a condition that recalls
Friedrich Nietzsche’s ‘perspectivism,” elucidated in The Will to Power (1901).

102 Georges Bataille, ‘Preface to Story of the Eye from Le Petit: 1943. Translated by Neugroschel, in Story of the
Eye, 75.

103 Bataille, Histoire de ['oeil, 90. Translated by Neugroschel, in Story of the Eye, 67. Simon Baker, explores the
use of the guillotine in Surrealist writings as a way of identifying with ‘historically contested and
potentially divisive commemorations of France’s revolutionary past.” He specifically highlights the use
of the guillotine in the work of Robert Desnos, who calls for a return to the Terror, and, in La Libert¢
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which Bataille identifies himself with the sun—not the illuminating sun, but the
‘immonde parodie du soleil torride et aveuglant’ (“filthy parody of the torrid and blinding
sun’).'" In 1930, in Documents (where he also published ‘Eye: Cannibal Delicacy’), Bataille
would associate the madness produced by this ‘blinding’ sun with auto-mutilation as he
imagines Vincent van Gogh—after the cutting of his ear—staring at this ‘sphere
¢éblouissante (ce que certains aliénistes ont tenu autrefois pour un signe d'incurable folie)’
(‘blinding sphere (which certain doctors in the past held to be a sign of incurable
madness’)) from the window of his room at the sanatorium in Saint-Rémy.'"” Bataille
returns to the notion of the solar anus with ‘Le Jesuve’” and ‘L’Oeil pineal’ (‘The Pineal
Eye).'" René Descartes originally theorised that the brain’s pineal gland was responsible
for uniting the body and the soul. Bataille, however, writes of the pineal gland (a small
region in the midline of the human brain responsible for producing melatonin) as a
vestigial eye, bursting forth through the skull ‘comme un volcan en éruption horribles’
(like a horrible erupting volcano’)."”” As Jay notes, Bataille alters the discussion of the
superiority of human sight in Freud’s Civilization and Its Discontents,'” arguing that the

horizontal axis of our eyesight is a remnant of our animality, while the pineal eye looks

on L’Amonr (1927), writes that he approves ‘that the magnificent obelisk [of the Place de la Concorde]
has been replaced by an adorable guillotine.” In the same work, he imagines The Marquis de Sade
alongside Robespierre, waiting to be executed, and asks ‘love and hate, can they inspire other acts? A
paper balloon drifts lightly over the theatre of revolution. . .” Baker calls this image ‘perhaps the most
effective and emblematic of all surrealist representations of the Revolution.” See Simon Baker,
Surrealism, History and Revolution (Bern: Peter Lang, 2007), 26-54.

104 Georges Bataille, I.’Anus solaire, in Oeuvres complétes, vol. 1 (Paris: Gallimard, 1970), 86. Translated by
Stoekl et al., in Vzsions of Excess, 9.

105 Georges Bataille, ‘La Mutilation sacrificielle et I'oreille coupée de Vincent Van Gogh,” Oeuvres completes,
vol. 1(Paris: Gallimard, 1970), 260. Translated by Stoekl et al., in Zsions of Excess, 62.

106 As Denis Hollier notes, Bataille made five separate attempts at elucidating the ‘myth’ of the pineal eye
a mission that he never completed. See ‘The Caesarean’ in Denis Hollier, Against Architecture: The
Writings of Georges Bataille, trans. Betsy Wing (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1989), 117.

107 Georges Bataille, ‘Le Jesuve,” Oeuvres complétes, vol. 2 (Paris: Gallimard, 1970), 14. Translated by Stoekl et
al., in Visions of Excess, 74.

108 Originally published in German as Das Unbebagen in der Kultur in 1930. Freud posits that before man
walked upright, smell was the most important of the senses, and the anal and excremental were not yet
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Freud argues initiated the beginnings of civilisation. See Sigmund Freud, Civilization and Iis Discontents,
trans. James Strachey, in The Standard Edition of the Complete Psychological Works, vol. 21 (London: Vintage,
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vertically from the skull, blinding itself by staring at the sun.'”” Despite its verticality, the
pineal eye is not associated with elevating principles, but with baseness: its ‘discharges of
energy as violent and indecent as those that make the anal protuberances of some apes so
horrible to see,” and its soliciting of ‘atrocious screams, the screams of a magnificent and
stinking ejaculation.”'"’

How does Mir6—much of whose oeuvre engaged with metaphor, poetry, and a
seeming appreciation for the eye motif—fit within this wider rejection of vision? One
detects a hint of ocular violence in The Hunter, in which the large disembodied eye at the
centre of the composition is bisected by the horizon line. The prevailing readings of this
motif, however, understand it to be an all-seeing eye. In Magnetic Fields, Margit Rowell
notes an affinity between Mird’s motif and a collage by Ernst for Paul Eluard’s Répétitions
(1922) (Fig. 27). Ernst’s composition shows a similarly detached eye ‘pierced’ by a line or
thread, which Rowell interprets as a continuous line of vision passing from one side of
the organ to the other, and thus uniting ‘interior and external’ vision.""! As one would
expect, however, Miré’s approach to the eye shifts in the late 1920s with the advent of
anti-painting. One identifies within the project of anti-painting an attack on
representation, targeting both the role of the active ‘inner’ eye of the artist and the
passive eye of the viewer. In 1927, he challenged the limits of representation with
Musigne, Seine, Michel, Bataille et moi, depicting personages through the inscription of
names rather than figural representation. By 1930, the vertical ‘strings’ that Mir6 places
over the figure’s eye in Painting (1930) (Fig. 28)—introduced in chapter 2—suggest in
their most radical reading a violent assault on the eye, or, at the very least, the
obstruction of vision. With their resemblance to scribbles or crossings-out, these ‘strings’

suggest a literal cancellation of the eye itself. Significantly, in this composition Miré limits

19 Jay, Downcast Eyes, 226-227.
110 Georges Bataille, ‘Le Jesuve,” 14. Translated by Stoekl et al., in. sions of Excess, 77.
111 Rowell and Krauss, Joan Mird: Magnetic Fields, 77.
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his placement of these vertical bands exclusively to the eye, stressing the deliberate nature
of this assault. Briony Fer also notes that Bataille identifies this attack on representation
in Mir6’s work in his article on the artist in Documents."'* Fer interprets Bataille’s use of
the metaphor of dust to describe Mird’s work thusly: ‘It is as if a mass of grains or specs
occupies the field of vision and forms a veil against the light. Vision is obscured, and yet
the light is ravishing . . . under these conditions, the pleasures of not seeing, or at least
not seeing clearly, are intense.” "

At first look, Mird’s 1930 notebooks seem to participate in a Surrealist
privileging of the eye, as this organ is one of the few recognisable body parts depicted in
the series and because Mird’s assault on the eye is less overt than in Panting. As
mentioned earlier, the relocation of the eye and its conflation with the female sexual
organs in the notebooks suggests the violent acts of enucleation and castration. Beyond
these psychoanalytic readings, however, there are four instances in the series in which
Miré appears to make a direct reference to the theme of cutting in Dali and Buniuel’s Uz
Chien andalon. 1t is highly likely that Mir6 would have seen the film, as he was in Paris
during its release and was in contact with Dali throughout 1929-30, and we know that he
exhibited at the premiere of the duo’s second film, I.’Age 4°Or, in 1930."* In F.J.M. 869
(Fig. 29) (a work already discussed in chapter 2 for its amalgamation of bodies), there
appears in the top centre of the composition—that is to say, in the ‘sky’—a round form
that is ‘cut’ across its middle by a dark cloudlike motif. This lunar and cloud imagery
recalls exactly the opening scene from Un Chien andalon (Fig. 30), in which Bufiuel
executes a match cut between a long, thin cloud moving across the glowing moon and a
razor slicing across a woman’s eye. The motif hovers in-between the heads of the two

figures and is situated immediately in line with the female figure’s right eye.

12 Briony Fer, On Abstract Art New Haven: Yale University Press, 2000), 77.
13 1bid., 77.
114 Rowell, Joan Mirg: Selected Writings and Interviews, 26.
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Miré makes it clear that he had lunar motifs on his mind when he created the
series; in an interview, he described the way in which several of the figure’s toenails were
rendered in such a way so as to resemble crescent moons.'"” In one drawing in the series,
F.J.M. 857 (Fig. 31), he renders an instantly recognisable crescent-moon motif with facial
features adjacent to a figure; its curved edge is intersected (one might say violently) by a
circular form that envelops the figure’s body. In a further example—numbered F.J.M.
896, which demonstrates the rotated-vulva iconography—Mir6é draws a figure with a
crescent moon for a head, the outline of which cuts through the centre of her oversized
eye. One sees the cloud motif repeated in F.J.M. 925, where it again cuts across a form
that could easily be interpreted as a moon (in this case, a half-moon). This half-moon, in
turn, slices through a second shaded, round motif. As he did in F.J.M. 869, Mir6 places
the moon motif next to a figure’s eye; in the case of F.J.M. 925 (Fig. 32), the moon’s
semicircle form mirrors the shape of the figure’s eye to its left, which has been rotated. It
also shares its shape with one half of the female figure’s vulva, which is divided into two
by a straight line, forming two semicircular shapes. The similarities between the moon
form and the vulva thus include the female genitals in the act of cutting, as do the
similarities between the bisected eye and the vulva in F.J.M. 896, with both compositions

strengthening associations between enucleation and castration in Mird’s series.

Conclusion

In equating, substituting, and conflating the ocular and the genital, Miré’s notebook
drawings transgress the generative theme of his 1920s compositions and demonstrate the

same metonymic permutation as Bataille’s Szory of #he Eye. In reading Mir6’s mid 1920s to

1 Miré, interview with Gaéton Picon, Mallorca, 1975. Translated by Dinah Harrison, in Picon, Catalan

Notebooks, 22-23.
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early 1930s output through a Bataillean lens, specifically through this use of metonymic
chains of resemblance, one uncovers the artist’s interest in the controlled image. This
indicates a moment during the anti-painting period that suggests Mird’s consideration of
image-making techniques other than those advocated by mainstream Surrealism, with its
focus on the irrational. While this chapter does not seek to disregard the Surrealist
influence on Mird’s oeuvre, the employment of this limited-term, transpositional image-
making combined with the overlapping imagery with S7ory of #he Eye strongly suggests that
Bataille provided a source of influence on Miré during this period, outside of Surrealist
concerns. Furthermore, an investigation into contemporary artistic depictions of the eye
by Bataille, Dali and Bufiuel, Masson, and Ernst situates Mird’s 1930 sketches and his
mission of anti-painting within the greater coeval interest in the ‘unseeing eye,
encompassing both the violent termination of vision and the association of the eye with
the female genitals. This manifestation of the eye rejects, transgresses, and parodies the
Surrealist privileging of the eye—as repeatedly advocated by Breton—as an emblem of

poetic or inner vision.



Chapter 4

The Parodic I andscape

By the mid 1930s, Joan Miré’s mission of anti-painting—originally born from a personal
and professional contempt—would adopt a decidedly political character, becoming
inextricably tied to contemporary events in Spain. Commenting specifically on a series of
small paintings initiated in 1935, Mir6 explains: “They mark the beginning of the cruel
and difficult years that the world lived through . . . they swarm with oppositions,
conflicts, contrasts. I call them my “savage paintings.” Thinking about death led me to
create monsters that both attracted and repelled me.”' If Georges Bataille once described
Mird’s paintings as resembling the ‘traces of some unknown disaster,” then the savage
paintings show the atmosphere of overwhelming trepidation that foreshadows such a

disaster. Responding to the rise of fascism in Spain, during a period known as the bienio

1 Joan Mir6, ‘Mird,” interview with Denys Chevalier, Aujourd’hui: Art et Architecture November 1962).
Translated by Paul Auster and Patricia Matthews in Matgit Rowell, ed., Joan Mird: Selected Writings and
Interviews (Cambridge, MA: Da Capo, 1992), 267.

2 Geotges Bataille, Joan Miré: Peintures récentes,” Documents 2, no. 7 (1930): 399.
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negro (two black years), these works depict anxious, foreboding scenes inhabited by
strange creatures, bewildered peasants, and precariously volcanoes—all of which are
rendered in astonishing, acidic, otherworldly colours. While the savage paintings signal a
return to painting, they do so only because the artist needed to capture the ‘maximum
feeling of aggressiveness’ and drama through a use of colour that drawing could not
accommodate.” True to his anti-painting experimentation, Miré seamlessly alternates
between the non-traditional mediums of oil paint on copper support and tempera on
Masonite, demonstrating technical mastery over both.*

This chapter explores the ways in which the savage paintings repeat themes,
imagery, and even specific motifs from the artist’s eatlier canvases and subject them to a
parodic inversion. It is my view that Miré transforms the peaceful, pastoral scenes from
his 1920s works into nightmarish wastelands in order to confront the mounting political
violence of the bienio negro.” 1 examine Mird’s treatment of the Catalan landscape in the
savage paintings and the repurposing of motifs from earlier works through the notion of
parody as set forth by Bataille in his short text L>Anus solaire (The Solar Anus), written in
1927 and published in 1931. In this work, Bataille argues that the earth and cosmos
function through a ‘purely parodic’ structuring, which unites seemingly opposing natural

phenomena. Specifically, he contrasts the image of solar energy with the violent

3 Joan Mir6, ‘Revelations by Joan Mir6é about His Work,” interview with Lluis Permanyer, April 1978.
Translated by Auster and Matthews, in Joan Mird: Select Writings and Interviews, 292.

4 Masonite was invented in the United States in 1924, with mass production underway by 1930. It is made
of wooden chips that are steamed to form fibers, which are then pressed and heated to create boards.
Miré praises these materials in his letters from 1935 and 1936, for their ‘maximum resistance.” For
more on the introduction of Masonite into Mir6’s work, see Robert Lubar, ‘Small Paintings on
Masonite and Copper, 1935-1936,” in Joan Mird: Painting and Anti-Painting, 1927-1937, ed. Anne Umland
(New York: The Museum of Modern Art, 2009), 182-199.

> While the landscape of Mont-Roig del Camp holds a place of undisputable importance across Mird’s
ocuvre, art historical scholarship on the subject typically centres on examples from the mid 1920s,
specifically The Farm (1922), The Tilled Field (1923), and The Hunter (Catalan Landscape) (1924); the savage
landscapes, meanwhile, have very little scholatly representation. The savage paintings were displayed
and included in short catalogue essays accompanying the exhibitions Joan Mird: Painting and Anti-Painting
(New York: The Museum of Modern Art, 2009), 182-199, and Joan Mird: The Ladder of Escape (London:
Tate Publishing, 2011), 72-97.
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terrestrial excretions of active volcanoes, which serve as the earth’s anus.® Furthermore,
both Miré and Bataille employ the image of the volcano as a metaphor for social
upheaval. I also consider the connections that The Solar Anus and the savage paintings
share with Friedrich Nietzsche’s concept of the ‘eternal recurrence,” as well as with the
examination of the carnivalesque in Mikhail Bakhtin’s Rabelais and His World. The
employment of parodic humour in the work of Mird, Bataille, Nietzsche, and Bakhtin
provides a basis for exploring laughter as a weapon against anguish and as a vehicle for
self-loss. Finally, this chapter identifies overlaps between Mird’s work and that of his and
Bataille’s mutual friend André Masson, who was residing in Spain during the bienio negro
and whose contemporary work confronts political events and engages with Nietzschean

themes.

The Bienio Negro

Prior to investigating the parodic elements of Mird’s savage paintings, it is necessary to
understand firstly the political climate of Catalonia during their creation and, secondly,
Miré’s state of mind during this period. In 1932 Miré had decided—for financial
reasons—to return to his parents’ home at 4 Pasaje del Credito in Barcelona with his
wife and one-year-old daughter.” By this time, the dictator Miguel Primo de Rivera’s

regime had fallen and a new republican government (the Second Spanish Republic) had

¢ Georges Bataille, I.>Anus solaire, in Oeuvres completes, vol. 1 (Paris: Gallimard, 1973), 79-86. This expressed
interest in parody has become one of the principal lenses through which Bataille’s oeuvre is read in
scholarship of the last two decades. See, for instance, Leslie Anne Boldt-Irons, ‘Bataille’s “The Solar
Anus” or the Parody of Parodies,” Studies in 20th Century Literature 25, no. 2 (2001): 354-375. See also
Stuart Kendall, Georges Bataille (.ondon: Reaktion Books, 2007), 52—65. Kendall discusses Bataille’s
employment of parody in “The Solar Anus’ through the ‘play of opposites’ and the ‘misunderstanding
of scissiparity.” For more on Bataille and parody, see my discussion of Story of the Eye in chapter 2 of
this thesis.

7 Jacques Dupin, Mird, trans. James Petterson (Paris: Flammarion, 2012), 167.
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been established.® Accorded the nickname /z siiia bonita (the pretty young girl), the
opening years of the Second Republic brought sentiments of optimism with the ushering
in of political reforms by the Republican left.” During this bienio de reformas (two years of
reforms), Spain saw the beginnings of the separation of church and state, the expansion
of educational facilities, military and agrarian reforms, changes in labour relations, the
expansion of public works, and increased regional autonomy for Catalonia."

The implementation of the division of church and state under the Second
Republic attracted the attention of French Surrealists, who, according to Robin Adcle
Greeley, seemed to have been previously uninterested in contemporary Spanish politics.'
Owing to his fervent Catalan nationalism, however, Mir6é would likely have been most
excited about the increased autonomy awarded to Catalonia during this era of reform.
Francesc Macia, founder and leader of the pro-independence party Estat Catala, declared
an independent Catalan republic within the Iberian Federation—against the
arrangements of the Pact of San Sebastian."” Macia’s motivations seem to have been an
acceleration of the independence process rather than sabotage, but nevertheless, three
Republican cabinet ministers rushed to Barcelona to insist that Catalan autonomy would
be a constitutional process.” By 1932 a statute of regional autonomy was created for

Catalonia and the Generalitat (the Catalan regional government) was granted control

8 Primo de Rivera established his dictatorship in 1923 through a coup d’état and governed with the support
of King Alfonso XIII. In 1930, due to economic and social pressures and the loss of military support,
de Rivera’s regime suffered a loss of legitimacy. He was forced to resign and retreat to Paris. Alfonso
was later forced to abdicate and was exiled in Rome. The consequential calling of elections led to the
establishment of the Second Spanish Republic on 14 April 1931. As previously stated in chapter 2, it
took over one year for these elections to finally be held, duting which time Spain was ruled by an
ineffective and unpopular interim government.

9 José Matia Magone, Contemporary Spanish Politics New York: Routledge, 2009), 10.

10 Stanley G. Payne, The Collapse of the Spanish Republic, 1933—1936: Origins of the Civil War (New Haven: Yale
University Press, 20006), 16.

11 Robin Adele Greeley, Surrealisnm and the Spanish Civil War New Haven: Yale University Press, 2006), 193.
The Surrealist interest in Spain would, however, spike in 1936 when the French government ceased
providing aid and closed its boarders to refugees one month into the Civil War.

12 Stanley G. Payne, Spain’s First Democracy: The Second Republic, 1931-1936 (Madison: University of
Wisconsin Press, 1993), 40. The Pact of San Sebastian was a meeting between Spanish republican
parties who agreed to unite and overthrow the monarchy. It took place on 17 August 1930, after which
a revolutionary committee was formed.

13 Ibid., 40.
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over education, public works, finance, and health sectors and was met with celebrations
across the region.'* It is important to remember, however, that despite these celebrations,
the political situation in Spain was still far from idyllic, and for many of Spain’s working
and peasant classes, these reforms were insufficient. In the autumn of 1932, for instance,
the country experienced strikes, bomb explosions, attacks on churches, and clashes
between civilians and police.

While the reforms set forth by the left appeared initially promising, the formation
of the Republic coincided with the Great Depression, and the Spanish government
would soon be caught in an impossible position between middle and lower classes. Paul
Preston explains how the left was caught in a ‘state of revolutionary tension:” if the
government met the working class demands for the expropriation of large estates and
factories, the army would likely intervene and threaten the Republic. Alternatively, if the
revolutionary demands of the working class were quashed in order to assuage the middle
class, the Republican coalition would lose its much-needed support.”” In trying to
compromise, the left managed to anger both sides."®

While the left was struggling with the economic crisis and balancing between the
demands of the middle and working classes, the right was receiving considerable
donations from Spain’s elite—including the prominent businessman Juan March.'’
Meanwhile, the Catholic party Accion Popular and approximately forty other rightist
organisations united as the Confederaciéon Espafiola de Derechas Auténomas (CEDA)
under the leadership of José Maria Gil-Robles, who was formerly a key member of the
Accién Popular party.' In the months prior to the 1933 elections, parallels were being

drawn between political events in Spain and in Germany, and the contemporary decline

14 Payne, Spain’s First Democracy, 105.

15 Paul Preston, A Concise History of the Spanish Civil War (London: Fontana, 1996), 33—34.

16 Ibid., 34.

17 Ibid. Match was likely the wealthiest man in Spain at the time and an important eatly supporter of
Franco.

18 Confederation of the Autonomous Right.
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of the Weimar Republic was often cited by both the left (as a cautionary tale) and the
right (as a course to emulate).”” Gil-Robles was certainly looking to the Nazi Party’s rise
in Germany and even attended a Nuremberg Rally, the rhetoric of which is evident in a
campaign speech he gave shortly after in Madrid: ‘we need full power and that is what we
demand. Democracy is not an end but a means to the conquest of the new state. When
the time comes, either parliament submits or we will eliminate it.”’

By 1933, the bienio de reformas would give way to the bienio negro, in which the
CEDA sought to reverse the reforms implemented by the Republican left. The CEDA
won the most votes in the 1933 election, though it did not achieve an overall majority.
Niceto Alcala Zamora, president of the Republic, was therefore not obligated to invite
Gil-Robles to form a government and instead appointed Alejandro Lerroux of the
Radical Republican Party to the position of prime minister. The CEDA soon joined the
Radical Republicans in a coalition and saw the appointment of three ministers to the
Lerroux government in October 1934.* While the inadequacy of the leftist reforms (in
combination with the economic crisis) had led peasants and workers to a state of
desperation, the reversal of these reforms by the new rightist regime propelled them to
outright violence.” Consequently, the years 19331935 were marked by street-level
violent clashes between left and right, workers’ strikes, mass deportation of striking
workers and peasants, fascist-style rallies, and the founding of the Falange.”

In October of 1934, following the appointment of CEDA ministers to the

government, left-wing insurrections broke out across the country, with the worst of the

violence focused in Asturias (in the form of a miners’ strike) and Catalonia.”* Catalonia

19 Preston, A Concise History of the Spanish Civil War, 34.

20 José Maria Gil-Robles, speech in Madrid, October 15, 1933, later published in E/ Debate, October 17,
1933. Translated by Paul Preston, in .4 Concise History of the Spanish Civil War, 43.
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23 Ibid., 45-73.
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had been swept up in a wave of nationalism that had threatened to turn violent: many
students and professors became hostile towards the continued use of Castilian at
universities, and leaflets urged Catalans not to sully their blood by marrying Castilians.”
On 5 October, the escamots (the most conservative and nationalistic of Catalan
paramilitary groups) began tearing up railway lines to the west of Lérida in an effort to
free Catalonia from Spain.”* On 6 October, Lluis Companys, then president of the
Generalitat, proclaimed from the balcony of the Generalitat headquarters: ‘Catalans:
Monarchists and fascists have assaulted the government. . . . the democratic Republic is
in great peril,) and declared the formation of the independent ‘Catalan State in the
Spanish Federal Republic.””” Soon after, martial law was declared throughout Catalonia
and, after light artillery response by the army in Barcelona, Companys was forced to
surrender the Generalitat at 6:00 a.m. the following day.”® Seventy-eight people died in
the insurrection and Catalan autonomy was soon after suspended.” The events in
Asturias and Catalonia, which led to further hostility between left and right, are
understood as crucial antecedents for the forthcoming Civil War.”

Preston and others have argued that the bitter political polarisation during the
bienio negro signalled at the time an atmosphere ‘if not of imminent civil war, certainly of
great belligerence