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From the Studio to the Field:
André Bretons ‘Hopi Notebook’

Katharine Conley
William & Mary, Emerita

In 1945, André Breton had been living in New York for four years when
he took a trip out West for reasons both personal and intellectual—first, to divorce
his second wife, Jacqueline Lamba, and marry his third, Elisa Bindoff Claro, in Las
Vegas, and, second, to visit Pueblo Indian villages in Arizona and New Mexico. As
an artist-intellectual considered undesirable in the eyes of the occupying German
forces during World War Two, he was in self-imposed exile from France, having
reached the United States with the help of three Americans—journalist Varian Fry
and diplomat Hirham “Harry” Bingham, who helped him leave France, and fellow
surrealist Kay Sage, who found him an apartment in Manhattan, furnished it, and
initially paid the rent." Although Breton visited Zuni and Acoma in New Mexico
on this trip, his focus in what he called the “Hopi Notebook” was mostly on the
Hopi Reservation of Arizona (Fig. 1).> A devoted Parisian since his days as a medical
student, Breton had shaped Surrealism as a Paris-centered movement by the 1940s.
Author of the “Manifestoes of Surrealism” from 1924 and 1929, Breton welcomed
an international cast of artists and writers into the group. He only truly expanded his
personal international perspective, however, during the time he spent in the United
States during World War Two, especially through his first-hand experience in the
American Southwest.

Breton had had a life-long admiration for Pueblo Indian culture dating
back to the 1920s, as he explained on the radio in his 1950 interviews with André
Parinaud: “Most of all I was able to satisfy one of my greatest and oldest desires,
which was to meet the Indians, particularly the Pueblo Indians (Hopi and Zuni),
whose mythology and art held a special attraction for me.”

In the October 1927 issue of La Révolution surréaliste, Breton published a
photograph of a Hopi katsina that he erroneously thought of as a “doll,” a carved
and decorated figure representing the ancestral spirits of the Hopi katsina religion,
known as katsinam or tithu to the Hopi (Fig. 2).* The previous June, Breton had
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Fig. 1. Breton at Zuni, likely photographed by Elisa Breton, 1945 (@ Aube Breton
Elléouét; Association Atelier André Breton, http:/www.andrebreton. fr

gone on a buying trip with Paul Eluard, who reported in a letter to his wife: “we
found dolls from New Mexico (Pueblo dolls). They’re amazing,”® This katsina was
the kind of object Breton sought for his collection throughout his life. His studio
was a dynamic space that he constantly arranged and rearranged; it was his workshop
for surrealist thought, dreaming, and exchange.® He filled it with things, along with
paintings, objects and sculptures by his friends, his books, and a growing inventory
of sacred objects from parts of the world that were meaningful to him, as reflected
in the 1929 surrealist map of the world, which decentered Western Europe and
North America (Fig. 3). Instead, The World in the Time of the Surrealists centered and
exaggerated in size the islands of the Pacific Ocean and on the Pacific Northwest
Coast. He loved the things he collected and he also associated them with a larger
purpose, a broader worldview that definitively included non-European parts of the
world and their cultures.

A visitor to Breton’s collection—either at the rue Fontaine in Patis or the
Pompidou Center where there is a room dedicated to “Breton’s wall,” what is left
of his collection—can feel the way his books, paintings, sculptures, and things,
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Fig. 3. The World in the Time of the Surrealists, unattributed map published in Variétés
(June 1929): 26-27.

resonate together in a profusion that influenced his thinking about Surrealism
and that inspired James Clifford’s famous statement about how “[e]thnography
cut with surrealism emerges as the theory and practice of juxtaposition.”” A sense
of profusion, from the Latin verb 7 pour, describes the immersive experience of
the space in which Breton worked, to which he responded and which he, in turn,
poured into surrealist thought. Breton’s objects felt alive to him in the way that W.J.T.
Mitchell defines the “thing,” with reference to a painted sardine dish by Picasso,
as something created in “the moment when the object becomes the Other, when
the sardine looks back.”® Breton’s definition of surrealist beauty as “convulsive”
and his explanation of it in 1934 as a fundamentally physical response to seeing
something—a person, a stunning landscape, or a found object—anchored his
thoughts and feelings about objects in his body. He explains how the recognition
of “convulsive beauty” may be confirmed by a sensation such as “a plume of wind
along the temples arousing a veritable shiver,” not unlike a rush of erotic pleasure.’
The photograph of the Hopi katsina in La Révolution surréaliste (see Fig. 2)
provided an early example of objects prized and collected by Breton that found
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their way into the official journal of the day."’ Identified only by its place of origin—
New Mexico—and surrounded by a surrealist text by Benjamin Péret, with a group
“exquisite corpse” drawing on the opposite page, the katsina is rendered surrealist
by its presence and position in the journal, appropriated, as Sophie Leclerq argues, in
a way that nonetheless confers “recognition” of its importance (Fig, 2A)." The first
such object appropriated as surrealist by Breton had been an Faster Island statue he
bought with prize-money as a teenager and reproduced in Nadja in 1928. This statue,
like the Hopi katsina in Ia Révolution surréaliste, informed him at the time more about
“the surrealist adventure” than it did about its culture of origin.'* Nevertheless, Hopi
katinsam were more than objects for Breton. As Fabrice Flahutez explains, “they
were entities who interceded between the living, nature, and life itself ’; they “opened
to the unconscious,” as Claudia Mesch asserts, providing “a way of understanding
the world.”"” Indeed, by the time he returned to France in 1946 after his trip to the
American Southwest and he hung them on a wall where he could see them from his
daybed, they did more than confirm his ideas about Surrealism. As talismans of a
culture he had had the chance to visit in person, they became beacons for ways in
which Surrealism, and he, himself, might yet develop in the future.

The group games that produced the “exquisite corpse” drawings in the 1920s
played a unifying function amongst the participants, just as the practice of group
automatism had brought them together when Surrealism launched in 1922. Each
player would add a word to a sentence or a body part to the drawing of a figure
according to the process that produced the first one-line poem in this way in 1925,
which gave the game its name: “the exquisite corpse will drink the new wine.”*
Breton explained in 1938 that what “excited us in these composite productions was
the conviction that, at the very least, they were stamped with a uniquely collective
authority.”"® In a playful secular, European way, these games played a parallel role
to the unifying function many of the desacralized objects Breton collected had had
in their cultures of origin, such as lthe Hopi katsinam.'® The Surrealists’s desire
to feature images of these objects alongside drawings they had collectively made
themselves was part of a larger desire to shift what Louise Tythacott identifies as
“the art historical boundaries” of their time “which separated ‘art’ from non-art.””"’
Their goal, according to Tythacott, was to “attempt to create another art—another
history of art” through their revaluation of “objects traditionally marginalized
in the West.”'® The Surrealists took setiously objects that had generally not been
appreciated as art before, having been seen only as ethnographic specimens, of
interest primarily as symbols of colonial conquest or to scientists. The Surrealists
sought to resituate the location of what matters in considering a work of art from
the individual to the group, from a fascination with the inner genius of a single
artist—usually a European man—to a focus on art that has a social job in a unifying
ritual such as the exquisite corpse game and is valued for it. What did not look like
art to the average Parisian became valued as art by the surrealists, particularly art that
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Le cadavre exquis

Fig. 4. Group Exquisite Corpse drawing: La Révolution surréaliste 3.9-10 (October 1927): 44.

might be understood as accessible to everyone, art that anyone could make, that had
a function in a social group. As one of their heroes, Isidore Ducasse writing as the
Count of Lautréamont, proclaimed, “Poetry should be made by all. Not by one,” a
dictum from 1869 reformulated for Surrealism by Louis Aragon in a 1930 homage to
collage as “The marvelous must be made by all and not by one.”"”

The transgressive activity of collage, which involved appropriating and
reconfiguring fragments of works by others into a new whole using only scissors
and glue, constituted “a radical form of image creation” in 1921, as Elza Adamowicz
explains, because when Max Ernst first exhibited some of his collages in Paris, he
was displaying a technique that abandoned “traditional codes of mimesis and the
aesthetics of coherence.”” Like the group “exquisite corpse” drawings made by
multiple author-artists, collage involved multiple hands shaped by one guiding hand
that relied not on paint or charcoal but on simple household tools. Collage’s sensory
quality lies at the center of the fourth and final “exquisite corpse” drawing in the
same October 1927 issue of La Révolution surréaliste that included the Hopi katsina
(Fig. 4).
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This drawing involves a play on words that blends image, text, and sound in
a way that moves the game from two to three dimensions, reflecting the surrealist
commitment to the physical enactment of intellectual ideas implicit in Breton’s
definition of “convulsive beauty.”*!

From an envelope with incongruous eyelashes on the left and a handle on the
right emerges a signpost above that transforms into a pen nib below, dipping through
water to an underwater anchor surrounded by fish.** This group drawing works like a
rebus, as Breton explained four years later in the surrealists’s journal, Le Surréalisme an
service de la revolution. In 1931’s ““The Phanom Object” Breton published a simplified
version of the “exquisite corpse” tea-cup envelope from 1927 and explained how
this image produces the word “silence” out of all its linguistic elements: namely, the
French words for eyelashes, “cils, ” and handle, “anse,” which together sound out
the word “silence.”” The drawing insists upon a spoken word in the image’s silent
language while simultaneously breaking that silence by demanding to be spoken
aloud by a body, projecting it out of the second and into the third dimension. The
“exquisite corpse” retains the ghostly reminder of an envelope’s primary function
as a bearer of messages now made to depict its opposite, silence, while at the same
time blending image and word, through its insistence on how words must be spoken
as well as read, how, once ingested like the liquid the tea-cup envelope is designed to
contain, they engage the body as well as the mind.**

In his studio space, which served as Surrealism’s laboratory, surrounded by
quasi-animate things that communicated with him, Breton began thinking about how
objects like the “phantom” envelope created a rerouting of purpose, a turning away
from the thing’s original function of transmitting written words that had once been
spoken, into ideas that further gelled five years later in his 1936 essay, “Crisis of the
Object.” Published in an issue of Cahiers d’art that served as an exhibition catalogue
for the Surrealists’s one-week show of objects at the Charles Ratton Gallery in
Paris that May, which included Hopi katsinam, Breton explains the surrealist aim of
bringing about a “zotal revolution of the object . . . including . . . reclassifying it” so that
the object, like the exquisite corpse “envelope,” might undergo a “change of role.”*
The exhibition juxtaposed vitrines of Surrealist-made and found objects, renamed as
works of art—such as Marcel Duchamp’s early Readymade, Bo#lerack (1914)—with
Oceanic and Pacific Northwest Coast masks, all from Ratton’s, Breton’s and Eluard’s
personal collections. Breton’s theory of the object as active, playing a new role after
having had a previous life, was linked to his reverence for katsinam well before he
ever saw their role in the katsina religion in Arizona.

As Etienne-Alain Hubert explains in his “Introduction” to Breton’s
“Notebook,” “Breton and Elisa spent almost the entire month of August 1945
traveling” with the mosaicist Jeanne Reynal, a friend of Marcel Duchamp’s, along
with her partner, Urban Neininger, who had helped them find a place to live in
Reno during the weeks when they were waiting for Breton’s divorce to be finalized
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before he and Elisa could marry.*

Reynal and Neininger accompanied them on their
trip to “the Navajo, Zuni, Apache and Hopi villages in Arizona and western New
Mexico.”” The Hopi Reservation constitutes only a portion of what the Hopi think
of as Hopiland or Hopitutskwa; it was established by treaty in 1882, on land delimited
by the United States government, including three mesas upon which culturally
important villages stand that have been inhabited continuously since the CE 500s
and 600s.2® While they were there, Breton, Elisa, and their friends camped in tents
and stayed with a teacher on the Hopi Second Mesa, Mr. Powers and his wife.”” On
their travels, they also stopped in Gallup, New Mexico, where they were able to find
accommodations.

Hubert, who established the text of the “Notebook” for publication,
describes the original Notebook as a 3 x 5 notepad, small enough to fit in Breton’s
pocket so he could be discrete about taking his field notes in it.”” Hubert explains
how as early as September 1945 Breton had intended to publish the revised
“Notebook” with the title of The Hopi Indians and signed a contract for it in 1946,
but the book was never published.” Breton’s notes his vivid impressions in the
“Notebook,” such as the colors of the bright red Indian paintbrush and of the
turquoise necklaces worn by the Hopi, as well as the red-brown and white paint the
Hopi used on their bodies for some of their dances. He notes the fruit they tasted—
peaches, apricots, and apples—and he describes the perched Hopi villages on the
mesas as shining “like blond crystal amongst these rock structures organized along
eroded table mesas that look as though they are piled on top of one another and
resemble standing birds.”*

The timing of the Bretons’s trip overlapped with the bombings of Hiroshima
and Nagasaki, events of which Breton was keenly aware and which further fueled his
personal sense of dislocation and distance from his home in Paris. In Reno Breton
started his “Ode to Charles Fourier,” dedicated to the nineteenth-century French
utopian socialist, and continued to work on it throughout the trip.** He interpolated
his impressions of the natural landscape of the American West and Southwest into
the poem, as well as specific scenes from his impressions of the Hopi Reservation in
Arizona. He was impressed with the Hopi individuals he met, explaining in a letter
to Jean Gaulmier that their “impressive dignity” provided an important context for
the long poem.* Matie-Paule Berranger sees in the “Hopi Notebook™ a response
to Hiroshima, symbolized by the eagle, a bird sacred to the Hopi, “the bird of the
sovereign alliance between the visible and the invisible, man and the cosmos,” as an
alternative way for Breton to think about humanity and the world.”” In a dedicated
a copy of the “Ode,” Breton links the poem to the timing of the nuclear bomb:

7% The poem, like the eagles he
understood to be sacred, linked realities for Breton—inner and outer, personal and

“Between the atomic mirage and Fourier’s image.

cosmic, the Hopi world he glimpsed that August and his own urban reality, as well as
the flawed historical present and a more hopeful future.
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Despite the detail Breton sought to capture in the “Notebook,” the dress
and hairstyles of those he met, the fragments of conversation he was able to have
with individual Hopi, the “young ethnographer” Bill Smith and with the Powers,
Breton’s impressions were necessarily superficial because his visit was brief. They
do not substitute for substantive knowledge, despite the effort he made to read
many of the books and journals available in 1945 on the Hopi. He reflects on his
research in the “Notebook,” noting, for example, that the Hopi are a matriarchal
culture and expressing admiration for “Hopi pacificism” during the world wars that
resulted in resistance to the draft; he comments on the historical split that took place
in Old Oraibi in 1906, between Hopi who were “hostile” to cooperating with the
United States government and those who were “friendly,” as a way to negotiate land
ownership.”” However, as Thomas Sheridan points out: “For neatly five hundred
years, the Hopi people of northeastern Arizona have largely been known through
the observations of others... Only a handful of outsiders... have attempted to elicit
Hopi understandings of their past, although collaboration between Hopi and non-
Hopi scholars appeats to be increasing”””® With the exception of Don Talayesva’s
autobiography, Sun Chief: The Autobiography of a Hopi Indian (1942), which Breton
owned in French translation, the scholarship to which Breton had access had been
written by non-Hopi.

Most of the scientific research done on the Hopi in the late nineteenth and
early twentieth centuries explicitly excludes the Hopi perspective, thus putting its
legitimacy into question, as Lomayumtewa C. Ishii argues in [oices from our Ancestors:
Hopi Resistance to Scientific Historicide. Ishii persuasively contends that the Hopi were
not consulted on their own history because Western anthropologists believed they
“could not be counted on to provide accurate details...Seen as primitive and dying,
Hopis were...not considered to be ‘experts’ of their own culture” because, “where
social scientists relied on archaeology and other disciplines, Hopis relied on living
history” founded in “oral practices.”” Based on his study of the Harvard Peabody
Expedition from 1935 to 1939, Ishii reports: “Nowhere in my research has it been
indicated that any Hopi input was taken seriously or judged to be scientifically
reliable...I believe that the camp journals reveal... the belief that Hopis needed to
be distanced from the expedition.”* This may be because Hopi history is “a living
one,” Ishii continues, unlike archaeology, which focuses on the past; “[e]ach has
methods that establish authority and reliability.””*' The Hopi view “has persisted since
ancient times and has become the logos of Hopi survival,” Ishii explains, despite the
“general belief that these people were going to become extinct,” according to the
Bureau of American Ethnology, whose published annual reports Breton read.* Ishii
concludes that “Hopi culture persists as a form of resistance,” pointing out that the
“very fact that we are alive has problematized anglophone research.”*

As a poet and a Surrealist, Breton may have been more open-minded than
many of the scientists who had preceded him on the Hopi mesas. He was opposed
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to colonialism and French Enlightenment thinking, upon which much of modern
science is based. He celebrated the exploration of intuition, dreams, and emotions,
as sources of knowledge, as well as of physical sensations as guides to identifying
experiences, as his definition of “convulsive beauty” and his addition of the third
dimension of speech rooted in breath to his “phantom object” suggest. As a
Surrealist he seems to have recognized what he saw on the Hopi mesas as confirming
of his approach to the world while at the same time opening up new options. His
“Hopi Notebook” attests to his desire to speak with actual Hopi people and to find
understanding based on experience rather than to confirm pre-existing theories.
Unlike members of the Harvard Peabody expedition in the previous decades, he
made an effort to connect with individuals, to name them, to learn from them, not
just to consider the Hopi as an abstract entity, as remnants of a past culture who had
anomalously survived into the present.

In the “Notebook,” Breton describes how the Chief in Orabi “opens his
house to us” and how he shared a Hopi meal while sitting cross-legged on the
ground—a kind of “double crepe” with watermelons; he also describes houses near
the Hopi mesa town of Oraibi he visited: “Kachinas in the houses we enter, hung
on the walls or laid out.”* He records a conversation he had that evening with a
Hopi elder named Pumasati and tells him the respect Europeans have for Hopi “art,”
Pumasati ironically replies, “It’s not too soon.”* The next day Breton bought four
carved katsinam, although the following day, he was not allowed to buy the ones
he admired.* At Shungopovi he bought seven katsinam, recently made, then three
more at Shipaulovi, followed by three additional ones back at Shungopovi.*’ He had
access to these katsinam because of the American form of colonialism that made
the families from whom he purchased them partially dependent on the income from
sales to tourists. Wesley Bernardini explains: “Carved, wooden katsinam (tithu) became
a major target of collectors, raising difficult issues involving the commodification
of religious objects that are still sensitive today.”*® Peter Bolz desctibes how, during
the dances, “Dancers...handed out katsina figures carved out of wood to the girls
as a symbol of fertility... This motivated the Hopi and other Indians to produce for
the constantly growing collectors’ market.”* Breton notes his understanding that
the maternal uncle is the family member who has the duty to give katsinam to the
children.”

The ceremonies Breton and Elisa observed in a group of about twenty
Europeans began with two dances, the Antelope dance on August 21st, followed on
August 22nd by the Snake dance. “The dance of the Antelope the 21* of August
1945 at Mishongnovi begins at 7am,” Breton writes; “We are seated almost three
hours in the square (on a bench in front of a house). Torrid heat.” He comments
on the dancers’s intense focus, their air of “iuitiation” and ““solemnity” as they
outline “decreasing and increasing spiral-like circles in the square” over the sacred
underground space of the kiva. They stamp “their feet (on a hidden wooden plank
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Fig. 5. Spitals of the dance: a page from Breton’s Hopi Notebook @ Aube Breton Elléouét;
Association Atelier André Breton, http:/www.andrebreton.fr

under the earth),” alternatively spilling cornmeal and water from a “lacquered wicker
basket” (Fig. 5).%

He identifies the dancers as katsinam, like the carved wooden figures that
represent them and that he actively collects, describing one dancer as the “Kachina
dancer on the right [who] wears turquoise necklaces.”*

Breton’s witnessing of katsinam as human dancers surely had an impact
on how he saw the wooden katsinam he collected as more ancient and complex
than he may have previously understood, over and beyond his predisposition to see
them as having lives of their own based on his definition of the surrealist object.
What is unclear is whether he understood that what he was seeing in the dances as
mythology linked to the past or a living religion, according to which the dancers
represent “messengers to the Hopi gods who control the life-giving snow and rain
on which Hopi crops depend...also associated with ancestors.”** If he reports in
the “Notebook” telling Reynal, “if I admire Hopi art, I don’t feel at all obliged to
respect Hopi religion any more than any other,” he nonetheless clearly feels stirred by
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the dances he witnesses, as evidenced by his poem, “Ode to Charles Fourier,” in a
way that dance theorist Susan Foster identifies as uniting the viewer with the dancer
through a sharing of “emotional states... transmitted through movement.” * Foster
argues that the “viewer, watching a dance, is literally dancing along” and sees the
dancing body as capable of impelling the viewer’s body “to mimic its movements,
and, as a result, feel its feelings,” almost like a “contagion” induced by movement.*

As the formulator of “convulsive beauty,” Breton would have been receptive
to Foster’s explanation of how watching dance can be a contagious experience,
based on her historical explanation of kinesthesia, which she explains as “deriving
from the Greek kine (movement) and aesthesis (sensation). .. first implemented in
physicological studies of the late nineteenth century to refer to the sense of the
body’s movement... Often referred to as a kind of ‘sixth sense.” ... Emotional
states...are transmitted through movement. 7% As a dedicated anti-colonialist, he
also would have been aware that in watching the dances, he was watching Hopi
history transmitted through dance as “a form of knowledge,” as Jacqueline Shea
Murphy insists: “[ijndigenous dancers’ bodies, despite the physical effects of
colonialization, are a location of ways of being and knowing, held in bodies and
everyday movements.”*®

The Snake dance Breton and Elisa saw the following day was designed to
bring rain, and, sure enough, after four hours sitting in the heat of the village plaza, a
storm broke, bringing large drops of rain. According to Anselm Franke and Erhard
Schiittpelz in their film A Kind of World War (2019), the Snake dance had been “the
most photographed ritual in North America” in the late nineteenth century.” By
1945, however, Breton could not have photographed the dance because the Hopi
succeeded in obtaining a legal ban on photography at their ceremonies in the 1920s,
in what Franke and Schiittpelz identify as “one of the first successful interventions
regarding indigenous property rights” in the United States, after “hordes of camera-
wielding tourists” arrived to see the Snake dances in the late nineteenth- and early
twentieth-centuries, as Bolz explains.”’ Breton notes, “No permission to photograph.
Must ask the Chief.”*! He notes what he is learning about the dancers as well, for
example, that “[d]uring the dances they take a very powerful antidote to snake venom
that is made according to a secret Hopi recipe known only to the elders.”** He
describes how the dancers in the Antelope dance are wearing feathers in their hair
and fox-fur belts, as they hold rattles and dance steps choreographed in a location
that had been inhabited for at least 1500 years.” He notes how a second group from
the Snake clan joins the dancers from the Antelope clan on the plaza, wearing leather
skirts and red feathers and how together they stamp their feet and chant a call to the
spitit of the Great Plumed Serpent to bring rain.%

In his autobiography, Talayesva describes the snake dances from his
childhood in the 1890s: “We knew snakes were spirit gods who bring rains and never
harm anyone with a good heart,” he explains in a description of his memories of
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Fig. 6. Notes on the Snake Dance : a page from Breton’s Hopi Notebook @ Aube Breton Elléouét;
Association Atelier André Breton, http:/www.andrebreton. fr

the dances from when he was four years old. “We were told never to act silly and
scream or yell like Whites when a snake goes towards them. My grandfather said
that such foolish behavior spoiled the ceremony.”® The day after they see the Snake
dance, Breton and Elisa meet a Hopi named Peter, who brings a basket of peaches
to the house of Mr. and Mrs. Powers, and they discuss the dance with him. Breton
describes him as having “a beautiful face, with great spirituality and, intermittently, an
occasional smile that is very fine and very mysterious. Yes, this feast is beautiful and
moving, he says, for those you can appreciate the depth (the backgronnd). Nonetheless,
he deplores how the presence of Whites has detracted from the solemnity,” a
sentiment with which Breton sympathizes, distinguishing himself from the average
White tourist by noting, “how can it be otherwise if, during the ceremony, people
are moving around any which way on the rooftops while drinking Coca-colas?”%
Although he does not elaborate, Breton implies that through his research and what
he is seeing and learning on his trip, he, unlike the other tourists, will be able to
“appreciate” the dances because he is intentionally seeking to grasp that “depth (the
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backgronnd).”

Four days after Breton and Elisa observe the Snake dance, they see a Cow
dance in Old Oraibi involving katsina clowns—disruptive, elemental figures in the
Hopi tradition, who, in another dance, appear disguised as cats: “During one dance
of the Kachinas, clowns disguised as cats appear suddenly on the rooftops. They
imitate cats in the night; with various obscenities,” Breton writes.”” It rains again,
lightly, during the last Snake dance they see at Walpi, for which they need to climb
the tall mesa on foot.” Breton describes an eldetly dancer from whose mouth, small
snakes emerge and continues: “One of the dancers passes by with a snake literally
encircling his lips: almost as though he were wearing make-up. These snakes are very
active ...Expression of utter ecstasy on the face of the third dancer, a man of about
twenty-five... In general, he holds large snakes that slink along the entire length
of his body. There are many snakes: about fifty of them.”” Breton takes care in
capturing as many details as possible.

On their drive back to Albuquerque on August 27th, they witnessed a double
rainbow and Breton slipped a poem into the “Notebook:

Great purity very sad glides and plunges

great pure sadness

mountain almost not terrestrial, already belonging to the sky
aspires towards space

element of air

they do not smile, are detached from everything

The Indian looks beyond himself

Stellar continent”

The poet’s consciousness, “very detached,” expresses sadness, intensified
by the adverb “very” and the adjective “great”—in “great purity and great
sadness”—before turning to the nearby mountain mesas personified (in French) as
female beings so tall they “belong” to the sky. A sense of nostalgia emerges from
the propulsive emphasis created by the repetition of “great” and “very,” and the
transformation of “sad” into to the noun, “sadness,” linked to the emotions stirred
by the landscape and the group’s departure. The poem then shifts to the personified
plural of “they”—rooted in the three nouns from the first three lines: “purity” and
“sadness,” followed by “mountain.” “They” also implicitly refers back to the dancers
themselves, whom he has just seen, gliding and plunging, aspiring to space.

The Indian man in the poem’ penultimate line, grounded in the present
tense, “The Indian looks,” has also begun to blend into the landscape as it inclines
upwards and dissipates into the air. Together man and landscape form a “continent”
presented as though viewable from outer space as a “stellar” planetary body. The
Indian nonetheless retains his human subjectivity as the one who “looks beyond
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himself” into the sky, a stand-in for Breton himself in the car watching the
darkening sky on the trip southward, as though from the perspective of one of the
dancers he has just seen performing a ritual that calls on the gods of nature to grant
rain and a bountiful harvest. Bodies both female (“montagne,” in French) and male
(the “Indian”), non-human and human, become cosmic and connect the poet to
the surrounding universe. The constellated sky and the planetary earth mirror one
another to the point where they blend into one interplanetary world in which the
poet can see himself anew, his senses alert, listening and observing with his own eyes
open as he writes in his field notebook.”

“Ode to Charles Fourier” suggests that perhaps the answer to Breton’s wish
to understand his place in the world at the time of Hiroshima lay in his sense of
the mythic past within the present that he felt he had discovered in the American
Southwest. In a time of profound global disconnection, Breton saw Fourier and
the Hopi as following what Berranger calls “analogical thought, that is, the thought
of re-connection,” or, as Anne Mortal states it, “as the only way to understand a
world in which everything makes sense,” a way of thinking that is symbolized for
the Hopi by the eagle feathers they wear in their dances and, for Breton, the double
rainbow he sees upon leaving Hopi territory.” He jots in the “Notebook” what he is
coming to understand beyond his research, from his personal experience: “Eagles are
seen by the Hopi as an intermediary link between the earth and the sky: hence the
importance of the eagle feather.”” Together, the “Ode” and the “Notebook” show
Breton’s positive response to the magic he found in the rain dance on a hot day that
ended with a thunderstorm and influenced his thinking.”

One of the last strophes of the “Ode to Chatrles Fourier” refer specifically
to Breton’s trip to the Hopi mesas and demonstrate his recognition of the spiritual
forces at work in the Snake dance:

I salute you from the bottom of the ladder that plunges with great mystery
into the Hopi kiva underground sacred chamber this 22nd of August
1945 at Mishongnovi at the hour when the serpents mark their
readiness to operate their conjunction with the human mouth in an
ultimate knot

From the depths of the millennial pact which, with anguish, has the goal of
maintaining the integrity of the verb

From the great waves of echoes awakened by the feet imperiously stamping
the ground to seal the alliance of the powers that cause the seed to
rise”™

In the poem, Breton imagines a consciousness at the bottom of the kiva
ladder as a first person “I”” connecting the sacred spaces below and above ground.
He evokes the aural power of the stamping feet as though he himself could hear
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the sound above his head, even though we know from the “Notebook™ that in the
moment that inspired the poem he was above ground in the village plaza, and would
not have been unlikely to be allowed access to the kiva. The poem’ consciousness
then glides from below to above ground in the way that consciousness slides in the
poem inserted into the “Notebook” from the feminine mountain mesas to the male
Indian man and, through his looking “beyond,” to the cosmos. The “ultimate” knot
that links the chanting dancers to the serpents they hold in their mouths constitutes
an elemental “conjunction” of man and myth into a present that includes himself,
in a reaffirmation of his belief in the “integrity of the verb” that emerges from the
universal “mouth” all human beings share. This line shows how in his imagination
he was “literally dancing along” with the dancers, as Foster argues.”® This blended
identity in the “Ode,” connecting the human body through time from ancient
beliefs to one’s present place in the universe through dance, shows how Breton felt a
physical connection to the dancers through the contagious, immersive experience he
had had watching them dance and how he opened himself to the experience.

With these images and the choice of the word “conjunction” Breton echoes
the response of another White European visitor to the Hopi villages from the
period described by Talayesva from his childhood. Art historian Aby Warburg visited
the Hopi villages fifty years before Breton in 1895 and gave a talk in 1923, over
twenty years later, that became famous, at the Kreuzlingen mental health clinic in
Switzerland, in which he describes the Snake dance as an “extreme approximation”
of a “magical desire for unity with nature via the animal world.””" Warburg was
in treatment for a breakdown at the time, and the talk, entitled “Images from the
Region of the Pueblo Indians of North America,” “was intended to prove that
its author was sane.”” The talk, accompanied by slides, was successful because

2 <«

Warburg showed a continuity between his work on the Hopi and his past research
on European classical art. As Bolz argues, he saw “the same rituals practiced in the
desert of Atizona as in the pagan mysteries of antiquity.”””” He saw Hopi rituals as
confirmation of the validity of rituals from his own cultural history.

Warburg did not see the Snake dance in person on his visit to the Hopi
Reservation; he analyzed it based on a few photographs. Franke and Schiittpelz
argue that “Warburg took the image of Hopi people through a subterranean healing
and grafted onto it a whole series of European snake cults” linked to European art
history as part of his own desire for a new beginning, He made a visual link between
” “a messenger” for the Hopi as
a conduit to the rain-granting lightening the snakes were intended to bring.® After
asking Hopi schoolchildren to draw lightening from a German fairy-tale he had
asked their teacher to read to them, Warburg found to his satisfaction that two “of
the fourteen children drew the lightening in the form of a serpent,” proving to him
what Georges Didi-Huberman calls the “dance of lost time,” whereby a visual shape
from the European mythological past could persist into the present, even in a non-

the two, based on the snake as a “fellow rainmaker,
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European desert landscape, like a fossil from the past rediscovered and playing a role
in the present.” Warburg saw the Hopi snakes as linking Hopi religion to his own
European past. Breton, however, who would not have read Warburg’s talk before
visiting the Hopi, saw the Hopi eagle as a link between the Hopi present and his
hope for a renewed global future, which included Europe, with the eagle feather
poised between the two, as a kind of Surreality that links states of consciousness
with the unconscious, holding the potential for a future reconciliation into a more
harmonious reality that might reflect what he had learned from his American
experience.®” His notebook suggests he was more open than Warburg to what he did
not know or fully understand, seeking guidance from having been present during the
dances and having had the chance to talk to Hopi people.

As White Europeans, both Warburg and Breton saw aspects of their
own beliefs in the Hopi, confirming an argument by Mel Chen that “one key
aspect of settler colonialism is its overwriting of extant ontologies,” to see in
cultures dominated by colonialism aspects of the colonialists’s home culture.®’
Unlike Warburg, nonetheless, who saw the dances as a link to a past of “ancestral,
cosmologic legend” that lived on as a “survival” of visual forms into the present,
Breton opened himself up to discovering ways of thinking about the future that
might provide hope for greater human harmony after the devastation of the world
wars and the atomic bomb. Where Warburg saw the influx of modern technology
as a threat to “the magical unity” he admired, to the “space required for reflection,
Breton, as a Surrealist inclined to learn from physical experience, made an effort
to see the Hopi in their present reality, commenting twice, for instance, on the
Hopi as the “best cultivators of dry land in the world.”* What Warburg missed
was what Ishii contends about how the Hopi “accept alien forms of living without
compromising Hopi ethos,” which is “why contemporary Hopi life has embraced
modern-day technologies and teachings, but still maintains a Hopi-centered
perspective.”®

Shortly after Breton’s return to Paris in 1946, he was interviewed by
Jean Duché in his apartment for Le Littéraire. He discussed some of the objects
surrounding him, including his collection of katsinam. “Isn’t this poetry itself, as
we continue to understand it?”” he asks, pointing out how: “[tJhis Hopi doll evokes
the goddess of corn...In the crenelated crown of the head you find clouds on the

>

mountains; in the checkerboard pattern in front, you can see the ear of corn;a
rainbow around the mouth; falling rain in the vertical stripes of the dress.”® Looking
at this figure, which was reproduced with him in the Le I ittéraire, Breton plunges

into the natural phenomena represented stylistically by the katsina figure and through
it relives his memories of Arizona. He remains capable of imagining his way into

the world of the katsinam he collected in the manner described by his old friend
Benjamin Péret ten years later when he wrote in 1955: “I am thinking about the Hopi
katsina figures from New Mexico, with heads that sometimes resemble medieval
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castles. I am trying to enter this castle.”® Breton, like Péret, never stopped “trying
to enter” the castle of Hopi thought through his studies and memories, although
his frame of reference would have extended beyond Péret’s European “medieval
castles.”

With Breton’s visit to the Hopi Reservation he saw first-hand what the
katsinam he collected represented—human dancers who themselves represent
supernatural, ancestral spirits. The contagiousness of watching the dances translated
for him to the katsinam he brought home, because they remained alive for him,
as Flahutez and Mesch have argued, intercessors between worlds and realities.
Witnessing the Hopi dances had created a sensual awareness of matter’s vibrancy
for him that confirmed his understanding of the reciprocal profusion of #hing-power
he initially explored with his growing collection in his Paris apartment in the 1920s
and 1930s. With objects, Breton enacted what Sara Ahmed describes as “affective
economies” whereby “‘the subject’ is simply one nodal point in the economy, rather
than its origin and destination.”® He left himself open to what he might learn from
them, through a respectful relationship to things that anticipates views expressed
today by scholars of “new materialisms,” such Jane Bennett in 17brant Matter
(2010), who posits things as having “a positive, productive power of their own.
Without referring to Breton, Bennett suggests a way of understanding Breton’s
personal relationsip to his things when she concludes: “In a vital materialism, an

anthropomorphic element in perception can uncover a whole world of resonances
2290

2789

and resemblances.

Bennett’s twenty-first-century phrase “vital materialism” describes the poetic
impression Breton’s studio made on visitors such as Radovan Ivsic during his first
visit in 1954, who experienced it as an awakening of “forces with which one and
another of these objects are charged. By their proximity to one another, they created
an exchange of shivers and multiple echoes.”' Bennett implicitly identifies one
of the causes for Ivsic’s enchantment with “this forest of presences” as linked to
Breton’s belief that things could have lives of their own, which was partially founded
on his research through reading copies of the Smithsonian Bureau of Ethnology
annual reports, through which he is likely to have gleaned that some of the objects
he collected were viewed as having had lives of their own in their culture of origin.”
Julia Bryan-Wilson ties this belief in the life of things to art history, that has “long
considered objects to be animated bearers of history. We teach our students that in
some perhaps not totally metaphorical sense, the things of material culture can, with
proper attention, come alive.””

Animacy is the word Chen proposes for “a quality of agency, awareness,
mobility, and liveliness” ascribed to matter that “animates cultural life in important
ways.””* Chen thus hones in on “the second life, ... a quasi-animal life” that, in 1928,
Surrealist Antonin Artaud ascribed to objects subjected to the close-up technology
of the movie camera.” Chen’s qualification of animacy as a physically apprehensible
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“quality” that can “pulse through bodies” and expose hierarchies of beings as
hierarchies of “sentience, mobility, and personhood” captures the impression
Breton’s apartment made on the visitor as a place in which lively things co-existed
with him. In his 1948 preface to an exhibition of Oceanic objects in Paris, in which
he includes references to American Indian objects, Breton seals the link between
objects and Surrealism itself: “I am still as captivated by these objects as I was in my
youth, when a few of us were instantly enthralled at the sight of them. The surrealist
adventure, at the outset, is inseparable from the seduction, the fascination they
exerted over us.”” Breton’s relationship with the things he collected was intensely
personal, as he explains in the 1948 preface: “I often need to come back to them, to
watch them as I am waking up, to take them in my hands, to talk to them, to escort
them back to their place of origin so as to reconcile myself to where I am.””” Breton
not only opened up to Surrealism being transformed by encounters with objects like
the katsinam he admired, he also opened up himself.

Already in New York in 1942, Breton recognized that he could no longer
hold the same kinds of certainties he had believed prior to World War Two. In “The
Great Transparent Ones,” he surmised that there might exist unknown beings in
the universe as small as moths or as huge as whales who would one day make us
question our own importance.”® Before he visited the Hopi pueblos, in other words,
he not only was inclined to see the things with which he surrounded himself as alive;
he was also preoccupied with the interrelationships between humans and the cosmos,
between what he understood and what he did not. What the travels he recorded in
the “Hopi Notebook” show is how he remained open to learning more about Hopi
people and the role that Hopi katsinam played in their worldview, so that he might
expand his own and that of Surrealism, thanks to the chance he had had to witness
an ancient culture very much alive in the present, by being allowed to encounter
Hopi people and see their ceremonial dances.
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My thanks to Abigail Susik, Effie Rentzou, and Viktor Wynd for giving me the opportunity to test this
material in invited talks and to Kate Mattingly, Danielle Moretti-Langholz, Richard Stamelman, and
the anonymous reader for the [SA4 for their advice.
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