
[1] Max Ernst, Collage, and Contestation in 1929 

 

The December 1929 issue of La Révolution surréaliste reproduced three collages by 

Max Ernst: The Spirit of Locarno, Nostradamus, Blanche of Castile and the young Saint 

Louis, and Joan the Hatchet and Charles the Bold.1 [2 & 3] Although La Révolution 

surréaliste had previously reproduced examples of Ernst’s collage paintings, this was 

the first time it had reproduced any of Ernst’s actual collages. Collage had been an 

important technique for Ernst during the early 1920s, but in 1925 he adapted his 

practice to the definition of surrealism as “psychic automatism in its pure state,” 

abandoning collage in favour of frottage. He explored the possibilities of frottage 

until 1929, when he suddenly returned to collage, completing his first collage-novel, 

La femme 100 têtes, before the end of the year.2 [4] This return to collage represented 

an important shift in both Ernst’s practice, and the general position of the pictorial 

arts in the surrealist movement, a shift away from automatism towards the collage-

image as the basis of surrealist pictorial practice.  

 

Although collage never eclipsed automatism, it did exert a pervasive influence on 

artists associated with La Révolution surréaliste and LSASDLR. [5] Aragon gave 

collage legitimacy in “A Challenge to Painting,” the essay he wrote to accompany 

the exhibition of collages held in March 1930. “A Challenge to Painting” 

represented the most important contribution to the debate on the role of the 

pictorial arts in the surrealist movement since the first instalment of André Breton’s 

essay “Surrealism and Painting” in July 1925. Aragon identified collage as a 

fundamental aspect of surrealist pictorial practice, noting that “all the painters who 

can be called surrealists have used collage, at least momentarily.”3 

 

This paper examines the circumstances of Ernst’s return to collage in 1929. It 

situates this return in the context of a profound crisis that polarized the surrealist 

movement into antagonistic factions. At issue was the revolutionary position of 

surrealism, particularly the collective character of creative endeavour and its 

relationship to political action. In this context collage, particularly the extended 

cycle of La femme 100 têtes, exemplified a practice that could navigate the cultural 

and political impasse that confronted surrealism, adopting an ambivalent position 

beyond art, yet before politics. 



 

The relation between the culture and politics had preoccupied the surrealist 

movement since its formation in 1924. This is evident in Breton’s 1934 lecture 

“What Is Surrealism,” where he noted that since its foundation surrealism had “to 

defend itself almost unceasingly against deviations to the right and to the left.” On 

one side were the writers and artists who maintained “surrealism on a purely 

speculative level,” as an artistic a literary practice, thereby sacrificing “all the hope 

for subversion we have placed in it”; on the other side were the activists who 

located surrealism “purely practical basis,” sacrificing the “originality and reality” of 

surrealist researches “to an ill-conceived political militancy.” These deviations 

abandoned the “autonomous risk” posed by surrealism.4   

 

I have previously argued that the “autonomous risk” Breton speaks about in this 

passage can be aligned with Jacques Rancière’s notion of dissensus. For Rancière, 

dissensus is the essence of politics, not as “a confrontation between interests and 

opinions,” but as the “demonstration of a gap in the sensible itself.” He contrasts 

the exercise of power—what he called the police—to the emergence of politics 

proper in moments disagreement or dispute: the assertion of a claim on the “part of 

those who have no part” in the current body politic. Dissensus thus stands against 

culture and politics, poiesis and praxis. It is a gap in the allocation of parts and 

positions in the social space—a gap in what Rancière calls the distribution of 

sensible. In relation to surrealism, dissensus can be considered as a manifestation of 

an oppositional stance that resists recuperation by the established forms of culture 

or politics: either as a contribution to the development of artistic forms and 

practices, or the practice of politics by members of political parties or the 

institutions of political activity. This is precisely the “autonomous risk” that Breton 

used to characterize surrealism in the passage above. 

 

To understand Max Ernst’s return to collage as a manifestation of dissensus, I want 

to locate his practice in relation to two debates—one cultural, one political—that 

unfold in the late 1920s. The first is a polemic against surrealism in the pages of 

Cahiers d’Art; the second a renewed attempt to define of a collective political 

position within the surrealist movement. 

 



Cahiers d’Art and surrealism 

[6] In 1928 Christian Zervos, the editor of Cahiers d’Art, published an essay “The 

Surrealist Phenomenon.” The catalyst for this essay was twofold: first, the 

controversy generated by a recent article on Max Ernst; and second, the recent 

publication of Breton’s book Surrealism and Painting. Zervos accused surrealism of 

substituting a moral attitude for an aesthetic one, thereby blurring the difference 

between painting, literature, and life—a position that threatened to undermine the 

critical categories he used to legitimate the modernist avant-garde. To demonstrate 

this point Zervos turned to the work of Picasso, which he took as an example of 

“true painting”: “every time Picasso crosses two strokes, or that he describes an 

outline on a canvas, strokes and outlines become for us a living thing, because 

Picasso sees all things plastically.”5 As presented by Zervos, Picasso’s work 

exemplifies a type of non-dissensual modernism that removes the antagonism of 

politics from painting, thus ensuring the peaceful coexistence of modernism within 

the postwar call to order. The more profound, unstated risk was that surrealism 

would exhibit a dissensual aesthetic that not only fell short of this aesthetic ideal, 

but, more importantly, establish a link between artistic manifestations and a radical 

politics.  

 

Bar du Château meeting 

The second factor behind Max Ernst’s return to collage was the surrealists’ renewed 

efforts to engage in some form of collective political activity—an initiative that 

would realize Zervos’ unstated fear. On February 12, 1929, Breton and his 

colleagues sent a letter to seventy-three individuals canvasing their willingness to 

participate in common action.6 [7] The letter was followed by a general meeting on 

the March 11 at the Bar du Château in Montparnasse. The meeting began calmly 

enough, with a review of the responses to the initial letter. Breton then took the 

floor, stating it was necessary to examine the degree of moral qualification of each 

attendee.7 Breton focused his attention on the contributors to Le Grand Jeu, who 

were accused of a profound lack of moral and intellectual rigour, and holding an 

ambiguous political position.  

 

Although the Bar du Château meeting concluded in an impasse, it nonetheless 

forced the participants to declare their position on the question of collective action. 



The immediate effect was to polarize surrealism into three factions: [8] those who 

remained faithful to Breton’s position; the so-called ‘dissident’ surrealists who 

rejected Breton’s authority and would regroup around the review Documents later in 

the year; and the editors of Le Grand Jeu, who demurred when challenged to accept 

the moral rigour required of revolutionary intellectuals. The divisive effect of the 

meeting was amplified in June by the publication of “To be continued: A small 

contribution to the file on some intellectuals with revolutionary tendencies,” a 

detailed account of events leading up to meeting and its immediate aftermath, [9] 

which appeared as a supplement to the special surrealist issue of the Belgian review 

Variétés.8 This account reopened the wounds of the Bar du Château meeting, 

exacerbating the polarization of surrealism into antagonistic factions that would 

culminate in the Second Manifesto of Surrealism at year’s end. 

 

Ernst’s Return to Collage  

[10] Ernst began La femme 100 têtes sometime in early 1929, while staying at his in-

laws’ country house in the Ardèche. According to Werner Spies, Ernst had 

collected the source material over the preceding few months, from the bookstalls 

along the Seine in Paris. The collage cycle was probably finished by June, since it 

was mentioned in the special issue of Variétés on “Surrealism in 1929.”9 Ernst was 

invited to participate in the Bar du Château meeting, although he did not personally 

attend, which suggests that he was not in Paris at the time, dating the 

commencement of La femme 100 têtes around February or March 1929.10  

 

In this context a direct causal link between the Bar du Château meeting and Ernst’s 

return to collage is unlikely. Ernst had apparently decided to return to collage prior 

to the meeting, since, as Spies has noted, he had been collecting the source material 

for the collages during the preceding months. Zervos’s campaign against surrealism 

in Cahiers d’Art may have been more influential, since collage denied the plastic 

values precious to the modernist avant-garde; furthermore, Breton had praised 

Ernst’s early collage-paintings in Surrealism and Painting, noting their “sense of 

culture”—an endorsement that would have rung true in light of the drubbing Ernst 

received in the pages of Cahiers d’Art.11  

 



Nonetheless, it is impossible to divorce Ernst’s return to collage from the effect of 

the Bar du Château meeting. Although political considerations may not have 

motivated his initial decision to resume collage, the time necessary to complete an 

ambitious work like La femme 100 têtes would have certainly alerted Ernst to the 

wider implications of his decision. The polarization of the movement into 

antagonistic factions resulted in a parallel shift in the pictorial practice of the artists. 

The collage-image became associated with faction around Breton in the work of 

Max Ernst, René Magritte, Man Ray, Yves Tanguy, Salvador Dalí, and even Miró—

a position Aragon would legitimate in “A Challenge to Painting.”12 

 

La Femme 100 têtes 

La femme 100 têtes was published in December 1929. The book reproduced a cycle 

of 147 collages, plus a “Notice to the Reader” written by André Breton; each plate 

was accompanied by a short caption, similar to the captions that had appeared next 

to the illustrations in novels during the nineteenth century.  

 

I don’t have time to look at La femme 100 têtes in any depth today; what I want to 

suggest is that the book systematically uses ambiguity to frustrate any univocal 

reading of its meaning, and that this ambiguity embodied a mode of dissensus—

albeit dissensus in a minor key that would be quickly incorporated into art history. 

 

In his preface, Breton located La femme 100 têtes in a marginal position within the 

hierarchical structure of bourgeois culture. The source material Ernst employed—

principally nineteenth-century halftone woodcut engravings—recalled childhood, a 

period before the imagination was subordinated to the arbitrary authority of 

bourgeois culture.13 According to Breton, the images opened a breach between a 

text’s moralizing tone and the sensational character of the illustrations. This breach 

constituted a germ of dissensus that would propagate through Ernst’s manipulation 

of the source material: Breton identified its surrealism with “our wish for total 

dislocation […] a question of choice, of audacity and of the success, by one's power 

of appropriation, of certain displacements.”14 Such displacements—Breton uses the 

term détournements—would realize the potential of the source material, disrupting the 

circuit of associations surrounding an object to “carve its true emblems in the 

unalterable colours of its own exaltation” on the “day of revolution.”15 Breton’s 



strategy here is typical of his efforts to engage the tension between the cultural and 

political dimension of surrealism, employing language to slip between the two 

registers. 

 

Ernst would supplement the collage technique with a second strategy, the use of 

language against itself. Ernst used the polyvalence of language, the discrepancy 

between sound and meaning, to disrupt rationality and build a complex, multi-

layered text. Indeed, the title La Femme 100 têtes embodied this principle, since, as 

Werner Spies has noted, the homophonic phrase is open to four interpretations: 

[11] 

 

 

1. La femme cent têtes (the hundred-headed woman) 

2. La femme sans tête (headless woman) 

3. La femme s’entête (a woman with her own head = an obstinate woman) 

4. La femme sang tête [têter] (bloodsucking woman) 

 

Indeed, Spies has identified the principle of “contradiction as the path to 

knowledge” as a key element in La Femme 100 têtes. 

 

[12] As an example of dissensus in La femme 100 têtes, I’ll look at one plate from the 

ninth and final chapter: plate 136, whose caption in English reads “The eye without 

eyes, the hundred-headless woman and Loplop return to the savage state and 

recover the eyes of the faithful birds from the fresh leaves.” This plate appears 

towards the end of sequence of plates entitled “She keeps her secret.” [13] This 

sequence repeats a basic topos: a female figure places her outstretched hand over 

the eye of a male figure; these figures are usually accompanied by a child and 

animals. In plate 136, however, [14] this gesture is made by a male figure, this time 

on a large bird, while placing his other hand next to the bird’s open beak, while a 

female figure rests languidly on two other birds.  

 

The caption provided the key to the image, particularly the ambivalent meaning of 

the verb, “recouvrent.” [15] “Recouvrent” is the third person plural of both recouvrer 

(to regain) and recouvrir (to cover). Thus, in the first case the title would read: ‘The 



eye without eyes, la femme 100 têtes and Loplop return to the savage state and regain 

the eyes of their faithful birds from the fresh leaves’; in the second case it would 

read: ‘The eye without eyes, la femme 100 têtes and Loplop return to the savage state 

and cover the eyes of their faithful birds with fresh leaves’.16 

 

In this context, the collage invites two readings. The first suggests a scene of 

blindness: the male figure’s gesture is one of enucleation, the bird is about to bite 

his hand, and the caption suggests that he covers the bird’s eye with leaves. The 

latent meaning of the collage is an act of castration, which implicitly establishes 

sexual difference and entrance to the symbolic. The second interpretation suggests 

a scene of poetic revelation and visionary insight: here the male figure recovers the 

birds’ eyes from the leaves, restoring sight to the blind. This second interpretation 

not only suspends the Freudian allusions to castration and sexual difference, but 

also exemplifies the dissensual force of collage for Ernst, suggesting the existence 

of other forms of knowledge capable of challenging the arbitrary authority of 

bourgeois culture.17 

 

Hal Foster has argued that Max Ernst’s practice revolves around a traumatic primal 

scene that “allows him to think the artists a both active creator (of his aesthetic 

identity) and passive receiver (of his automatist work), as both participant inside 

and voyeur outside the scene of his art.”18 This is a perceptive reading of Ernst’s 

practice, but perhaps discounts the ironic way that Ernst employs Freudian themes. 

It is not the primal scene per se that is significant—not the act of witnessing one’s 

own conception—but the experience of vision as a mode of primal incarnation. [16] 

The caption for plate 136 has La femme 100 têtes and Loplop return to the savage 

state (l’état sauvage), which alludes to the opening sentence in Breton’s essay 

“Surrealism and Painting: “The eye exists in its savage state” (L’oeil existe à l’état 

sauvage). What is figured in plate 136, and indeed through the cycle of collages in La 

Femme 100 têtes, is the dissensual force of this primal vision: the repeated attempts 

to incarnate this eye in its savage state, and the way that representation always falls 

short. This is the lesson of both psychoanalysis and religion for Ernst.19 

 

Conclusion 



[17] To what degree was Ernst’s return to collage a manifestation of dissensus? 

Collage, with its refashioning outmoded material, systematic use of ambiguity and 

contradiction, and emphasis on the role of the image, represented an aspect of 

surrealist practice irreconcilable with the aesthetic project of the modernist avant-

garde in the late-1920s. Collage also engaged with the iconoclastic legacy of Dada 

and Soviet photomontage —a point Aragon would reiterate in “A Challenge to 

Painting.” However, this strategy is inherently ambiguous: while collage initially 

refused the autonomy of pictorial form, it was rapidly recuperated as a new cultural 

form, and soon assimilated into the history of art. The dissensual charge of collage 

rapidly decayed. Collage thus serves as an example of the vicissitudes of dissensus: 

what initially may constitute an act of dissensus becomes recuperated as a new 

cultural form—a process that has implication for any understanding of the relation 

between art and politics.  
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Left: Max Ernst, The Spirit of Locarno, 1929.
Right: Max Ernst, Nostradamus, Blanche of Castile and the young Saint Louis, 1929.
Reproduced in La Révolution surréaliste, no. 12 (December 1929).



Max Ernst, Joan the Hatchet and Charles the Bold, 1929, 
in La Révolution surréaliste, no. 12 (December 1929).



Max Ernst, La Femme 100 têtes (Paris: Editions du Carrefour, 1929).
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Cover of Cahiers d’Art 3, no 3 (1928). 



Letter dated February 11, 1929, to  73 intellectuals sympathetic to surrealism



Left: Cover of La Révolution surréaliste, no. 12 (December 1929)
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Right: Le Grand Jeu, no. 2 (Autumn 1929)



Le Surréalisme en 1929, special issue of Variétés (June 1929)



Max Ernst, La Femme 100 têtes (Paris: Editions du Carrefour, 1929).



1. La femme cent têtes = the hundred-headed woman

2. La femme sans tête = the headless woman

3. La femme s’entête = a woman with her own head 
(an obstinate woman)

4. La femme sang tête [têter]  = a bloodsucking woman



Max Ernst, “L’œil sans yeux, la femme 100 têtes et Loplop retournent à l’état sauvage et recouvrent de feuilles 
fraîches les yeux de leurs fidèdes oiseaux,” plate 136, in La Femme 100 têtes, 1929.



Max Ernst, “L’œil sans yeux, la femme 100 têtes garde son secret,” 
plate 133 and 134 , in La Femme 100 têtes, 1929



Max Ernst, “L’œil sans yeux, la femme 100 têtes et Loplop retournent à l’état sauvage et recouvrent de feuilles 
fraîches les yeux de leurs fidèdes oiseaux,” plate 136, in La Femme 100 têtes, 1929.



“L’œil sans yeux, la femme 100 têtes et Loplop retournent à l’état sauvage et 
recouvrent de feuilles fraîches les yeux de leurs fidèdes oiseaux”

“Recouvrent”: third person plural of recouvrer (to regain) and recouvrir (to cover). 

1. “The eye without eyes, la femme 100 têtes and Loplop return to the savage state 
and regain the eyes of their faithful birds from the fresh leaves”

2. “The eye without eyes, la femme 100 têtes and Loplop return to the savage state 
and cover the eyes of their faithful birds with fresh leaves” 



Left: Max Ernst, “L’œil sans yeux, la femme 100 têtes et Loplop retournent à l’état sauvage et recouvrent de 
feuilles fraîches les yeux de leurs fidèdes oiseaux,” plate 136, in La Femme 100 têtes, 1929.

Right: André Breton, Le Surréalisme et la peinture (Paris: Gallimard, 1928), 1.



Left: Max Ernst, “L’œil sans yeux, la femme 100 têtes et Loplop retournent à l’état sauvage et recouvrent de 
feuilles fraîches les yeux de leurs fidèdes oiseaux,” plate 136, in La Femme 100 têtes, 1929.

Right: Max Ernst, La Femme 100 têtes (Paris: Editions du Carrefour, 1929).


