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Czechoslovakia gained its independence in 
1918, emerging from the wreckage of the 
Austro-Hungarian Empire at the end of the 
First World War. In describing the Czech 
capital as the ‘magical capital of Europe’, 
André Breton was acknowledging both 
Prague’s central role in the European Occult 
Renaissance of the late 16th and early 17th 
centuries, and also its enthusiastic adoption 
of a vibrant and brilliant Absurdism as the 
hallmark of its new independent culture. Works 
like the Čapek brothers’ plays R.U.R. (1920, 
which introduced the word ‘robot’ to the world) 
and Insects (1922), Jaroslav Hašek’s novel 
The Good Soldier Švejk (1921-23), Franz 
Kafka’s Metamorphosis (1915) and The Trial 
(published posthumously in 1925) all set the 
tone for the new Czechoslovak literary world. 
Moreover, Prague had been quicker off the 
mark than Paris in responding to the poetry of 
Apollinaire (first translated into Czech by Karel 
Čapek). The Devĕtsil group, founded in 1920 
by Karel Teige and soon joined by poet Vitĕslav 
Nezval [for whom ‘without (Apollinaire) there 
would be no poetry in the twentieth century’], 
pre-dated Breton’s own Surrealist group by 
four years1. 

Acknowledging their kinship with Čapek 
and the ‘Dadaism’ of Švejk (Kafka was as yet 
little known), Devĕtsil committed itself to the 
arts as providing a new way of living, and by 

Kalandra, Surrealist and Communist journalist. 
Between them the Prague group presented 
a vision of Surrealism working with Marxism 
in a productive dialectic of art and politics, 
something sadly impossible in Paris where 
PCF dogma condemned Surrealism as petit-
bourgeois individualism – at best an irrelevant 
diversion, at worst counter-revolutionary 
reaction. Breton was delighted with what 
he found in Prague, and repaid his hosts’ 
hospitality by introducing them to the works of 
their countryman Kafka, whose depictions of 
humanity struggling against the often terrifying 
absurdities of mindless bureaucracy struck a 
chord with Surrealists everywhere (and has 
irritated political establishments of every stripe 
ever since). 

Later in 1935 Nezval, Toyen and Štyrský 
went to Paris, where their mutual love affair 
with French Surrealism blossomed further, but 
clouds were gathering. Štyrský was developing 
the heart disease that was to kill him in 
1942, and in cultural matters Moscow was 
clamping down. The Czech Communists found 
themselves under increasing pressure to obey 
the party line rejecting Surrealism in favour of 
Socialist Realism, a line already adopted by 
the French party, but one that Nezval and his 
colleagues resisted, convinced that Marxism 
and Surrealism/ Poetism could and should co-
exist and nourish one another.   

However, with the Munich conference in 
1938, the game changed. The British and 
French delegations gave in to Hitler’s demands 
to occupy substantial Czech territory (he was 
to take the rest a few months later), and for 
Nezval it was crunch time. Seeing Moscow 
as the only possible bulwark against Nazi 
domination, he bit the bullet and committed 
himself to the orthodox Communist line, 
dissolving the Prague Surrealist group as he 
did so. Breton protested, and Nezval found 
himself isolated from Teige, Toyen and Štyrský 
who wanted to keep Czech Surrealism alive, 
and who consequently drew closer to Breton. 
The Nazi-Soviet pact of 1939-1941 threw 
the Communist sympathisers of Europe into a 
confusion that was only clarified with the Nazi 
invasion of the Soviet Union in 1941, enabling 
Communists and Surrealists in Prague to work 
together in the Resistance.  

In 1945, with the defeat of Nazi Germany, 
Czechoslovakia fell under Soviet domination, 
and in 1948 a Communist regime was 
established. The new government, in common 
with standard Communist practice, instigated 
show trials and forced confessions, and in 1950 
Zàviš Kalandra was charged with Trotskyism. 

1923 had recruited painters Jindřich Štyrský 
and Maria Čermínová (Toyen). Under the banner 
of ‘Poetism’ it devoted itself to the merging of 
art with life, the pursuit of joy, freedom in love, 
and rejection of all repression – personal or 
political. In Teige’s words, ‘Poetism seeks to 
turn life into a magnificent entertainment, an 
eccentric carnival, a harlequinade of feeling 
and imagination, an intoxicating film track, a 
marvellous kaleidoscope’2. 

Excited by the new world promised by the 
Russian Revolution, most of Devĕtsil joined 
the Communist Party in 1924, establishing an 
alliance with Communism that held for some 
years. 

In 1933 Nezval met Breton in Paris, just 
as Breton, sick of Stalinist dogma, was on 
the verge of leaving the doctrinaire French 
Communist Party (PCF) after six years of 
troubled membership. Inspired by this meeting, 
Nezval reconvened Devĕtsil as a Surrealist 
group in 1934 (the only official such group 
outside France), with a commitment to anti-
fascism and a particularly strong focus on the 
erotic – linking Freudian libido with the Marxist 
rejection of marriage and (in Toyen’s case) a 
keen interest in the works of the Marquis de 
Sade. 

In 1935 André Breton and Paul Éluard 
visited Prague, to be welcomed by Nezval, Teige, 
Toyen and Štyrský, and new member Zàviš 

He ‘confessed’ and was sentenced to death. 
Breton and Max Ernst did what they could to 
raise support to defend him, but Éluard, by now 
a die-hard Communist apparatchik, refused to 
add his name. When Breton reminded him of 
the hospitality and friendship they had received 
from Kalandra and the others when they had 
visited Prague in 1935, Éluard was unmoved, 
insisting that Kalandra’s confession must have 
been genuine as he would not have been 
charged if he wasn’t guilty. Kalandra was shot. 

The following year Teige died, and Toyen 
moved to Paris where she became a loyal 
member of Breton’s group. She never spoke 
to Éluard again. Nezval was made head of 
the film department in the Czech Ministry of 
Information, and here he began to return to his 
earlier views, trying till his death in 1958 to find 
ways of reconciling official Socialist Realism 
with the ideal of Poetism. He was not alone 
among Prague Communists wanting to soften 
the Moscow line on culture, and by the 1960s 
a certain partial and gradual liberalisation was 
detectable. In this climate, Absurdist plays 
by Václav Havel could be staged, along with 
imports by Beckett and Ionesco, the surrealist-
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inflected writings of Bohumil Hrabal and Milan 
Kundera (briefly a Communist from 1948 to 
his expulsion from the party in 1950) could 
be published, and pop art exhibitions and 
‘happenings’ could be produced3, although 
always under the shadow of possible police 
clamp-down at any moment.    

One art form that flourished particularly 
well in 1960s Prague was cinema, where 
film makers with unorthodox leanings could 
wangle government subsidies to make films 
that as often as not the government would 
then ban. By 1963 a ‘New Wave’ in Czech 
cinema was emerging, hailed in the west for its 
political subversiveness, although arguably less 
concerned with overt politics than surrealist-
style ‘undermining conventional ways of 
looking at the world’4. These included Pavel 
Jurácek’s Kafkaesque Josef Kilián (1964), the 
portmanteau Pearls of the Deep (1965) and 
Jiří Menzel’s Closely Observed Trains (1966, 
both based on Bohumil Hrabal’s writings), and 
Jaromil Jireš’ satirical The Joke (1969, based 
on a Milan Kundera novel). 

Among the highlights were Vĕra 
Chytilová’s Daisies (1966) which followed the 
misadventures of two young women, twentyish 
but ‘emotionally closer to hyperactive five year 
olds’,5 who decide that ‘Nobody understands 
anything/ Nobody understands us/ The world 
is spoiled/ So we will be spoiled too,’ and launch 
a campaign of Dadaist disruption, regularly 
concluding ‘Does it matter?/ It doesn’t matter.’ 
On the surface the film could be taken as a 
critical comment on the ingratitude of feckless 
youth to the system that had nurtured them 
(Chytilová teasingly described it as a ‘morality 

of young love, liberty and play, Valerie is the 
protagonist in a dreamy yet powerful anti-
authoritarian statement of Poetism. Exhibited 
in the west, it had a particular impact on Angela 
Carter whose 1979 short story collection The 
Bloody Chamber and 1984 film script The 
Company of Wolves show the influence of 
Valerie, with predatory vampires replaced by 
more ambiguously depicted were-wolves.     

The next two decades of Communist 
‘normalisation’ drove Czech artistic freedom 
underground. Hrabal’s work was banned 
(although samizdat versions circulated), but 
he made a partial self-criticism in 1975 which 
opened the door to a few of his works, heavily 
edited, to be published. That same year Kundera 
emigrated to France. Václav Havel became an 
active dissident, a signatory of Charter 77 and 
was imprisoned several times, his work being 
reliant on the clandestine press for publication.

But a Surrealist group survived in Prague, 
perhaps the best known members being 
married couple Jan Švankmajer and Eva 
Švankmajerová, who joined it in 1970. Working 
together on short animation and puppetry films 
from 1964 (which exerted a big influence on 
Terry Gilliam amongst others), they were ‘retired’ 
from cinema by the authorities for seven years 
in the 1970s, but reappeared to branch out into 
full length films with their version of the Lewis 
Carroll’s Alice (1987). 

In 1989 the Berlin Wall fell, and the Velvet 

play’6), but it is such a hilarious romp of anarchic 
fun that it comes over much more as a glorious 
celebration of freedom. Banned for depicting 
the wastage of food, the final frames dedicate 
the film to ‘all those whose sole source of 
indignation is a trampled-on trifle.’ 

In 1967 Miloš Forman followed up his 
humanistic A Blonde in Love (1965) with 
the satirical comedy The Fireman’s Ball, that 
depicted officialdom, not so much as tyrannical 
but as hopelessly incompetent and corrupt in 
the face of a chaotic culture of kleptomania 
in which it is thoroughly complicit. Criticised 
for ‘sabotaging the socialist economy’7, it 
was of course banned. French New Wave 
directors François Truffaut and Claude Berri 
reimbursed the backers, and, now effectively 
owning the film, took it to France for release 
to enthusiastic acclaim. [Forman emigrated to 
the USA to a successful career, directing films 
including the radical take on psychiatric power, 
One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest (1975), and 
the quintessential hippie musical Hair (1978).]

For a few months in 1968 the Prague 
Spring promised a new liberation, and works 
that had been suppressed briefly resurfaced, 
but Russian tanks soon rolled in to put a stop 
to things, although it took a couple of years 
before Soviet ‘normalisation’ of Czech cinema 
could be enforced. 

In that period Jaromil Jireš’ Valerie and her 
Week of Wonders (1970, based on a 1935 
novel by Vitĕslav Nezval) was completed, 
presenting a Gothic/Freudian fairy-tale vision 
of a girl entering puberty. Caught between the 
sexual menace of vampiric figures in power 
(political, religious, parental), and the attractions 

Revolution peacefully moth-balled Czech 
Communist ‘Absurdistan’ in favour of democracy, 
installing playwright Václav Havel as president. 
Czech culture was given much freer reign, and 
Czech cinema made a powerful come-back. 
Around the turn of the millennium there was 
talk of a ‘new Czech new wave’8,  citing up-
and-coming directors making a range of films, 
many humanistic and/or satirical, but with the 
Absurd strongly in evidence – e.g. Drahomíra 
Vihanová’s Kafkaesque The Fortress (1994) 
and Roman Vávra’s In the Rye (1998) – and 
Švankmajer’s Surrealist films in the fore-front. 
Faust (1994), The Conspirators of Pleasure 
(1996, a film that ‘doesn’t include a single frame 
that a censor could clip, and yet is one of the 
most suggestive and filthiest experiences you 
will ever have the good fortune to see…’9), Little 
Otik (2000) and Lunacy (2005) gleefully portray 
Švankmajer’s obsessions with Poe and Sade, 
psychoanalysis, dream, bizarre sex, cannibalism 
and things weirder and wilder still. In 2005 Eva 
Švankmajerová died, but her husband continued 
with Surviving Life (2010) and Insects (2018). 
Based on the 1922 Čapek play, Švankmajer 
has claimed that this will be his last film, which 
brings the Czech century full circle. 

To finish with a suitably mixed metaphor, 
over the last hundred years the Czechs have 
culturally punched well above their weight, and 
Surrealism is a good contender for having been 
the most powerful weapon in their armoury. 

1  See Derek Sayer: Prague, Capital of the 
Twentieth Century, Princeton UP, 2014; Marci 
Shore: Ecstatic Encounters TLS 10 Jan 2014.

2  Cited in Peter Hames: Valerie and her Week of 
Wonders, Second Run, 2008

3 ibid

4  Michael Brooke: Review of Jonathan L. Owen 
Avant-Garde to New Wave: Czechoslovak 
Cinema, Surrealism and the Sixties (Berghahn 
Books, 2011), Sight & Sound July 2011

5  Michael Brooke Flower Power, Sight & Sound 
August 2009

6 Michael Brooke, as iv.

7  Philip Kemp Partying Politics Sight & Sound 
Sept. 2009

8  Peter Hames: Czechs on the Rebound Sight & 
Sound July 2000

9  Marina Warner Dream Works Guardian 16 June 2007

The Conspirators of Pleasure

Valerie and her Week of 
Wonders
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I Am Still Here
Jean Bonnin, Taya King, John Richardson & Darren Thomas

Fridge Eyes and bakelite eyebrows
Underwater music filters through the night
There where we murdered the mirrors
Vulnerable lips choking on mirrors
Invoking the mystery of days to come
Announcing the moon balloon of memory
The lost child embraced chance encounters
Coins tossed, dice shaken, and light bulbs smashed
Light filtered in the shrine of a stolen memory singing
I am a man, I am a woman, I am a fighter – I am still here

Over A Number
Jean Bonnin, Taya King, John Richardson & Darren Thomas

Over a number
Blue stolen shadows creep
Light refracts on the breaking of dawn
The asparagus train pulls into the station
We play games with their faces nightly
The dragon dresses in the latest fashion
And ice falls from the eyes of the woman in black
As the dice swallow the odd numbers only
The egg is buried in the graveyard, never to be seen again
As golden tears fall on the luminous ground

Tracy Thursfield
Jigsaw panda prays to mushroom death god

Tracy Thursfield
This is not a Penguin
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The creeping turtle didn’t know.
The injured cat didn’t know.
Nor do I know anything anymore  
except that there’s a floor full of pharmacies there
weighing anchor every night on the North Star. 
Truly a strange armoire, which travels by train
on threads of light, spits out its mouths of snow 
to drop fire kisses again.

My eyelids are the lead curtain 
of this vast laboratory,
serviced by a few white rats out of uniform.

This morning a strange Lady knocked
with the knob of her gold cane, on the door of my orange. 

Truly, she’s a wife full of confusion, 
sad, nothing to laugh about.
     
“I am the author,” she told me,
“of a treatise on the fall of newborns.”

It was Christmas: raising my eyes, I saw the babies
falling, melting at my feet.
Oh! Then kiss the blue feet
of my adorable lover. Oh! Her moon gaze, kiss it!
     
But unconcerned, she disappeared.
My lair is a house of brigands
from which, now and then, I stick out my nose 
to take the sea breeze.

I have two friends: a fox, very small,
caught in the trap of my captive smell.

I have azure shoes that lead me 
far away, like a little sailboat.

Marianne Van Hirtum was a Belgian poet and 
artist who wrote in French. She was born in 
Namur, Belgium, in 1925 and died in Paris in 
1988. In the 1950s she moved to Paris and 
began publishing poetry there, sending poems 
to André Breton and becoming acquainted 
with members of the Paris Surrealist group. 
Like these poets and the movement in 
general, she was firmly anti-establishment and 
saw the Church as “la plus grande imposture 
de tous les siècles” (Patrick Négrier Portrait 
de Marianne van Hirtum). Also like many 
Surrealists, Van Hirtum lived her art: reputedly 
she kept reptiles and funerary objects in her 
apartment. 

Over the years of writing poetry, Van Hirtum 
also exhibited drawings and sculpture, including 
puppets. (A few examples of Van Hirtum’s art 
can be found via Google images.) Like the 
art, the poems are unmistakably surrealist 
in their fantastic imagery and disjunctive 
style; they show a highly visual and often 
morbid imagination. Fittingly, Le Comte de 
Lautréamont – pseudonymous author of Les 
Chants du Maldoror – provides the epigraph 
for La Nuit mathématique: “O Mathématiques 
sévères.”

Translations of a few poems by Van Hirtum 
can be found in the anthology Surrealist 
Poetry (Bloomsbury, 2017), edited and with 
translations by Willard Bohn. These poems 
in Bohn’s anthology come from an early 
volume, Les Insolites (1956). There is some 
information online on the poet, but it is patchy 
and sometimes difficult to find; she doesn’t 
appear to be well known. In this, she is like 
other female poets (relatively few) in the Paris 
Surrealist group. 

The two poems featured here are from 
La Nuit mathématique (Rougerie, 1976), 
translated by Hilary Clark.

Mathematic after dar
The poetry of Marianne van Hirtum
Hilary Clark

Where are you, Monsieur — where are you, Monsieur?
There are small purple roses
escaping my chest
to nourish a tribe of daydreaming slugs
in the childbirth of death, always on the alert.

There’s a little zigzag of cotton 
trembling so badly with incomparable lips. 

But amen is not spoken here higher than low,
the gilded evil gnaws already at such a rate
that we thought it more dignified
to follow the cortege of the bereaved wedding
in an armchair with marble sandals.

Midnight stretches to the dove’s side
a stocking of liquid carousel
like those you know how to unwind so well
in the unknown language of your eyes
imprinted with the latest disaster.

Like a pearl of dubious powder
that your ambiguous mouth drops in the palm of my hand
where I hide the wound from you.

Wound that you gave me: biting my azure’s azure.

You whose eyes without falsehood
come to sleep every night
on my sleepless breasts. 

Artworks by Marianne Van Hirtum
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A disembodied voice, a woman submerged 
in sand, three characters stuck in urns, two 
tramps waiting for someone, Samuel Beckett’s 
world is one of isolation, loneliness and 
despair, shown metaphorically in the images of 
half formed beings. Perhaps one of the most 
important playwrights and novelists of the 
twentieth century, Beckett brought to his works 
a sense of a modern, existential crisis: who are 
we? what are we doing here? is there anything 
beyond ourselves? Such angst pervaded our 
consciousness after the horrors of two world 
wars, when pre-supposed meanings were 
questioned and hitherto accepted truths were 
upturned. Our loss of faith in authority, in 
accepted modes of behaviour were brought 
under scrutiny and challenged.

Beckett’s characters form part of a 
disenfranchised world that underlines these 

ideas of fracture and social change. All his 
creations are displaced, out of joint with 

time and place and are struggling to 
make sense of a world which is 

seemingly adrift. The tramps in 
Waiting For Godot [published 
1952, in French En Attendant 
Godot] hang around, aimlessly 
passing the time in the hope 
that someone will come. 
‘Waiting’ is the operative word 
in the title of his most famous 

and re-wind our own stories to others and to 
ourselves. Not I [1972] is just a mouth on stage 
seemingly uttering jumbled phrases until a 
story of sorts emerges, terrifying, repetitive; yet 
ultimately we feel compassion as we are made 
aware that the outpourings of the mouth might 
just be our own deep unconscious trapped 
within us. The outward and inner sense of self 
become divided in this play, questioning the 
gap between the persona we present to the 
world and the possibility of the alien personality 
within. Happy Days [1961] shows us Winnie, 
up to her waist in sand in Act One and to her 
neck in Act Two, a woman whose world is not 
only constricted – her days are mapped out by 
the sound of a bell – but is closing in on her, 
rendering her visually isolated, her body being 
consumed by the ritualised and deadening 
repetition of her existence.

Beckett’s dramatic work is often linked with 
Ionesco, Adamov and Pinter and forms part of 
what came to be known as Absurdist theatre. 
An umbrella term for these different writers, 
it nonetheless points to a form of drama that 
questions the stability of ‘realism’ and offers 
us insights into a world beyond the concrete 
and the fixed. His work also transforms 
the theatrical space and challenges actors 
who have often commented on the physical 
difficulties of playing Beckett. 

Billie Whitelaw played the Mouth in the 
1973 Royal Court production of Not I. She 
has described the ordeal of playing Mouth, 
how she was totally cut off from others, high 
above the stage, clamped, swathed in a black 
hood, subject to panic attacks; after the dress 
rehearsal she was for a time totally disoriented. 
Yet this stage experience came to seem her 
most meaningful one. She heard in Mouth’s 
outpourings her own ‘inner scream’: ‘I found 
so much of my self in Not I. Somewhere in 
there were my entrails under a microscope.’ 
Whitelaw, B., Billie Whitelaw … Who He? 
Quoted in Worth, K., ‘Sources of Attraction to 
Beckett’s Theater’ in Oppenheim, L., 
(Ed.) Palgrave Advances in 
Samuel Beckett Studies 
(London: Palgrave, 2004), 
p 211,212

And in 1975 Beckett 
wrote That Time which he 
called “a brother to Not I”.  
Patrick Magee’s Royal Court 
appearance in that year saw his 
head suspended about 40 feet 
above the stage, a lone face decrying 
and besieged by ‘voices’ around him. In 
Endgame [1957], the actors playing 

work: it is what we are all doing, just occupying 
time until we don’t have it any more. And, in 
what seems like a post-apocalyptic world, 
where is God – ot? Why doesn’t he turn up?

Certainly bleak, yes, but this extraordinary 
play is actually quite funny in a sardonic kind of 
way. When things are that bad, what can you do 
but grimace, laugh, and carry on? As academic 
and theatre critic Martin Esslin stated: ‘Beckett 
can give deep insights into human nature 
and the situation of Man in the Universe, but 
above all he can make us see the world with 
serenity and a calm cheerfulness… The idea 
that Beckett is a uniformly depressing writer 
is a misconception… In Beckett’s plays we 
are so harshly confronted with the mortality, 
evanescence, and ineffectuality of Man that 
we look at our small daily predicaments with 
contempt and cheerfulness.’ [Martin Esslin, 
Plays and Players 1962] 

Through searching, waiting, suffering, 
Beckett’s characters achieve dignity. They are 
irrepressibly and inexhaustibly alive and human 
in the face of despair and hopelessness, 
tenacious in their efforts to find meaning in 
their existence. Krapp in Krapp’s Last Tape 
[1958], plays tapes that he recorded years 
before but mixes them up and we are shown 
a man whose memories are entwined and 
confused as he tries to make sense of the 
past: and we see our own lives here as we edit 

Nagg and Nell are trapped in dustbins for the 
whole of the performance of this full-length 
play, appearing only briefly. Let’s hope the 
London theatre supplied them with hollow-
bottomed bins as this was not so in most 
productions I have seen! 

But for all the physical demands of acting in 
Beckett the plays are visually an unforgettable 
experience. They leave you stunned, confused, 
frightened, alarmed. His novels, too, stretch the 
reader, the use of stream-of-consciousness 
narrative making them an exacting read but 
again, there is a sense of a profundity to them 
as characters move from the world of living 
flesh to voices/souls barely existing, trapped in 
animated machines.

His poetic style is precise and eloquent, the 
rhythmic patterns of Irish cadences are shot 
through his work, which ‘sing an unforgettable 
threnody for the human condition’ [JW Lambert, 
Sunday Times, 1964].

Harold Pinter’s eulogy, written in his 
inimitable style, is worth noting: ‘The farther 
he goes the more good it does me. I don’t 
want philosophies, tracts, dogmas, creeds, 
ways out, truths, answers, nothing from the 
bargain basement. He is the most courageous, 
remorseless writer going and the more he 
grinds my nose in the shit the more I am 
grateful to him. He’s not f---ing me about, he’s 

not leading me up any garden path, he’s not 
slipping me a wink, he’s not 

flogging me a remedy or 
a path or a revelation 
or a basinful of 
breadcrumbs, he’s 

not selling me anything 
I don’t want to buy — 

he doesn’t give a bollock 
whether I buy or not — he 

hasn’t got his hand over his 
heart. Well, I’ll buy his goods, hook, 

line and sinker, because he leaves 
no stone unturned and no maggot 

lonely. He brings forth a body of 
beauty. His work is beautiful.’

I’ll never 
  foret 
    this   carrot

Kate O’Leary

Opposite top: Waiting For Godot
Opposite bottom: Not I
Above: Endgame
Below: Krapp’s Last Tape



Jean Bonnin, Steve Handsaker, Taya King, John Richardson, Darren Thomas, Tracy Thursfield & John Welson
How I Sometimes Feel 
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Jean Bonnin
Rimbaud’s Last Journey 

1716

Mermaid of the Swirling Age
Adam Hassan

Trios of watercolours and
a bobble of shell on 
a hawkish bust nods to 
spongy eels
wrapping tightly round heels

A convocation of the bondage to come
She knew the future of union 
was an amorphous consummation
in her underwater palace of scales

Beyond the Breach
Adam Hassan

Maybe all you can see is a hinterland riven in entropy
Wallpaper curls and castle ruins without a ceiling
Vulnerable to nature’s dishevelled arid slagheaps
A haggard Magus channelling an old fangled feeling

I envision a crossroad of clues
Patches, stitches and a needle to use
posters and pictures
for a collage to glue

I foresee a naked buccaneer in his native land
who can lead me up the steps and hand me a key 
to a cabinet of wilderness beyond the breach



John Welson
The Gossamer Girl

18 19

When Bona Tibertelli lifted the sewing 
machine off the operating table and placed 
it in her own artist’s studio in Paris, she 
turned surrealist theory into practice. It was 
an act that appealed to Swedish poet Lasse 
Söderberg, who, although always a defender 
of surrealism’s ideological content, twice had 
been disappointed with aspects of its theory.

The first time was when he, nineteen years 
old, had to admit that the automatic poems he 
had been writing for about a year were not as 
revelatory as he had hoped. It was not a question 
of aesthetic disappointment, as he himself had 
promptly banned all aesthetic consideration 
from the process. Rather, the poems were not 
as life-changing as they should have been. 
They were unable to transform dreary post-war 
Stockholm into a realm of miraculous freedom.

A hopeful sample, the ending of a poem 
written the day after its author had turned 
nineteen:

My nineteenth year starts with a bouquet of 
light accents

All of my nineteenth year is as naked as a 
bouquet of water surfaces

I begin my nineteenth year carrying a flame 
in my palms

Ready to give birth to a black skeleton

Instead, Söderberg reined in his poetical 
flow, turned writing into a conscious 
process and made his debut in 1952 with a 
mimeographed booklet of rather good but 
definitely more well-behaved poems. His 
continuing interest in surrealism was more 
evident in his early major collections, the first 
one having an original cover by Roberto Matta. 

Already before his experiments with automatic 
writing, Söderberg had encountered the 
fantastic within pictorial art; in 1948, during 
a break in his French convent school term, he 
went to London and saw the 40,000 Years of 
Modern Art exhibition at the ICA. For him, as 
for many others, surrealist art has in the long 
run proved more of an inspiration than pure 
automatism in writing.

The second disppointment with surrealist 
theory – or rather, with the surrealists’ lack of 
adherence to these ideas and ideals – would 
have occurred in the second half of the 1950s, 
when Söderberg was living in Paris and made 
contact with André Breton and his circle. In 
the essays Söderberg has written over the 
years about those encounters, he has hinted 
at a certain disillusionment. In conversation he 
has admitted to being irritated by the lack of 
energy, and by the sycophancy, back-biting and 
conspiracies within the group.

Later, Söderberg has posed himself the 
question what would have happened if he had 
stayed true to the principles of surrealism. He 
certainly would not have become the leading 
poet that he is, and he himself assumes that 
he was already heading in another direction. I 
would say that he is too much of a literary person 
to fully adhere to the basically anti-literary 
standpoint of the surrealist manifestos. He 
may regret this, but Swedish and international 
poetry has benefited from it.

While organised surrealism, at least in 
France, became obsolete as the group soon 
after Breton’s death dissolved, Söderberg 
found a solution to his dilemma by combining 
poetry and politics. He fused an anti-Franco 
standpoint with his poetry, translated many 

Jonas Ellerström

Ready to            ive birth 
                                to  
lack keleton

On Lasse Söderberg
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Arachne’s sewing 
machine (for Bona)
1.
The sewing machine in its day competed, unsuccessfully, 
with the artificial leg and the Colt revolver. How different 
now that it is made the sole object of our attention. From 
the proboscis-like casing, a small, coldly shining needle 
discreetly protrudes. When the machine starts to run, the 
needle moves back and forth, back and forth, as if in a 
terrifying mating act. Every stitch is a lover’s stab under the 
moon!

2.
An endless thread stretches through the studio. It passes, 
trembling, between her fingers. Where does it lead? The 
throbbing of the sewing machine is as insistent as poor 
Barthélemy Thimmonier’s fruitless efforts to draw public 
attention to his invention. Behind him: the ruined army 
uniform factory.

3.
The thread passes like an endless pencil stroke between 
her fingers. And in the small Jewish tailor shops along the 
nearby street, sewing machines also pound steadily. But the 
pompously masculine wardrobe apparently revered in the 
neighborhood has in her met a rebellious goddess of fate. 
Scornfully she encloses its rags in embraces which these 
days are not easily torn apart, even in a jealous rage. They 
are already torn apart, albeit sewn together!

Lilith’s rest

1.
Her hair grows while she sleeps, the way it grows on 
the dead. Her hair is black as the river of death. Among 
its swirls you can see her pale face: eyes closed and her 
mouth shaped like a cry for help. Or is it an accusation? 
Who knows. Those about to drown ask no questions.

2.
Between her outspread legs desert sand flows. Lizards run 
away in terror when she moves. In her hand she holds some 
charred seeds which she will give to the man as he pines 
away. Their total number provides the solution to her riddle.

3.
The moon is her mirror. In it, she looks at her nakedness 
as one looks at a collapsed tower. In her vicinity, lightning 
could stop, welding flames freeze to ice. But her gaze burns 
through her mourning veil.

4.
The anus is the third eye.

Prose poems by Lasse Söderberg from Slottet La Coste 
ligger i ruiner (La Coste Castle lies in ruins), translated by 
Jonas Ellerström

Small animal games
(Dorothea Tanning)
1.
Soft masses of fabric invade the nursery. There are 
tablecloths awaiting the blazing feast, bedclothes torn up in 
honour of the dawn, fallen mantles hiding lion’s claws. The 
flowers are also made of fabric, hellhollyhocks like tightly 
wound bandages, desiccated leaves of rosy-red rage. You 
can hear gasps and whips cracking! And in the middle of 
this confusing flurry, under the torn hem of a dress, a red 
lace boot becomes visible. The game has begun.

2.
I could strangle the lapdogs and turn them into curtain 
tassels! Here they come with their sugary looks, but I know 
they’re up to no good, those self-conscious little estate 
owners with blue-tinted fur, cute bows on their foreheads, 
and bubble-gum pink tongue-tips. All they can do is sit 
pretty and beg. I am not prepared to forgive them their 
intrusiveness, I cannot bear that they have succeeded in 
seizing all the affection of the girls. No, curtain tassels they’ll 
be! Feather-dusters! Pompons!

3.
All that’s not heaven is skin. All that’s not skin is vertigo. The 
locks of hair are memories that angels have left behind from 
their earthly passage. Alice and her little playmates crowd 
around the unmade bed with flushed cheeks. I know: they’re 
taming my ghost.

Spanish authors and wrote insightful articles about the 
country’s situation under dictatorship. Eventually, by the 
mid-1960s, he became an overtly political poet, strongly 
engaged in the Vietnam movement. This meant an end 
to him publishing poetry; from 1974 until 1989 no books 
appeared at all.

In a new way of circumventing the traditional role of 
the poet, Söderberg started a lyrical and political cabaret 
in his new home town Malmö, in the south of Sweden. And, 
interestingly enough, when he returned to publishing his 
poetry it was with a small book of surrealist prose poems, 
Slottet La Coste ligger i ruiner (La Coste Castle lies in 
ruins). The Marquis de Sade’s castle certainly was and still 
is in ruins, which does not mean that the remnants have lost 
all power of attraction.

In his poetry of the 1950s and early 1960s, Söderberg 
showed a remarkable inventiveness with the poetic image. 
With Tomas Tranströmer, his friend since youth, he shares 
an ability to create unexpected, yet precise, metaphors, 
though Söderberg’s poetry is generally more expansive, 
less typically Nordic.

In these new prose poems, several of them dedicated 
to surrealist artists and writers, Söderberg’s language is 
equally surprising and at the same time exact, but we are 
far removed from the uninhibited stream of random images 
and juxtapositions that characterized automatism. This is 
surrealism by subject rather than by style, but intimately 
connected to the movement’s history and defining interests.

It may be noted that Söderberg’s return to surrealism 
coincided with a renewal of surrealist practice and 
publications in Sweden as well as in England and other 
countries. The focus he placed on women artists such 
as Bona Tibertelli, Dorothea Tanning, Joyce Mansour 
and Alejandra Pizarník, was also in resonance with the 
more academic and gender-political writings of Whitney 
Chadwick, Mary Ann Caws and others. The rediscovery of 
the female creative element within surrealism continues to 
this day, and has both made its history more relevant and 
sparked an interest in surrealist subject imagery that to me 
seems quite promising.

Seemingly resigned to being a professional literary 
person, Lasse Söderberg has none the less stayed 
decidedly independent. As active as ever, his writings and 
translations is a veritable chamber of secret treasures for 
anyone following less obviously visible paths.

Lasse Söderberg’s poetry is these days available in 
French, Spanish and other languages, but to a very small 
extent in English, and none in book form. For those reading 
Swedish, I recommend Slottet La Coste ligger i ruiner (the 
collection these translations are taken from), Mitt nittonde 
år (My Nineteenth Year, the early automatic writings, with an 
illuminating preface), the first major poetry book Akrobaterna 
(The Acrobats), his collection of essays Gemensamma 
nämnare (Common Denominators, containing portraits of 
Breton, Matta, Paul Éluard and others), and the invaluable 
anthology of Swedish surrealist poetry Ögats läppar sluter 
sig (The Lips of the Eye Closes).
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Abstract.
Standardised, dehumanised metrics are a means for Scientists to 
communicate dehumanising truths in dehumanised ways. The Standards 
Shipman is described. A short discussion of the use of The Standard 
Shipman in the context of recent UK Policy. Correspondence is invited. 

Method.
The Standard Shipman is an Unit Of Measurement Of Social Murder [1] 
derived from the quantitative conclusions of the Shipman Enquiry [2]: 
that Harold Shipman had killed at least 215 people, possibly as many as 
260, with the true number being potentially 618 or higher, over a period 
of 8,500 days between 1975 and 1998; and, of Professor Bruce Guthrie, 
Tayside Centre for General Practice, University of Dundee (2008) whose 
investigation concluded that it would take 30 deaths to detect a serial 
killer using the routine mortality monitoring recommended by the 
Shipman Enquiry [3].

The Underlying Shipman Rate is a death rate of 0.02529 deaths 
per day (0.00105 deaths per hour) [2]. The Reference Shipman Period is 
3 Years 3 Months (39 months) which is the period over which a serial 
killer would be detected by a Shipman Enquiry recommended policy at 
the Underlying Shipman Rate according to the assessment of Guthrie [3]. 

The Deniable Shipman Rate is a death rate of 0.07271 deaths per 
day (0.00303 deaths per hour) at the maximum Murder Rate of Harold 
Shipman [2]. The Deniable Shipman Rate is the Observed Excess Death 
Rate below which a Ministerial Sponsor of a Standard Shipman Policy 
may seek to plausibly deny the policy at issue is Social Murder. The form 
of denial being the red herring of claiming the Deniable Shipman Rate is 
the Underlying Shipman Rate and that, therefore, the Observed Excess 
Death Rate attributable to the Policy is below the Shipman Rate. This red 
herring is illustrated by analogy to the conflation of Basic Reproduction 
Number and Effective Reproduction Number in epidemiology [4].

A Standard Shipman Policy is any policy that exceeds, on average, The 
Underlying Shipman Rate over a period exceeding The Reference Shipman 
Period. A more rigorous constraint would include the requirement that 
the Excess Death Rate also exceeds the Deniable Shipman Rate. This, 
more rigorous constraint is not used here, for purposes of clarity.

For Policies that do not endure for the Reference Shipman Period, 
there are thirty nine standard subdivisions each of thirty days or part 
thereof. The standard subdivisions are the basis of the calculation of the 
Shipman Denial Ratio. The Shipman Denial Ratio is calculated by dividing 
the Policy Persistence Period by the Reference Shipman Period and 
multiplying by one hundred to obtain the Denial Ratio as a percentage 
expression. The Shipman Denial Ratio indicates that ‘more research is 
required’ should be a modifier of any discussion.

The Shipman Denial Ratio then provides a crude assessment of 
deniability, in English words, as follows:

000-020% Certainly Deniable 
021-040% Probably Deniable
041-060% Possibly Deniable
061-080% Probably Undeniable
081-100% Undeniable
>100% Certainly Undeniable
Typical use would be, for a policy persisting over the Shipman 

Reference Period of three years and three months, with a correlated 
excess death rate exceeding the Deniable Shipman Rate: “It is undeniable 
that a X Standard Shipmans indicates a Shipman Policy, in the case of 
Policy Y”. A policy persisting for three months would have a Shipman 

Denial Ratio of almost 8%. This would make it “Certainly Deniable”. While 
a Policy persisting for five years has a Shipman Denial Ratio of almost 
154% making it “Certainly Undeniable”.

Discussion.
The use of the Standard Shipman has grounding in the relationship 
between Public Health Delivery and Government Policy [5]. The potential 
for professional groups to deliver policy objectives that result in 
democides parallels the professionalisation of policy delivery ranging 
from Teachers to Doctors to Politicians [6]. The use of the Standard 
Shipman gives a limit case for comparison of Policies, in a politically 
neutral manner, that emphasises the connection between individual and 
aggregate action.

While the calculations of the Shipman Denial Ratio, is arguably 
opaque or complex, that is a consequence of using the Standard Shipman 
to extend systematic critique of a style of policy where the policy is 
advanced and the outcomes are denied or concealed. The far simpler 
use of the Standard Shipman is as a way to compare policy outcomes by 
having a standardised measure which enables progress away from naive 
methodological individualism [7]. 

This, for example, allows the analysis of Covid Deaths from the 
period 2019-2022 using the UK Government Data Release for Cumulative 
Weekly (NSO) Death By Date Of Registration [8] [9]. The start and end date 
of the data release allow the Shipman Denial Ratio to be calculated as 
“Probably Undeniable” (72%) and the Standard Shipman for the period 
is 21.6 Deaths. Comparing the Actual Death at each date to the Standard 
Shipman shows the policy began at almost 40 Shipmans (39.54132) and 
has grown to about 9181 Shipmans (9181.20826) in a period of 855 
days. A Probably Undeniable Standard Shipman Recruitment Rate of 11 
Shipmans (10.73801) per day.

The Probably Undeniable Standard Shipman Recruitment Rate of 
eleven Shipmans informs the counterfactual that “if the Health Minister 
had been replaced by eleven Shipmans, the death rate would have been 
the same”. Nowhere does this counterfactual address which detailed part 
of the policy bears causal responsibility for the individual deaths; and, 
nor does it, consequently, attribute specific malice to any individual. This 
counterfactual simply addresses the existence and efficiency of the social 
murder of the policy. 

The Standard Shipman is a statistical fiction whose role in analysing 
if there is a plausible case to claim that social murder is taking place. In 
the case of UK Covid Deaths the statement, that it is probably undeniable 
that UK Public Health Policy in respect of Covid resulted in a significant 
number social murders, has some substance to it as a claim. The detailed 
mechanisms of such social murder is not revealed by the Standard 
Shipman and, indeed, there may be no social murder. However, the 
Standard Shipman indicates that the policy is worth examining in detail.

[1] “The Condition of the Working Class in England” (German: Die Lage der arbeitenden Klasse in England), Frederick Engels. (Leipzig: 1845; 
New York, London: 1885).

[2] “The Shipman Enquiry”, Command Papers Cm 5853, Cm 5854, Cm 6249, Cm 6394, Shipman: The Final Report, Dame Janet Smith BE, (2005).

[3] “Routine mortality monitoring for detecting mass murder in UK general practice”, Guthrie, B., British Journal of General Practice 
58(550):311-7 (2008).

[4] “A guide to R - the pandemic’s misunderstood metric”, Adam D., Nature. 583 (7816): 346–348. (2020).

[5] “Not a slippery slope or sudden subversion: German medicine and national socialism in 1933” Hanauske-Abel H.M., BMJ. 1996;313:1459., 
1464-5. (1996).

[6] “The Professionalisation of MPs: Refining the ‘Politics-Facilitating’ Explanation”, Cairney P., Parliamentary Affairs, Volume 60, Issue 2, Apr. 
2007, Pages 212–233. (2007).

[7] “On the Concept of Social Value”, Joseph Schumpeter, Quarterly Journal of Economics, 23: 213–32. (1909).

[8] URL=https://tinyurl.com/ycytufje (Downloaded 20 June 2022)
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LXXXIX
Laura Kenyon

claws pluck pink flesh 
breasts adorned with scabs
she is my child

he greets our arrival from across the viscous tarmac
we welcome him with open arms 
he is my child

soft warm peach 
sweet smell stings nostrils
i bear no fruit

oats and water
sugar and salt
dry bone scrapes soft mouths, scrapes cold china 

gums bleed, hair taught 
revealing split flesh, revealing white skull
we burrow into the rotten flesh of what once was 

a slit lets the light in, lets the world seep in, 
a world we wish to abandon
the dark is enough for now

we retreat 
suffocating under the weight of each other’s presence 
much like before
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SURREALISM TV (SPT-TV)
This is a channel where Surrealism, Travel and Politics 
meet. Sometimes with more travel than surrealism, or 
more travel than politics, but always to a lesser or greater 
extent a combination of all three. https://bit.ly/3RyN02f

A Message from our Editors
’Patastrophe! is the primary publication of Surrealerpool, 
made available to the general public, corporeal and non-
corporeal beings, and the imaginary amongst us.

Membership of Surrealerpool is hypothetical and 
uncertain, configured by an arcane set of rules which 
cannot be written down. C.f. Jean Ferry’s short story ‘Kafka 
or “The Secret Society”’
Contact us at surrealerpool@gmail.com

Invitation to Contribute
Readers are invited to submit their contributions to past 
or future issues of ’Patastrophe! for consideration by the 
editors, who provide no guarantees or acceptance of 
liabilities as a consequence. Send us Strange (or Stranger) 
Things, your Dreams, Images, and/or Articles.

Problem Page: Ask a Surrealist
We are often asked ‘What’s your problem?’

Do you have a problem? Real, imaginary or surreal? Do 
you wish you had a problem?

Ask a Surrealist and see what happens: you may receive 
a solution to a problem (though possibly not yours), or 
something else entirely

Letters to the Editors
Dear Editor(s)
I commend you for your in-depth profile of the great 
Portuguese surrealist photographer, Fernando Lemos, 
missing from the most recent issue of ’Patastrophe! The 
exploration of his life, spent mainly in Brazil, combined with 
the development of his technical knowledge, would have 
made for a fascinating and educational article. More, please!
Nona Anona

Dear Editor(s)
I wish to protest in the strongest possible terms about the 
frivolous and scurrilous article in the forthcoming issue of 
’Patastrophe! (#8 or 9??) regarding Liverpool’s hosting 
of that iconic surrealist gathering, the Eurovision Song 
Contest. This is a gathering of the greatest seriousness, 
buried deep beneath the glitter and sparkle, which all true 
surrealist acknowledge. 
Sam Ryder (no relations)

Puzzles
Crossword

There are questions, but no answers

Chess Puzzle
Black to move; checkmate for White in 19.33 moves

Other creations from Surrealerpool
Surrealerpool members and supporters have also created 
a number of other ‘works’, including short films, comics, 
games, presentations and podcasts. These are available at 
surrealerpool.online along with back copies of ’Patastrophe!
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Twitter: @surrealerpool  
Instagram: @surrealerpool_convocation
Front cover image: Tracy Thursfield New Dawn 
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Exquisite Comics is a game of ‘exquisite corpse’ in 
comic-book form. Four players exchanged the part-
completed panels with each other through the post, 
none of them seeing all the other panels in progress 
until they were complete. Finally, the panels were 
randomly assembled into an order that reveals (or 
otherwise) the previously unconscious storyline.
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