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A Note on the Exquisite Corpse
The Surrealists cultivated the cadavre exquis for the same reason that they cultivated automatic writing and recording
dreams: here were three ways of minimizing the intervention of consciousness in literary creation. Breton defines Surrealism as: “Automatisme psychique pur . . . Dictée de la pensée, en l’absence de tout contro’le exercé par la raison,
en dehors de toute preoccupation esthétique ou morale.” (André Breton, Les manifestes du surrealism, Paris, 1946; p.
45.) Automatism thus becomes a guarantee of the purity of the revelation, while active participation of the writer in the
text can only distort the latter’s truth. The Surrealists see themselves as “modestes appareils enregistreurs”, as passive transmitters. Under ideal conditions, all elements of individual and conscious intervention would be neutralized;
the text would not be written, but would write itself; and the author, this distractor who stamps on a poem Baudelaire’s
mark instead of Racine’s, no longer exists. A thousand variegated Egos have capitulated before the uniform, objective,
impersonal Id (and indeed, when we read in succession a certain number of automatic Surrealist texts, we are struck,
once the effect of surprise has worn off, by the dullness which this monotony creates). The automatic text is thus alien
not only to the reader, but to the very person from whose pen it has flown. “A vous qui écrivez, ces elements sont
aussi étrangers qu’a’ tout autre . . .” It may almost be said to be autonomous.
In short, what the gadget-minded Surrealists have invented is a practically self-sufficient machine to produce
literature, all literature, in fact, if we do not smash it up in time. And most of us feel the same uneasiness toward it as
toward any other mechanism grown beyond the limits of its usefulness to man. We find writing a way of mastering, or
at least coming to terms with, the universe, and expect from it an effect in some way cathartic or illuminating. We fully
agree with the Surrealists on the belief that literature frees man, but we are forced to note that their defense of automatic writing as the greatest means of liberation is based on a strange confusion. They thought that, having freed the
work, they had also freed the author and the reader. But is this freedom?
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