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Every painter knows the tendency, even in ordinary life, to justify what is possible by what is already there. Surprisingly, the barely visible appears, a face, an atmosphere, a breakthrough of light or a never-before-seen colour formation. Something for which there are at first no words, for which there are as yet no characteristics, shimmers on the edge of nothingness, beguiles, frightens, carries away, and even the slightest thought that this something must have some cause in something already known, or must itself be a distorted known, otherwise it could not possibly appear, inevitably causes the unknown about it to disappear. The actual has again swallowed up the possible.


In the last analysis, Paalen was the only one who tried to do something, and it's such a terrific pity that this something was done a little against us. But I retain enough freedom to recognise what he is and what he is capable of. And in general, in the present circumstances, I appreciate that it is less important to stick to the rules of principles once formulated than to continue to stay alive by making new proposals.


André Breton to Benjamin Péret, 23 February 1945


It was Wolfgang Paalen who started it all.


Fritz Bultman, 1946





Part IV


The War Years in Mexico
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Wolfgang Paalen in the Jungle near La Venta, Mexico, 1942, SWP
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The Totem as Sphinx


1939 – 1940


Not in the blue-green of the underwater world, not in the sulphur white of dawn,


but in the opaline breath of the first days, in the subliminal light of the forest,


ring after ring, life is revealed in its mystery.


WP, Paysage totémique, 1939


In the days following Alice's sudden departure, Georges Gérard had been to some extent puzzled by the idea of renting the flat that had become vacant in the rue Boulard in order to spend time in Alice's old surroundings with the books that Paalen had left him. Pierre-Jean Jouve, André Breton, Paul Éluard, René Char, Pierre Reverdy, E.T.A.Hoffmann, Lautréament, Sorel, Trotsky, Catherine Mansfield – Gérard's list 1 seems like the spiritual testament of a time Paalen had left with the city, barely having boarded the train that took him with Alice and Eva from the Gare du Nord to Boulogne sur Mer. There, Alice, moi, Eva, as he would sign his less personal letters from then on, each equipped with a French, Czechoslovakian and Swiss passport as well as transit visas for the USA with destination Mexico, boarded the T.S.S. Nieuw Amsterdam on 12 May, the largest passenger steamer of the Holland-America Line, which had been commuting between Rotterdam and New York since 1908 with around 2,800 passengers and a stopover in Boulogne. After a good week, they safely reached the docks of New York on 19 May without incident, where, after passing through immigration without a hitch, Yanko Varda, who had come to New York the same month, was waiting for them with a broken leg.2 Even before the war, such friendly reception of German-Jewish exiles from Hitler-occupied countries was not taken for granted. Thomas Mann would recall the "ghost ship" at a United Jewish Committee protest rally against Nazi Jewish policy and US government inaction in San Francisco in 1943, which in 1939 "had to cruise back and forth on the seas with Jewish refugees from Germany on board without finding a safe haven."3 This ship had set out from Hamburg with 938 mostly German-Jewish passengers for Havana only one day after Paalen's departure, on 13 May 1939, and had to return on 6 June because the USA had refused them entry.4
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W.P. in Meudon, Long Island 1939, SWP





With his first impression of the impressive urban landscape of New York, Paalen briefly and succinctly opens his diary Voyage Nord-Ouest, to which he would confide his innermost thoughts in the style of Lichtenberg's Sudelbücher over the next months: New York, social headquarters of the apocalypse Glamour. Human desert.5 With bated breath, one would be more swept along in the flow of the streets than moving contemplatively as usual. After a few days of more or less unsuccessful searching for suitable accommodation and first visits to the Indian museums accompanied by Pierre Matisse, the travellers are so exhausted and rushed by the noise, the excitement, the frenetic traffic in the megapolis6 that they head to the Frenchsounding banlieue town of Meudon on Long Island for the weekend to relax. The resilient Yanko had once again done a great performance in exchange for a casual job as a house caretaker. Weekend in Long Island ("Meudon"), Paalen notes glibly in his new travel diary, Blooming Farmer's Jasmine. The lawnmower (the same as ours) emits a toucan-like roar. Late summer girl. From this dépèndance of a small castle7, however, he finally writes a long letter to Breton: Impossible to write on the ship. The vibration of those excessively fast engines (the Nieuw-Amsterdam has the latest) is more reminiscent of riding in a rail bus than of the idea of navigating; New York had been too beautiful in the triumphant light of arrival amid the shrieks of sirens - all this made me sense something like a desert, man-made. (...) In the evening, looking down from the height of the 72nd floor, it was still a desert, a wondrous desert of light, dream of Heliogabalus8, I had that curious sensation of loss of dimension that I always feel when I read Kafka (Kafka visionary, much closer to Jakob Böhme and Meister Eckhardt than to the novel); never has the end of the world seemed so tangible to me. He says it is too turbulent a life for me, some small difficulties with accommodation, already a week has almost passed, but nevertheless he has discovered a side of smiles, the funny clothes of the women. Euphorically staggering through the streets of Manhattan, the museums and galleries, very beautiful Museum of Modern Art, the most beautiful Seurat. Frenzied exhibition of Calder at (Pierre) Matisse, he is a great artist, little understood here. The Indian museums are an incomparable fairy tale. Broadway, 42nd Street, the films give no idea at all. Strikingly, this city redeems an "objective beauty" where art has always been an import (and remains entirely so, except for architecture). The city folds out towards evening into fortress castles and titanic towers such as only Doré and Chirico could design. Nevertheless, this uniquely uninspired élan has brought about a humanly touching reality. He wonders, however, whether this is sufficient as a reason for a certain new optimism about the "masses" (despite capitalism, life here is essentially one of the masses). I don't know. Perhaps one must be receptive to even the slightest promise from this side at a moment when the few adult intellectuals are struggling so arduously with the seeming necessity of some paternal fixation being indispensable to the revolutionary organisation of the masses. I remain convinced, nevertheless, that a certain kind of spirit takes place only between France and Germany. I seek you often, have received more truth from you than from anyone, you are the greatest moral force of this time. Alice, moi, Eva. 9 Flattering words reassuring himself of mutual romantic interests, which almost sound like if the German-speaking son wanting to reassure himself of his French father's spiritual closeness before committing an act of disloyalty. And rarely clear words against the eternal search for male leaders on whatever side of the revolution.


In Manhattan, he finally takes up residence at the Hotel Duane on Madison Avenue, which immediately becomes his favourite hotel, where he will stay again and again on his frequent trips to New York. Again, only momentary flashes of inspiration are noted down, which now and then transmute into object ideas, which, however, only exist according to possibility or as a bridge to further considerations. Desert of light. May be saved by the woman. Jesus's Unit in Harlem: the wild-eyed boot jerk of Harlem. The man with the fire snake stick. Absent as a moose. The real and fake Chiricos on the street corners and - what a gruesome spectacle: a feeble-minded Chirico walking in New York. The cloud polluters. Object: A carriage lantern more than half filled with sand. Title: "Eternity". It is not about working for "eternity"; it is about being active in eternity.
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Hotel Duane, New York (postcard)
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Ethel and William Baziotes, New York c. 1955





No sooner had the first contacts been made with the Americans whose addresses the publisher Albert Skira had given him (In New York I saw all the people Skira recommended to me10), did he feel for the first time the electrifying euphoria with which the newcomers from Europe were received here, especially when a reputation of particular importance preceded them. „I will never forget the way he appeared. You know, Nigel Nicolson11 wrote about T.E. Lawrence's The Seven Pillars of Wisdom, the abstraction of the desert haunted Lawrence of Arabia's mind, and I think Paalen and Lawrence are the same kind of men, frighteningly unique, with very haunting and personal visions“, Ethel Baziotes states after a cocktail for the newcomers organised by Julien Levy, at which important contacts are rapidly established. „Nigel Nicolson tells of his father who had given a party where Lawrence appeared. He had told him he could never forget seeing this man, and that's what I wanted to tell you. I will never forget having seen Paalen. I can't tell you, it was his whole being, his whole character....“12 The comparison with Lawrence, insofar as it was also offered to him personally at the time, may have increased his desire for an adventurous expedition by leaps and bounds; however, the decisive factor in his prevailing over Alice's immediate urge to go to Mexico was surely also the new ideas that were already slumbering in him in Paris, and which began to develop promisingly in the face of the impressive collections of the Museum of Natural History, the Heye Collection and the Metropolitan Museum. Meanwhile, an encounter with Dalí and Gala, who were working flat out (and postponing the opening date) on the Dream of Venus for the World's Fair, had roundly confirmed that something had to be done about it. In retrospect, he reported to Breton on 21 August that his Voyage Nord-Ouest was due to the laws of chance, because they actually wanted to go from New York to Mexico right away, and everything had been prepared for it, but then suddenly the old cravings for these regions of a more than chosen affinity came completely to the top. I have intensively watched and seen some documentaries, some found objects, and I believe to arrive at new views about this art, which is certainly greater than anything one can assume about it in Europe.13 He had used the time at the Nieuw Amsterdam to work on his essays Surprise and Inspiration and The New Image (which, among other things, dealt critically with Dalí), because he writes Breton further that he had already spoken to potential publishers for his writings in New York. Julien Levy would never support a publication that could harm his sale of Dalís, and we are, I think, no longer under any illusions about Dalí's means. I saw him working hard one day with Gala on the Dream of Venus when I visited the World's Fair in New York. He could not say anything more specific yet because she was still in a state of plaster, but Dalí politely declined a friendly invitation to cooperate. By the way, the World's Fair in New York is a total fiasco.14 Whether the final showpiece of this "lovely dream", as Julien Levy put it, would have really moved him, is doubtful in view of this scepticism. Paalen's primal theme of Venus, born from the foam of the sea, had coagulated in Dalí's work from a deeply dreamed myth into a paranoid dream of Venus herself, or simply into a "girl show", as The New Yorker subsumed it.15


The apparent tendency towards amusement parc that Dalí sought to manoeuvre Surrealism into, conversely encouraged Paalen to make things even less easy for himself with art from now on than he had already done in Paris, since he had brought the latest theoretical works of physics and mathematics into his field of vision alongside the authors of the German genius period and inspired by the pioneering thoughts of Lichtenberg. Equipped with Gaston Bachelard's Le nouvel esprit scientifique (Paris 1937), Louis de Broglie's Matière et Lumière (Paris 1937), Hans Reichenbach's Philosophie der Raum-Zeit-Lehre (Berlin 1928) and Bertrand Russell's Introduction à la philosophie mathematique (Paris 1928), he had boarded the ship in Boulogne; in New York, he acquired the most difficult English-language physics literature with which the best Cambridge students were currently grappling. As usual, he mixed them with popular scientific approaches, such as L.H. Brace, Cosmic Rays Such Far (New York 1936), Claude Bragdon, A Primer Higher Space. The Fourth Dimension (New York 1938) or J.W. Dunne, The New Immortality and An Experiment with Time (both New York 1938), but these were only intended to lighten up the harder stuff: Arthur Eddington, The Philosophy of Physical Science (New York 1939), Science and the Unseen World (New York 1930) and Space, Time and Gravitation (Cambridge 1935), Werner Heisenberg The Physical Principles of Quantum Theory (Chicago 1930), Max Planck The Philosophy of Physics (New York 1936), Erwin Schrödinger Science and the Human Temperament (New York 1935) and last but not least Paul Dirac The Principles of Quantum Mechanics (Oxford 1930).16 Such massive interest suggests a sudden growth in the feeling (already noticeable in the early 1930s) that art was no longer a truly great intellectual challenge and that, compared to the enormous achievements of theoretical physics, it was almost ridiculous to witness the narrowmindedness and insistence with which painters pursued either old metaphysical models for the ineffable or banal reductions of Freudian discoveries. In this sense, Paalen could only have agreed with Art Digest, which acknowledged Dalí's pavilion with the pseudomathematical equation "Freud + Minsky17 = Dalí".18


From now on, Paalen was no longer to be held back. Still in New York, he submitted himself to a nocturnal dual study, tried his hand at the equations of general relativity and at the same time studied the books of Edward Curtis, James Cook, Maurice Besson and John Swanton, read their travelogues and translations of native cults and myths. On the one hand, he tried to comprehend how seamless space-time was curved by matter and influenced even the smallest movement or conjured up gravity. The magical thinking of the indigenous cultures in correspondences and non-material relations seemed to him somehow related to the new ideas, Heisenberg's uncertainty principle, Schrödinger's observer-dependent possibility spaces, de Broglie's matter waves and Dirac's antimatter. Was all this also a mirror of our own thinking, was the neuronal structure of our brain built in a quantum mechanical way, our thinking perhaps as curved as cosmic space? And was this thinking, in which neurons spread out as thoughts like waves of light, not by its nature just as complementary as the magical thinking of the natives, in which past, present and future seemed to be constantly intermingled? Did the art of the indigenous cultures on the northwest coast of America possibly bear witness to a concept of space that was confirmed in the latest equations of the physicists?


Impatient to finally see the last works of totemic art in their original settings, he contacted the Canadian anthropologist Marius Barbeau (1883-1969) in Ottawa, one of the leading folklore researchers with a focus on the song and storytelling culture, whose address Seligmann had given him. The three Europeans travelled to Ottawa by train in the first week of June via Albany, the spring-like blossoming hills of Vermont and Montréal. At the Forget-Me-Not Blue Lakes of Canada. The lakes of Canada with the colour of the forget-me-not, these lakes in which the spirit has never stung, he wrote in the diary between Montréal and Ottawa, and soon New York would seem further away than Europe. No longer the slightest echo of all this hectic junk frenzy, to end the juggernaut obsession of "job" that knows neither father nor mother, not to speak of vocation or even profession in this interchangeable busyness, not to mention the rubber smile at any completion of one of these droning and ever-selling Herculean shop swings.... To end the omnipotence of the legions of these indestructible grandmothers, governors of the banking matriarchy. (It is true that it is a question of aligning the tool and not shaping the beings. Let us not speak of love. The prototype lover, the young premier from Hollywood, isn't he the appetising lout who doesn't know how to speak to women?) /... And so, day and night, the great senseless turbines of men turn, icing the blood for the one who knows, who passes by, who thinks and sees the columns coming with their larval heads, more terrible than the zombies.../ It is Kafka who foresaw everything, understood everything. And what is curious, not so much in "America" as in the "castle". / (...) The "castle" has nothing to do with other, too shiny castles, those wonderful prismatic places where poetic recipes bloom. Kafka's castle looms in the middle of New York. Its outbuildings and communes are in Russia. K. lost between the treads of mutual dependencies, in the hierarchy of the slippery antechambers and waiting rooms of a headless incommensurable pyramid, K. lost in the skyscraper of the Process: it is the bureaucracy of this nightmare Kremlin, protagonist of the darkest farce in history, it is the cages of empty lifts in the skyscrapers on a summer evening when a nameless bestiality is unleashed in the great cities of the New World, it is the cloakroom of nameless beehives of matted horn where the entrant is politely but without possible resistance invited to undress his face....19
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Marius Barbeau (1883-1969), Ottawa, c 1920





From Paalen´s visit to Marius Barbeau in Ottawa, who was the first researcher to use phonography to record the oral traditions of the indigenous people, a signed article titled Asiatic Survivals in Indian Songs has been preserved in his papers. Like Herder once did, Paalen set out on his journey, full of humility in front of the testimonies of the ancient folk cultures, to track down the Volksgeister (folk spirits), because only from the individual voices can be felt and thought what holds the communities together. It is only from the diversity of individual voices that the richness of the human condition, but also its special significance and its own right, which each community holds at every stage of development, can be measured. In addition to the recognition of the Asian origins of all native Americans, there were already differences of opinion with Barbeau at this point, especially concerning the age of the totem poles, as he would then elaborate in his essay Totem Art (Barbeau argued that these were hewn with iron tools and therefore belonged to a younger tradition with European roots).


During this stay at the museum, Barbeau and his staff helped him plan the trip in more detail; in addition to the article, he was given a copy of Barbeau's treatise Totem Poles of the Gitskan, Upper Skeena River, British Columbia, which set the direction of the itinerary: The northern reserves would not be reached directly by express train via Vancouver, but from Winnipeg one would cross the largely unspoilt territory around the Skeena River between Jasper and the wild, rugged island landscapes off Prince Rupert by the slower provincial railway, which the indigenous migrant workers also used. From there, Paalen wanted to take a ship through the island landscape of British Columbia via Ketchikan to Sitka, and from there leave by plane for Juneau, the northernmost point of their journey in Alaska. In order to facilitate overcoming the sometimes restrictive visiting restrictions on the reservations, he obtained a letter of recommendation from the Indian Affairs Branch of the Canadian Department of Mines and Resources identifying him and Alice as representatives of the Musée du Trocadéro "wishing to visit various Indian reservations on the prairies and in British Columbia during this summer. Any favour or assistance given to Mr. and Mrs. Wolfgang in connection with the continuation of their work will be welcomed by this department"20, stated the letter, which had been drafted by a sleepy secretary and then never asked for again in the even sleepier reserve administrations on the spot. It was agreed with Barbeau that they would meet in Prince Rupert on the return journey from Alaska to exchange more detailed information on the spot.21


On 9 June, the comfortable sleeping car of the Canadian Pacific Railways continued from Ottawa towards Winnipeg, holding on ever tighter to European memories. The conductor, he notes, who prepares the beds in the wagon, resembles Braque in an astonishing way. Handsome, well-built, greying. I've always thought of Braque as an old Cuban, with his handsome, slightly greying head - curious contrast to his so firmly Norman temperament, that of an old apple tree, which in good years and bad brings forth its number of still lives, pears, apples, pipes - the guitars recently transformed into skulls. The handsome mulatto strains very hard to make the beds - there are 6 on each side, in principle 12 for this man to make, less because the train is never full. Unpleasant to see this man toiling so hard that his temples and cheeks begin to drip sweat on his grey visor bag. After three days of little exciting comfort and almost 2200 km of track, they finally reached the last city for now with European-English flair and a large, formerly luxurious hotel, the Winnipeg Hotel Fort Garry. Paalen had a toothache and wanted to see a doctor as a precaution before they left for the wilderness for good. After rummaging around in an old Hudson Bay Company warehouse, he was also to call a first artefact his own on this occasion: a large copperplate without a drawing.


The notations, meanwhile, testify to a sense of having reached the margins of civilisation, in terms of time, space and memory: Winnipeg. Fortification of boredom. One of the strong places of boredom. You wouldn't think that I myself would prefer today's Germany to this. This is the nothingness, the zero, the zero point in the sensitive phenomenology of places. The only freshly painted house belongs to the director of a funeral company. (...) Hotel Fort Garry: in every room the Bible next to the telephone. Surrealist object: a telephone next to a prayer book. The old manager rode a bicycle in Paris forty years ago. A good week later, in the middle of the wilderness, he would once again recall Winnipeg in a meaningful way, the Anglo-Saxon, Puritan civilisation. England combined with the Semitic Bible, an ominous mixture for sensibility and love. The importance of the role of the poet, the artist, that would be at the end of the account the effort to relate his dignity to the idea of love. Anglo-Saxon idea of human dignity: the "gentleman" (see Conrad). German idea: the "knight". French idea: the "man". Etc.. The rest of the journey into the twilight of British Columbia22 can be reconstructed more or less exactly with the help of the travel diaries, the reports Paysage Totémique I, II, II and Rencontre totémique published in DYN, the large essay Totem Art, as well as the more than 300 photos, a few letters and the film material that has survived from the journey.23 In August he would recount to Breton from Vancouver, in retrospect, the feeling of a long march through a hiddenness deeper than that of the forest, which would allow them to contemplate with perfect precision the last ray of a culture of more luminous strangeness in a nature of impregnable wildness24, and it was indeed the most abysmal form of the Other that made this journey a congenial realisation of his own pictorial world. In this respect, his departure from Winnipeg was a turning point, as a result of which his long-simmering culturalphilosophical distance from Western civilisation took on a momentum of its own, permeating his linguistic utterances and increasingly determining the direction of his argument. The search for confrontation with autochthonous American cultures was clearly aimed at the decisive key elements of otherness, with which, according to his mission, it might be possible to make up for the missed opportunity of such a profound critique of the Occident since Columbus. Later, to illustrate this new perspective on the Other, he would include a brief excerpt from the famous pages of the chapter Des Coches (On Carriages) from the third volume of Montaigne's Essais (1588) in his own preface to the double issue of his journal DYN, which dealt with native American art and thought in the light of modernity. This was a clear indication of the limitations of European thinking, from which he first had to free his mind as well, for Montaigne in particular was the noblest example of the intellectual's weak empathy for the Other - the chosen excerpt was clear evidence of how Montaigne, from a certain point of understanding, had only used his sensitive view of the indigenous people to denounce the cruelties of the Europeans and the absurdity of the European institutions. Paalen, who would have to work hard on himself to improve in this point, placed great hopes in Surrealism to seize this missed opportunity once more - and gave himself the role of a mouthpiece: We will be able to experience what could be to the extent that we are able to bring together all those human possibilities that have been pointed out to us over the centuries, that we have so often given away, recovered and lost again. Until now, the waves of cultural change have been oriented intuitively alone; thus Western art went through a certain osmosis with Asia, Africa and Oceania one after the other; now, however, it has become possible to understand why a universal osmosis is necessary, why this is the moment to incorporate the vast treasure of Amerindian forms into the consciousness of modern art. This integration would mean the negation of all exoticism. For it presupposes an understanding that removes the boundaries that are regrettably still emphasised by the question of the picturesquely local and maintained by intellectual provincialism. Such an effort at integration presupposes nothing less than a vision with which only the boldest dare to concern themselves today: the lifting of the barriers that separate man from his best qualities, the lifting of internal boundaries without which no external boundary can be definitively removed.25
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Hotel Fort Gary, Winnipeg 1913 (postcard)





They stop in the provincial town of Jasper, inhabited mainly by hunters and fur traders, and Paalen is taken on a tour of the national park by a fat man dressed as a boy scout. Near an inextricable forest edge, a bear trots to its bear business, deer make wide eyes in the green shade.26 In Jasper they change to a prehistoric local train, perhaps in Siberia you still see such antiquated carriages, with very high ceilings, lit by hanging paraffin lamps and equipped with incredible cast iron stoves in the corners.27 These wagons, crowded with a tightly packed crowd of silent Indians, exhale neither the safe smell of peasant gatherings nor the acrid steam of fishermen; it is rather an exotic, yellow fug that has impregnated itself into them. 28 Shortly after Jasper, the train already slows down, stretching like a cat, because passengers also have to climb up and down between the small railway stations, as the entire province of British Columbia is not yet connected to the rest of Canada by roads. A single passenger bus touches the tracks all the way to Prince Rupert, he writes in Paysage totémique, these are the beautiful moments of awakening in the night - when movement engulfs itself under the loss of hearing and takes all the black light with it - each signal is the co-knowing sign of a new dimension - and you know that in the morning it will open its scissors to a new land.29 In the diary we read at the same time: First Indian villages. It is Indians who climb onto the very old wagons. Poor heads, poor people loaded with children and poor suitcases. It is the annual departure for fishing, further down the coast. Pretty children press their cheeks and noses against the windows as they watch us pass. Some pretty little girls. The train, which has now taken on the veritable appearance of a circus train, now stops at Kitwanga as well as Woodcock, at Cadarvale as well as Docreen, at Pitman as well as Usk, as well as in the middle of the forest in between, and when you ask why, the answer comes again and again in a mysterious murmur: the salmon...30


During this time-stretching journey Paalen's diary swells: the first outdoor totem pole, jadegreen water. Big firs, cedars. Dead trees, grey. Small sandbanks, full of branches, of dead trees. Bogs, water, wild ducks, water fowl. Real blockhouses, loggers in lumber-jacks. Fraser River. Mac Bride: stops half an hour. A house made of wood, very pretty. Red and cream coloured houses. Scent of forest and grass. In Paysage totémique, too, the landscape coagulates into poetic-visual images in microformat: Oval pieces of water steam off, blinded by viscous algae mush, bordered by sombre, increasingly dense foliage; the scent of damp bark, of ponds. The firs become enormous, yellow cedars and king-sized "Douglas firs". Calcified tree stumps, mouths in the wire entanglement of dead branches, ice jams of insurmountably bristly, silvery stumps. Swamplands, bodies of water, ducks, loons. (...)The silver fox forest, the porcupine forest, the forest of cloud ridges. It soon becomes clear how the inner world of his paintings and his childhood form in Paalen's trains of thought, as if they were a good cushion for the anxious search for problematic points in the history of ideas and bold conclusions from his parallel reading, which would later come together to form an agonising inner construction site. This is expressed even more clearly in the diary: Perfect silence, colour of the most beautiful green, a velvety grey-green (like in my pictures), green on old gold. Later, opposite the sun, a strange prismatic cloud in the sky, very beautiful, like a small aureole of daytime northern light. The landscape resembles that of my paintings in more and more astonishing ways; so here are the great forests of my dreams, the great forests of North America that I have always wanted to see.
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Wolfgang Paalen with local guide in the forest near Skeena River, Mai 1939, Foto Eva Sulzer, SWP





The burnt trees, the roots sticking up in the air like wheels. The grey naked trees (ask for the cause, worms?). Memory of the castle in Silesia that suddenly became visible after the invasion of the beetles. (...)The most beautiful landscape I have ever seen - forest (Chateaubriand, Atala, Humboldt) - feeling of a very pure beauty - nature, etc.


Eva Sulzer now begins to use her Rolleiflex medium-format camera and, in close consultation with Paalen, to document the views in which the embryonic thoughts about time and perception, the flow between the seen, the remembered and the thinkable, seem to be confirmed in a foreboding way. The diary becomes a pictorial atlas of the simultaneity of past, present and future, in which Eva Sulzer's photos mark the points of intersection, and ultimately the ur-text for Paysage totémique, an open, unfinished ode to the transitory state of mind, in which the quintessence of his eponymous paintings crystallises once again.
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Skeena River bei Kispiox 1939, Foto Eva Sulzer, SWP
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Tsimshian totem pole near Kispiox 1939, Foto Eva Sulzer, SWP





One crosses the Fraser and the Skeena River - another deep gorge - such wonderfully uninhabited land after ever longer stops at vanishingly small railway stations, and Paalen has plenty of time to read and reflect. In a hundred years, he begins to shine as if with X-rays into the problem spots he has worked out beforehand, when the Germans (yes the Germans) will be here, this will all be fundamentally different. (Thoughts on the power of the testicles that will finally bring the bill of rights to free space, on the almost incomprehensible growth of Europe's population since 1800, on the plans of dictatorships to proclaim a crazy overpopulation and then to raise the clamour for new territories, on the repartition of the world). During the afternoon and the falling dusk, he formulates the first words of Paysage totémique: Beneath the impregnable vaults of their ageless forest, ever bristling with bears, eagles and wolves, hide the slagging wrecks of one of the most alien cultures man has created in the face of the shining copper moon.31 Driving at walking speed, he almost gets used to travelling leaning out of the window; even amazed that one can forget the vehicle so completely, he feels befogged by the stimulating fragrances of freshly cut red cedar wood with the so special spice of a good pencil, approximated perhaps by a fine dose of vetiver alone, mixed with jasmine and a nothingness of sandalwood - this is the soul of the great tree, this "Thuya gigantea", which is worked into heraldic pillars, houses, canoes, and whose bark clothes its forest folk.32 Again and again he focuses his gaze (and Eva Sulzer's camera) on the damp, wildly proliferating biotopes, the impenetrable undergrowth, the boggy grounds and other intermediate zones where the totem poles linger like forgotten memorials to the artistic vision and its particular states of mind, that has never been quite successfully destroyed or understood. I look at the only witness of the dawns to which no other sign of intelligence allows us to penetrate, at the most mysterious, the most hopelessly tenacious, which in the grottoes of prehistory heckled the painter as a plaything of the elements in his work, that in the attics of the great cities, haunted by hunger, still made him kind, that in the blood of vermin, if not his own, gave him the strength to daub the dungeon walls of civilisation - I look to the impulse to artistic creation, and it is this impulse from which I expect to find the path of human consciousness. More deeply rooted in time and space than any other mental strain, it alone remains to trace our message in the sandy bottom of our days, in the face of the spring tide of unprecedented bestiality. / I had to come to this unnoticed coastal area, to this art flowing like spring water from the scrub, to see for the first time, in a quite understandable way, the crevice line opening in the golden-brown iris of the Sphinx, which always presides at the transition from the vision to the visible.33
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Haida totem pole near Prince Rupert 1939 (with ears), Foto Marius Barbeau
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Haida totem pole near Prince Rupert 1939 (without ears) Foto Eva Sulzer, SWP
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Detail of the Haida totem pole near Prince Rupert 1939, Foto Eva Sulzer, SWP





After darkness falls, Paalen reads until arriving in Prince Rupert at 3am on 17 June - 11 hours late34 – The Lesson of Spain by Trotsky, not bad, but how many comments would have to be made on it; nevertheless, this man remains forever great for his conception of Permanent Revolution. For lack of other accommodation, they stay on the train until morning, which is baptised the Rain Train the following day. At the first glance out of the compartment through the fog-shrouded city, he catches sight of a first grouping of totem poles. (New) painting not too bad, essential to preserve them, but might be better replaced by a varnish. Breakfast is taken in the Commodore Café, a peculiar bar, the counter and benches behind half curtains, like in the compartment of a train. Ate a kind of large oatmeal pancake with sausages, very tasty, very strengthening. Rain. Wonderful, very old Haida totem pole (from the Queen Charlotte Islands). It is depicted in a photograph given to me by Dr Barbeau, on which it still had its ears attached (a lot could be said about the way the totem poles are treated). Old painting, only red and black. Strolling around the rainsoaked paths, he discovers the small museum of a curious pastor named P.R. Reverend (Pierce), half Tsimshian, his father came on the first Scottish ship to sail directly to Hudson Bay. 84 years. "Official Guide." Only interested in paying off his little guide lesson, sad old parrot. Explains the origin of the totem poles with the tattoos of the white sailors (sic), copied from the Indians. That's all! Abracadabra story of a cannibalistic scene pretending to have been seen by a young boy. (Subsequently very depressed, thoughts on the unpleasant side of this kind of research, investigation, etc.). Despite the rather sobering reality, Eva decides to stock up on film material in the only grocery shop in order to capture the moving impressions on celluloid. They agree to film heuristically whatever catches the eye or arouses interest, with the camera work switching back and forth between the three participants according to their mood. Before leaving, he buys another copperplate, this time with a beautiful drawing, bought for $26. Also bought some whalebone necklaces - necklaces that Giacometti might have made when he conceived his "Palace at Six in the Morning".


Between errands, he summarises his impressions in writing for Paysage totémique, and this time, with Alice's lively participation, his words turn into an exorbitantly sensual ode to the forests, their silence, solitude and the time that refracts against them, as in a prism, and which finally feels itself back with the moors and marshes into the most hidden ramifications of welling primordial fears, beyond which the sources of life hide just as much as the sources of thought:
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Haida totem pole near Prince Rupert 1939, Foto Eva Sulzer, SWP





Our era, with its systematically hypertrophied herd instinct, considers isolation the greatest evil and there is no longer anything to do with the unsociable pride of the old squatter who, like a silvan god, made off for miles into the deepest forest (...). At last I see them other than as in a dream, these great forests of North America. The "lands of silence", as the Indians say, the antennas of light of all the silence of the New World, the crowns where the nets of the sky moisten and dry. Barely perceptible, in the breath of thought, the grainy curvature of the stars bobs on the shafts of these wonderful pillars that almost motionlessly hold up eternity above the northern hemisphere. / An immeasurable slow motion so that the gaze confuses the ear into believing that the wooden creaking is itself the creaking of the feathers of time. Maple trees without end, the giant cedars and dark yews of the majestic firs, the Douglas firs; the light red firs, all kinds of haughty conifers and alders, the larches, ponderosa pines and balsam firs with their intoxicating aromas like the balm of outdoor life, the mighty lords of the hemlocks, the mad hellebores said to cure madness - and the tide of ferns billowing rhythmically and flamingly over the breast swellings of the earth as if they themselves were the pulsing of their mighty breath. Across it every imaginable horizon, wave upon wave forming whitecaps of ever new mountains and hills piled over ridges, beds of blue smoke in the distance, the eternal assault of the wandering dunes, the armies of a life so victorious that their burning green as far as the eye can reach can only become one with the rumble of the immense organ of an inexhaustible stream that sings to us of silence! / Where the undergrowth barely lifts, everything depends on the tenderness of the glades. At the slightest gesture of the sun, the land of the foxes occupies itself with the bare nerves and tough octopuses of dead wood, stained with gold under the sparkling praise of mosquitoes, hiding under the fleece of sphagnum moss. But hardly has the barrenness of the cedars and larches regained their canopy than the forest turns a dark face again. Now the ivory ancestors of the hemlocks emerge, doomed to haunt like paralysed phantoms, trailing their pack of lichens on black tree stumps. Further away, mock battles play out, mirages of mating. Colossal tree trunks, wedged together like monumental clubs in their breathtaking fall, giants shattered by lightning, and these, Laocoönesques, carved into a thousand serpentine arms, all too tortured bronze, all too angrily intertwined, so as not to cast doubt on the claimed suffering sweetness of vegetal death struggles. Stripped of their storm, their roots do cartwheels during their formidable undressing. Stones are mixed in fat cables, fibrous lashings, unable to free themselves from their clutches during the annihilating fall, from their secret armourings, their subterranean riggings, the very bowels of the earth give themselves a grand spectacle in wild freedom, undulating gently in Gorgonian nests, in absurd pipes, rods, monstrous veins, all grandly sexual and yet strangely uninterested, perhaps because of the emerald omnipresence of a sovereignly impartial tree-grubber. Oh you young lances, you red cedars, who watch over the emerald sleep of the giants as over a lost species, gulped down by the voluptuous nip of the moors and mercilessly melted into a mush whose old poisons are still visible as foam - who watch over the dream, fibrous with these ancestors, rolled in the sooty tub of the moors (.... ), you know all about these deceased, sucked up by the tedious caress of tinder, the great broken ones, rolled up in the scaly shrouds of embers by the implacable patience of the swamp, which only in the light of the will-o'-thewisps and under the indifferent eye of the lynx distils from the topsoil the elixir of protein, this black and fat water. / Diving under the vault, the eye suddenly finds itself in the midst of the forest facing the oldest of all fears, the fear in the throat of the locust. The green fear, the mother of all fears. Not in the bluegreen of the underwater world, not in the sulphur-white of twilight, but in the opaline breath of the first days, in the subliminal light of the forest, ring after ring, life is reflected in its mystery. Ridiculous hierarchies! If only speculation would cease to be hypnotised on its chalk-marked trajectory, would it not see rolling up from above and below into infinity what it thought were degrees, steps of a pyramid whose summit pretended to rise from the vacuum of reason? And wherein would the fruit deny the flower? In what would the deed deny thought when it sets out into the spirals of galaxies that are as unfathomable as the atomic flurry that rises at the edge of the conceivable?35


On the following Monday, 19 June, the three artists, accompanied by genuine small circus music, embarked on the legendary passenger liner HMCS Prince Robert, operating since 1932 under British flag exactly on the northern route from Seattle through the enchanted island world of British Columbia up to Alaska, that Paalen had at heart: Towards Ketchikan. Islands, always wonderfully wild, completely uninhabited, forest darker, more the colour of lichen than in Canada. From now on there is filming, careful glances over the island world, the forests, the water and the sky, which are described in such detail in the diaries. At times, the landscape is so shrouded in rain that you can hardly see anything. Paalen uses the long days and nights to indulge in his research. His thoughts again circle around the contrasts between European culture and the mother-law cultural forms of the indigenous tribes, the concept of time and the secrets of visual inspiration. Like a bullet point, he sets thought markers on his inner map, which he spreads out in front of him under the aspect of paternal fixation:


Story of Flaubert's "Letter from Egypt", where he tells us that he accurately foresaw the colour of the bird droppings on the heads and shoulders of the colossal statues. The "memory of the future", the idea of time. Nowadays it is "conceivable" that the past and the future touch each other - just as parallels touch each other, which only the physics (...) of the previous century (of mechanistic materialistic origin) separated completely forever. Modern conception - physics of time in Schopenhauer (equally in: "Über das Geistersehen und was damit zusammenhängt"). Schopenhauer, perhaps the philosophical precursor of the theory of relativity. One day he will exact a blatant revenge. Schopenhauer and nominalism, German realism. Word of Bismarck about him (who had lunch in Frankfurt in the same hotel), word of Bismarck quoted at the beginning of Ludwig's book36. (Hegel), Wagner and Schopenhauer. Wagner and the German spirit. Böcklin. Grail. Chateaubriand. See Nietzsche against Wagner.
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Tlingit totem poles, Ketchikan 1939, Foto Eva Sulzer, SWP





Wagner and Schopenhauer. Schopenhauer - Wagner - Weininger. Weininger - Kafka. Weininger - Psychoanalysis. Modern conception of time. Reichenbach / Hegel. I've never been able withhold from believing that Hegel discovered dialectics in a similar way that Columbus discovered America. Hegel, who never clarified the complex "God". Germany, cradle of the great secular boasts: Protestantism, Marxism, racism. Protestantism: awakening of Germanic racism, the Bible in "German". Word of Paracelsus about Luther and the Pope: "The two whores who quarrel over the same shirt". In Protestantism, the idea of the "father" remains completely untouched, logical view of Luther - nevertheless, one should not be deceived by the contemporary slogan of class struggle to the point of losing all historical reason! Marxism: attempt to free itself from the father complex, to replace it. Thwarted by insufficient understanding of the deeper sources of life, the problem of faith. Tragedy of a Robespierre, a Trotsky. Racism (and ideas of Chateaubriand). Complete return to the paterneal fixation, etc.


It's as if you can hear Joseph Roth, who is supposed to have said that Hitler was "only the last fart of Luther"37, except that here the maternal perspective on the future was missing. That almost all of the names mentioned were to form the cornerstones of the diagnostic reappraisal of the German tragedy only a few years later, which the German cultural intelligentsia in exile in particular had to strive for, not without despair, could only be anticipated by Paalen at that time. In vain, however, one would look here for his perspective by which he wanted to illuminate things, and which had obviously long since capitulated to a kind of overriding idea: replacement of outdated beliefs, errors and proposals for correction. Thoughts on the endangerment of the human in paternally fixated belief systems. All in all, it is hard to avoid the superficial impression that the romantic spirit that Wagner exalted leads directly to political crime - a thesis that, thanks to a master's thesis on Wagner and Hitler by the young Harvard graduate Peter Viereck, will reach all the way to Thomas Mann next year. Viereck published his essay Metapolitics, From the Romantics to Hitler, which influenced the genesis of Thomas Mann's war novel Doktor Faustus, published in 1947 while he was still in exile. The novel was originally intended to reflect Germany's path from religious sterility to political excess through the fate of an artist.38 Was the present tragedy to be pinned on the irrational, romantic potential of German feeling and thinking? Hadn't Paalen just written an ode to the lonely and ecstatic poet that couldn't be more in keeping with the Romantic spirit? So if a connection was to be made between bestiality and romanticism, then in what form? Whether Paalen was aware of Viereck's theses is not known, but it is also not important, since the lines of thought in his diaries clearly prove that he was concerned with possible inferences of this kind on the basis of his own reflection – without, of course, abandoning the thoroughly romantic perspective that he used on this very journey to approach his spaces of feeling. It is striking how easy Paalen seems to find it to separate out under the cover of paternal fixation and the accusation of realism what Thomas Mann manages in a completely different way with his highly gifted but heart-cool Leverkühn: to save the core of Romanticism, Mann's Doctor Faustus becomes a general reckoning with a German type whose pseudo-romantic inwardness and unfulfilled desire for the Dionysian state of being catapults him to his downfall, bypassing true romantic sensibility: the prohibition of love he imposes on himself after being infected with syphilis with a prostitute. The brutal, anti-human element of Nazism, which Paalen focuses on in his diagnoses, comes into play in Mann's work through figures such as Dr. Chaim Breisacher and Dr. Sixtus Kridwiß, in whose speeches Leverkühn's unspoken possibilities are reflected, as it were. From the outset, Paalen seems to be completely capricious about the historical errors and omissions, the worldly boasts of the Germans, which were able to flourish under the protective power of the paternal prohibition of love. The essence of historical romanticism is equally left out of the equation, the romantic man conceivable as a murdering beast, as would later turn out to be the case, but without any direct causal reference. He was interested in what could be important as a lesson for the world, for the earth and its people, and there the instinct to kill, the instinct of Hades, was just as valid an assigning function within an omnilateral dynamic of the human psyche as the romantic infatuation to devotion until death. But there is one thing that remains with him, that raw, brutal drive of the inner adversary, from which the Romantic with his tender feeling for the spaces at the limits of life could not be further removed, for it is precisely these that can illuminate the fragile balance between death and life. So as not to fall prematurely into the trap of superficial cause-and-effect thinking, he concentrates with a keen eye on the beliefs of consciousness in which these sensations are channelled as driving forces: the almost accidental development of dialectics from Hegel's early theological writings, Nietzsche's rejection from Götzendämmerung (Twilight of the Idols: "Nothing is easier to wipe away than a dialectic effect" 39 ), Schopenhauer's Buddhist-i nspired insistence that concepts such as God or dialectics were human abstractions and in themselves without reality (nominalism), which Hegel then countered with his notoriously counter-Romantic, naive realism "What is reasonable, that is real; and what is real, that is reasonable".40 This was the realism debate that Meier-Graefe had launched in the face of the escalating Wagner and Böcklin cult in Germany. The German-Jewish writer Emil Ludwig, who later most zealously advocated the collective guilt thesis in Thomas Mann's circle41, in his book Bismarck. Ein psychologischer Versuch in 1911 had quoted a comment by Bismarck about Schopenhauer that sounds like an early commitment to precisely this faith-realism ("How can one have faith, attain happiness, when words are unreal?"42). Is our language (including that of art) a vehicle, meaningful in itself, that conveys to us the real presence of the gods, without which we cannot be happy? It was precisely this fundamental error that Nietzsche reproached his hitherto highly admired Wagner for, after seeing Parzival with its Christian interpretation of the Grail legend, as as helpless, broken, sinking before the Christian cross. With Böcklin, the Wagnerian realism of faith was successfully exemplified in the visual arts as well, against which Julius Meier-Graefe then ran up a storm. When art tips over into reality, then the real gods are no longer far away.


Many of the following cross-connections seem inspired by reading Otto Weininger, whose Geschlecht und Charakter, together with Nietzsche's Nietzsche contra Wagner, he warmly recommends to André Breton in his next letter from Vancouver (Have reread Nietzsche contra Wagner and in part a rather childish and comical book by a young Viennese, named Otto Weininger, who killed himself shortly before the war at the age of 21, Geschlecht und Charakter (on Wagner, Nietzsche, anti-Semitism) - strange traces of light in a bitter metaphysical fog43). Again, it is not the cultural roots, the breeding ground of German identity, that interest him (in contrast to Thomas Mann), it is the wrong thoughts, the lack of ability to think in general, yes, perhaps the incomprehensible stupidity, under cover of which animalistic crime has cut such a large trail through the deeply felt human reason that still dominated the cultured mind in the age of genius. Paalen was able to mirror the tragic self-hatred of the Jew Otto Weininger here, in which the heated and angry reckoning with the female parts of German Romanticism turned into a general attack on an allegedly Jewish-feminised culture, of which this author then inevitably saw himself as a victim. Paalen probably therefore puts Weininger on a line of comparison with Kafka (Letter to the Father) and psychoanalysis (Oedipus complex): Father complexes must be worked through. Elsewhere, reference is made to Wagner - Nietzsche, examples of the great German dichotomy. How is this to be understood? Nietzsche's Dionysian is the right feeling that brings man back to nature transformed into love, and this ecstatic unity with the chthonic world substance of the feminine is what Wagner's music is supposed to achieve, at least that was Nietzsche's hope; but when he notices how the former ideal is forming itself into a church congregation in which artificial gods are once again worshipped, he turns away. After the master's death, Wagner's revolutionary art religion had become a haven of abysmal unfreedom in Bayreuth, and Paalen apparently wanted to fire a first warning shot in the direction of Breton, which was followed two years later by his turning away from Surrealism because he saw its essential concerns surrounded by pseudo-clerical forces and dogmas. The historical arc of secular boasts is then daring: Luther is punished for his strict image of God the Father (paid for with the complete sacrifice of the Catholic cult of Mary, the Jewish mother of God, and thus the extensive abandonment of grace as a ritually lived religious category), Marxism is presumably reprimanded for having thwarted Engels' initial enthusiasm for Bachofen and the mother's right over time in favour of imperious-totalitarian power politics (a side blow probably also to the fact that the fathers of many revolutionaries, including Lenin, were respected members of the ruling establishment and their sons hated it so much because they hated their fathers themselves). Finally, National Socialism is still pilloried via the diversions of Germanic racism - Luther had already laid the foundations here, whereby Paalen presumably meant the late reformer's merciless position towards witches, whom he released for killing, and Jews, whom he compared to the already declared outlawed 'gypsies' and wanted to be treated with his famous 'sharp mercy': burn Jewish houses and synagogues, forbid rabbis to teach under threat of the death penalty, etc.. With the real denial of human dignity and his outbursts in sometimes vulgar faecal language, he laid the foundation for the racially based anti-Semitism of the 19th century, which Paalen also detects in Francois-René de Chateaubriand. Presumably, while reading the Memoirs from Beyond the Grave of the French diplomat and romantic writer, he had just stumbled across a sentence that could justify the widespread prejudice on Chateaubriand as an ultra-reactionary opponent of the revolution and diligent repeater of the anti-Semitic stereotypes of his time: "In this race, the women are much more beautiful than the men; they seem to have escaped better from the curse that lies over their fathers, their husbands and their children."44


Around midnight the ship leaves Ketchikan. Paalen wakes up in the morning around 6 am, Rain. Almost nothing to see. Headache. I stay in the saloon to read Chateaubriand, to take notes. As soon as the misty veil of rain lifts, the cinematic gaze turns congenial to the diary entries in a passage past the forest of silver-grey trees, all in the hues of very old whale bones. Uniquely misshapen trees, "natural" totem poles ("ready-mades"). Exactly in the style of some of my paintings. Without much of a break, they continue to Sitka, the Canada-Alaska customs station, and they leave the ship to view the Islands of Enchantment from land: Customs Commissioner, Old Rascal. Hotel Erler full, we go to the Hotel Bay View. As at Erler, fat, chubby Finnish people. Big noise from the wood sawmill opposite our window. Here we are with one foot in Siberia. Musty smell of old samovar. Church more chalotte than onion. Baroque ornamentation inside. Priest with indecipherable accent showing unpleasant treasures. Here, too, after a more or less unsuccessful search for saleable objects, he is left with plenty of time to read and reflect, with thoughts revolving again and again around the role of time in our memory. What influence does generic, inherited memory have on inner vision? The visionary qualities in the ritual, totemic art seem to speak of a different conception of time, which he - following an old intuition - wants to think ever more closely together with the insights of the new physics:


I return to thoughts about time. What tree would sprout without the memory of the future? At the crucial point of the interference (interdependence) of past and future, the most disturbing of all problems arises: that of heredity. Many of these mysteries would undoubtedly be explained by a new conception of the phenomenon of "time". Our conception of time, of past and future, still remains perspectivist (in perspective). But geometrically speaking, this time should present itself much more strongly as a curve. See the books on this, Reichenbach, Bachelard, the English. The curvilinear conception of time (check the connection with relativity) would allow us - as Schopenhauer rightly pre-sensed in "Geistersehen" - to explain some puzzles of simultaneity, of pre-sensing and perhaps of the "hasard objectif". Perhaps this thinking should be brought together with my idea about imagination, surprise.
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WP with whale bone, Sitka 1939, Foto Eva Sulzer, SWP





The next day, word has already spread that some Europeans are in town looking for indigenous art. An old gold miner named Haley approaches him on the street, saying he has heard that I am looking for "Indian relicts". The charisma of an honest drifter. Shortly afterwards, Paalen is photographed by Eva as the proud owner of a carved whalebone, which he later learns is the magic wand of a shaman. He said he immediately recognised that it was a valuable, old piece because it was carved into a bone that had not been boiled. For the last 50 years, whales have had their fat removed by boiling and the bones thus obtained are whiter and drier. This piece, moreover, must have been kept inside a house to retain some of its oil, which gives it the appearance of a yellowish grey stone. He also acquires a whale bone bowl, a wooden dancing hat (very beautiful) and a very beautiful Tlingit comb from a chief who was married to a white woman. After this all-round successful day, the mood rises again, the desire for the even wilder regions in the northern coastal areas of Alaska. Walk, in the evening. Quiet bay, blue-grey in all shades of silver. Water steel blue, colour salmon belly. Rare whiteness on the mountains, blurred in dense fog, the same characteristic as that of the Eskimo masks. (...)Rare beautiful grey-blue of the mountains around the bay, mountains without heaviness, without weight, suspended mountains, impression of the great north. The ghosts of the cold.


After a night at the Bay View Hotel, the three board a small seaplane with a young, blond pilot, whom we shake hands with as they did in the "heroic" era of aviation, heading for Juneau, glimpsing from above countless islands and islets, thrown like bear skins onto a vast parquet of opal. A small lonely iceberg floats above the smooth sea in dark steel, it seems lit up by a green flame inside. Paalen wanted to start his explorations of the local terrain from the very north, a few artworks were acquired here as well and, now heading south again, a small seaplane took off towards the small Alaskan town of Wrangell, where the legendary merchant Walter C. Waters kept two shops. Wrangell with its little houses looks like an old woodcut from one of those adventure books that gave me so much pleasure as a child, and which were all about hunting whales, log cabins, igloos and ice caves. Wrangell Hotel. His secret messenger, old Bill with his green visor on his skull, giving him the incurable appearance of an old lithographer, takes charge of our luggage and we enter the Wrangell Hotel via a foot scraper, all wood like all the other houses. On the right, reception room. Two enormous moose heads frame the key box with their profile of the Kings of France. Large window overlooking the street. Behind it, six chairs stand in a row, occupied by individuals of reasonably stupid appearance, busy staring at the street with a gloomy eye. Embarrassing for the Finnish. Heavily made-up patroness, Haida mestizine, sipping glasses from dawn till dusk, has as lover the young bartender, of decrepit appearance. In the other room - they are divided by the stairs - is the bar, mestizos, Indians, adventurers (above a door: "Beer Parlor" and below: "Carics entrance"). Same compartments as in the other pubs.


The next morning, he impatiently seeks out the dealer in town. Waters was a retired postman and fur trader who, on his extensive delivery routes, reached the remotest villages and began collecting and trading in Native American art, which he hoarded mainly in his Bear Totem Store 45 . Paalen had probably heard of the monumental work before, after Waters had given one of his shops its name, because when he finally stands in front of the locked door, he enthusiastically recognises the wonderful "house front" in the background through the window. In the second equally dim shop, after some waiting, W.C.W. finally appears, prickly as a hedgehog and ill-awakened, and leads him back into the main store, a real shop from the Thousand and One Nights - there is everything: Tlingit and Haida dance masks, Chilkat blankets, Narval teeth, Eskimo kayaks, Eskimo tools and whistles, countless mammoth teeth and tusks, an indefinable object that I think is part of a kayak. To my question, W. answers with an evasive hum - he later explains to me that it is the sex of a whale, which he could not tell me in front of the ladies (sic). In the other shop: medicine-doctor outfit (mask of a dead slave), combs, canoe paddles. High-keeled canoe like the Viking barques. Old construction of light wood, radiating the same grotesque despair as some of Max Ernst's early paintings and collages. Adorable little boy with blue trousers hiding at the corner of a pile house. Stake houses at the harbour.
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Wrangell Hotel, Wrangell c. 1910 (postcard)





He quickly makes a kind of friendship of convenience with Bill, who introduces him to George in a miserable hole, an old man with a frog's head, intelligent eyes, rather contemptuous and very drunk, and supposedly the last chief of the Shakes, the tribe for whom the house front had once served as a totem. Desolate and empty, the other Indian survivors of old Wrangell, of which only a totem pole (remains), topped by a bear covered in thick moss fur, appear in his terse account like degraded extras for the souvenir trade Waters maintains. At dinner in the City Café, he notices a girl with very protruding cheekbones, married to a drunken Norwegian, occasionally a sailor. She tells him for $1 (price set by her father) the story of her totem pole, which I even find in the evening in the ethnographic-tourist advertising brochure, at the end of a poem about the Northern Lights, blessed by the entrepreneur W.C.W., who does not hesitate to invoke the Northern Lights, although it is to sell his buttons made of supposedly fossil ivory. A shaggy young man staggering up from the table asks me the time. The answer that it is 7 o'clock does not satisfy him, he wants to know if it is evening or morning, making me understand that he has been drinking his whiskey here for two days.
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View into Walter C. Waters´ Bear Totem Shop with the Stikine Tlingit bear house wall, Wrangell, around 1938, SWP





The next day, the three travellers, together with Waters and his sons, set off by boat for the offshore islands. A doe watches us from a distance as we moor at the small island. Real forest of water spirits, enormous firs, myriads of caribou dams46 hanging raggedly from it. Mire. Snakes, moss iguanas. All this in completely inaccessible places. Shortly afterwards Waters finds the shaman's grave he was looking for: kind of small log cabin perfectly square. Waters and his sons are amazed, as they know of another grave nearby that has long been plundered. This grave is completely intact. Must be well over 100 years old. The large cedar trunks are totally worm-eaten and the old bronze paint cedes easily. In the film, the scene of the brutal tomb looting appears, with Paalen and his companions looking on in amazement: The Waters family attack the tomb without apparent hesitation, from above and below at the same time. The old man has quickly managed to climb all the way in and his children divide up the booty, which he hands them through a hole he has made from below: Remnants of red cedar bark cloth, remnants of a cap, a chilkat blanket, small bird bones, perhaps deposited by some beaver or some ferret, remnants of a completely worm-eaten wooden box, rotting phosphorescent wood, wood turned into fire sponge by the secular rain. (When the story of Noah was first told to the Indians, they found this little 40-day rain ridiculous!) Bones, some of which had an extremely vivid red spread over their sides. Inexplicable phenomenon until Waters finds a "magic wand" with stylised octopus eyeballs painted in the same red.


In the film, Waters himself appears shortly afterwards, visibly satisfied, rowing the boat back towards Wrangell. On the way they pass a small island that looks exactly like Böcklin's "Island of the Dead", the cypresses had been replaced by dark fir trees, and in Wrangell he encounters more eye-catchers at the market: great Eskimo masks, whale phallus, old cables, two small very old statues in mammoth ivory (Eskimo). One was used to make fire, the hole for the pilot drill (look for the exact term) to make the spark come out is exactly at the place of this man's heart and this cavity was sealed by ice with a green stone enclosed in a wood for more than a thousand years - this small statue and another, female, amazingly resembling the queens of the Cyclades, were found at the place of a dwelling that was swallowed by every flood for a long time. Whether he acquired the whale phallus at the market or from Waters is not noted, nor are the circumstances of what was probably the most important acquisition of his life as a collector: the 4.6 x 2.7 meter house wall depicting a mother bear, which he would later publish in DYN 47 and which, along with the whale phallus, would grace his studio in San Angel for almost ten years.
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WP and Alice watching W.C.Waters and his sons looting a tomb, island near Wrangell 1939, Foto Eva Sulzer, SWP
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Alice with Tlingit totem pole, Wrangell 1939, Foto Eva Sulzer, SWP





Waters had acquired the impressive totem in 1933 from the widow of Chief Shakes, the chief of the Stikine Tlingit tribe from the Wrangell region along the Stikine River, who had died in 1916. Shakes had been the chief since the 1880s and led the so-called Nan yan-yi clan of the Shinkukedi, or the Wolf part of this tribe, which was traditionally organised matrilineally into two groups called moieties. The mothers of the respective groups organised the Tlingit clans, owned their houses and decided on the tenure and spouses of their children, who were only allowed to marry into the other group to avoid incest. Tlingit mythology is full of stories about the ability of their closest animal relatives to appear as humans or marry humans, which also forms the spiritual background of the house wall. It is constructed of red cedar boards placed vertically against each other and is both carved in low relief and painted. It probably dates to around 1840 or earlier and depicts a large brown bear, signifying a kind of crown of this Tlingit clan lineage. It recalls the myth of an ancestor who was abducted by a shebear and married her. She became a half-bear, half-human hybrid and gave birth to halfbeings who founded the Shakes clan.
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Stikine Tlingit house wall, c. 1840 (today Denver Art Museum)





The work was already exceptionally well documented in Paalen's era because it was repeatedly photographed over several decades in the house that the chief inhabited and that was known to the relevant ethnologists. It is possible that Barbeau brought it to his attention or that he learned about it in New York or already in Paris from Levy-Bruhl or other members of the Societé des Américanistes and even planned his trip to acquire the wall. Before it was used as an exterior decoration of a more modern wooden house at the beginning of the century, the earlier photos show it inside a clan house, separating the Yitsati rooms, i.e. the chief's rooms, from the other rooms and clearly showing the totem's significance as a sign of power and greatness. Just as important as the historical classification and interpretation, which Paalen had the Tlingit expert Georges T. Emmons 48 explain to him by letter again in 194449, was for Paalen the semiabstract pictorial language in this painting of enormous size, carved in semi-relief, the spatial plasticity with which the head and limbs, faces of half-human, half-animal nature seemed to move. In front of the viewer, this painting builds up almost like a threatening, growing spirit being that looks at the viewer silently, questioningly. Transitus and defence, threat and at the same time invitation to enter the mother's womb through the open thighs, thus into an implicit space before birth, a certain danger, reverence perhaps, that accompanies such a step, are perhaps the most immediate sensations in front of this painted wall, which seemed to fill precisely the boundary between the visioned and the real figure, which he also dealt with in his paintings. No sooner was the purchase by the three Europeans perfect than the wall was placed outside and Paalen, dressed as a shaman with a mask and a Chilkat ceremonial cloak50 peering through the abdominal opening, had himself photographed before it was shipped to Mexico in pieces.
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Stikine Tlingit house wall before 1930 used as house front
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WP with Shaman´s (íxt) mask in the Stikine house wall 1939, Foto Eva Sulzer
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Shaman´s (íxt) mask representing a female bear (yéik of a bear), wood (Alnus rubra or Cupressus nootkatensis), mineral pigments, Tlingit 19th century, acquired in Wrangell, Mai 1939, Foto Sotheby´s
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Kispiox (Gitxsan Village) with Tlingit totem poles 1939, Foto Eva Sulzer, SWP





How long the conspicuous trio stayed in Wrangell is unclear. They probably used the time until the appointment with Marius Barbeau in Prince Rupert at the beginning of August for an extended stay in the region around Hazelton and Kispayax (today Kispiox), where they took up quarters for the last weeks of July to visit the reservations of the Tsimshian, Haida and Kwakiutl nations. In the village of Kispayax with its long Tsimshian totem poles, to which a separate shot in the film and several photos are dedicated, Paalen notes The storm. A funnel of dark clouds sucks the luminous crest from the snowy mountain. The storm wind shakes the trees, called Ghileadret resin; the first thunder is greeted by the long howl of the dogs in the village. Horses gallop between totems. Names: Abel Tate, Adam Snow, Eidigk. An old Indian woman arrives, unpacks an alarm clock and places it carefully on the table; she points at it with a stiff finger and says in a meaningful voice: "He's lying". In fact, the alarm clock was two hours late.


The diary Voyage Nord-Ouest ends in Kispiox (Gitxsan Village) with a long art-philosophical reflection that could be read as an aphorism on the birth of abstraction from the spirit of American Indian painting. Everything that Paalen would write about painting in DYN and develop in his own painting in the 1940s is outlined here:


Art. Primitive art: always symmetrical balance. All Eskimo masks, without exception, make grimaces. Even the profile paintings (on stone or carved). In the oldest art, profiles. The number one. To every visual conception corresponds an order of thought. 1 = the human being indistinguishable from his environment. The art of the number two, man as an entity equal to his environment. The world view is expressed by two equal, symmetrical perceptions. Two halves everywhere. Painting is the expression of abstract, spiritualised visualisation, and consequently art receives its adult, modern development through this. The number two is thus obsolete. (...) Emotional power, moment of eternity at all stages of art do not depend at all on the degree of consciousness reached - we all do - because for us the primordial is due to memory. On the contrary, we would be incapable of having the same feeling; in the 18th century we were still preoccupied with the visual problem of conscience. Art, nowadays adult, world-wide. Time. Curvilinear time, and not the straight line. Because the curvilinear time, emotional power of time (of conscience) remains almost unchanged at any level of development.


At the beginning of August, they reached Prince Rupert again and made an excursion to the Queen Charlotte Islands together with Barbeau, who euphorically informs Seligmann in a letter from Prince Rupert to Paris on 10 August. 51 Based on the earliest reports, Paalen, supported by the research of the greatest living authority on British Columbia culture, W.A. Newcombe, in Totem Art would, however, reject Barbeau's claims about the age of the custom involving the erection of the totem poles right at the beginning.52 "Dear Paalen," Newcombe replied to a personal enquiry in 1941, "I am not surprised at your annoyance at Barbeau's fantastic assertions concerning British Columbia art. An art which I believe was perfectly established when the whites discovered the coast."53 For the primordial meaning Paalen wanted to give to the totem poles as the centres of an ancient, religious ancestor cult that had slowly developed over the centuries into a hieratic high culture, proof of their originality was essential, and he was not to rest in Mexico until he had scoured all available travel records of the first European navigators from James Cook, Jeremiah Dixon, Robert Bartlett, James Douglas, Bartholomew Roberts, Jacques Aymar de Roquefeuil and Étienne Marchand to the Spanish conquistadors Alessandro Malaspina and José Camacho for evidence to support his view.
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Tlingit totem pole in Kispiox (Gitxsan Village) 1939, Foto Eva Sulzer, SWP
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Sea lion house pole, Mamalilacoola (’Mimkwamlis or Village Island) 1939, Foto Eva Sulzer, SWP
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House skellet, Mamalilacoola (’Mimkwamlis or Village Island) 1939, Foto Eva Sulzer, SWP





Between the islands, surreal-looking objects on a local fishing boat are filmed in strikingly long takes, a wooden post with a kind of homemade wind direction indicator or a stranded root as a work of art worked by time, as described by Paul Valery in Eupalinos54 - as if to point to the simultaneity of the origins of cult, art and mental attunement that he would expound so extensively in Totem Art. And then we witness the impressive landing on Village Island: Slowly, the view approaches the large carved totems and we enter with the three artists the half-ruined gate to the large Community House in Mimkwamlis, the main village of the Mamlilikala tribe55 of the Kwakiutl, which he would declare the pivot of his painting in the third and last part of Paysage totémique: when the gate to this large Community House opened as if by magic, I knew I had not done anything arbitrary (with my paintings).56 We follow the camera's eye to the triple totem with its headdress of wild plants, as if they were announcements of his tripolar paintings created in Mexico in the 1940s; graze the colossal architectural elements with their notched beams, which he compares to Doric columns in DYN;57 and we see in one long shot the large Kwakiutl mother totem with Paalen gently touching the swollen belly (also pictured in DYN 2), see him, once alone, once with Alice, walking past another totem as if it were standing in Vienna's Citypark.
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House skellet, Mamalilacoola (’Mimkwamlis or Village Island) 1939, Foto Eva Sulzer, SWP





Before crossing to Vancouver, one more important visit was on the agenda: the Canadian painter Emily Carr (1871 - 1945), who lived in a Victorian villa in Victoria after a peculiarly undecided artistic life between academic studies in Paris and reclusive assimilation to the Indian cultures of British Columbia. She was a specialist in the various styles of totem poles of her region and combined this favourite subject in her paintings with dramatic echoes of French Impressionism. The Paalens and Eva were delighted and acquired a drawing58 before reaching Vancouver via Alert Bay59 around 20 August, where Paalen finds a letter from Breton in the post from the previous month. "You are all three my great friends of the "heart". We are far beyond the stage of mere spiritual affinity," Breton writes wistfully, "now I rose with great nervousness against the idea we expressed when you left Europe and the terrible fear that rose up again in me of no longer finding that sensitive place among us that bound us together." He briefly notes his plan to leave La Larvie in four days, Jaqueline would spend a week or two in Antibes with Dora and Picasso, while he would accompany "the little girl" to Brittany. "Then Paris, but without enthusiasm. I don't see much possibility for community activity in Surrealism and I always wonder if the magazine, whose publication is expected by the end of October, will live to see its day. For my part, I have done nothing here except a fruitful commentary on the religious war that dominated the change from the 17th to the 18th century in France."60
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Community House, Mamalilacoola (’Mimkwamlis or Village Island) 1939, Foto Eva Sulzer, SWP
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WP with triple totem poles, Mamalilacoola (’Mimkwamlis or Village Island) 1939, Foto Eva Sulzer, SWP





Paalen replies promptly on 21 August that he could not really live without the idea of finding myself with you at the centre of my existence. It was never a question for us to "leave" Europe. Paris and Breton were always at the forefront of all of their undertakings. In all discoveries and endeavours, they always felt they were in spiritual dialogue with him. He was attempting an understanding of indigenous painting through the study of science, had great expectations for Mexico and hoped for a productive meeting after his return. Current politics can only diminish my best efforts. It resembles too much the games of the half tragic - half unfortunate that you talk about on the occasion of Cézanne in Amour fou - traced back to the fact that we have to make riddles in a game in which we know neither the cards nor the rules. He would be in Mexico in a few days and would be back in New York in February, the exhibition at Levy's was planned for April 1940. Then, I think, let's go back. However, an addendum to a letter the following day puts this thought into perspective again: the newspapers report on Ribbentrop's new trip to Moscow and comment firmly on the reinforcement of the new " company Staler & Hitlin ", if this is true, war seems inevitable to me, I hadn't realised that all the nightmares were nothing against the bulls unleashed worse than ever - perhaps you will be mobilised again ... Breton should please send the next letter to Diego Rivera's address in Mexico.61
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Golden Gate International Exhibition (Treasure Island) with the great Pacifica statue, San Francisco 1939





During their stay in San Francisco in early September, the three visit the site of the Golden Gate International Exposition, which had been set up on the artificially raised Treasure Island to mark the opening of the Golden Gate Bridge. In addition to Arthur Brown's Tower of the Sun, Calvary stagings reenacting the conquest and settlement of Indian territories in the open air, a giant Pacifica statue and various party zones, it also housed the monumental Pacific Cultures exhibition with over 1500 objects from all the indigenous peoples of the Pacific coasts, including British Columbia, Central and South America. For the first time, the arc from the Asian cultures of origin to the American indigenous peoples became directly visible here.62 In the midst of old memories of his father's age, the unshakeable faith in the achievements of Western civilisation that had spurred him on in his extraordinary accomplishments, in the midst of the solemn unification of all peoples under the sign of progress, which was to be given the halo of glory once again here at tremendous expense, the news of the outbreak of war takes the three Europeans by surprise. On 1 September Hitler had invaded Poland, England and France declared war on Germany immediately afterwards and British Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain, still convinced of his policy of appeasement, had 6 million leaflets dropped over Germany to convince the people of their right to peace and to call for resistance. "Ridiculous propaganda leaflets," Göring let it be known, "Chamberlain may know something about umbrellas, but he knows nothing about German propaganda." Their "good style", he added, could only be "the work of émigrés - Jews and other scoundrels", alluding to the quotations in them from Lion Feuchtwanger, who, paradoxically, was interned a little later by French authorities in the Les Milles concentration camp as an enemy alien and potential collaborator. 63 After German bomber squadrons had mercilessly reduced Warsaw to rubble, some British bombers flew sorties into northern Germany on 5 September and the navy set up a naval blockade, followed by a dither during which the Allies largely stood idly by as Hitler attempted to restore the old eastern borders of the German Empire with the Wehrmacht, accompanied by the first pogroms by the SS.


On 7 September the transit visas for the USA had expired and on 14 September the Paalens with Eva Sulzer finally reached Mexico City by plane, where they were warmly welcomed by Frida and Diego Rivera and settled provisionally in a rented house in a somewhat remote part of Coyoacán.64 The joint appearance of the Rivera couple, who had come to the airport together with the architect Juan O'Gorman65, could not hide for long, however, the fact that a state of war also prevailed here: Frida had returned abandoned by her New York lover Nickolas Muray to a Diego who, while she was away (and after his affair with her sister Cristina Kahlo), went back to living with his first wife Lupe Marin (Diego told me that after three years he had prevailed. Perhaps Lupe Marin plays a role in this66). On 19 September, the severely depressed Frida filed for divorce and moved herself back to her birthplace in Coyoacán, where Cristina had to care for her sick father and, time and again, for herself. Her condition, however, did not stop her from organising grand invitations from her old room and being worshipped in the midst of her guests in her bouffant costumes and wreaths of flowers in her hair. Her appeal was such that even Nelson Rockefeller paid his respects (and raised hopes for the future US market for her paintings).67 I love and admire Frida even more than I did in Paris and have motivated her to address a word to you, Paalen wrote to Breton, although the small house for the Paalens, which Frida had chosen for them but had not even looked at due to lack of time, did not at all correspond to Alice's specifications.68 It had a microscopic front garden where three people could just sit together at a coffee table, was difficult to reach without a taxi, and above all, there was no room that could be converted into a studio. After all, it was a 15-minute walk from the old Kahlo house, which had housed Leon Trotsky until 1938, before he moved into a more secure house a few streets away. Depending on the mood of the separating spouses, they took turns visiting each other in Coyoacán or in their studio houses in San Angel to discuss the situation. At the beginning of October, they received further information from Breton from Sucy, which had something of an anxious plea for help from the sinking ship of Surrealism: Jaqueline and Aube were in Antibes with Madame Cuttoli69; Tanguy was dreaming of leaving for America, as was Matta; Péret was still "awaiting the order of mobilisation in his huts"; Frances had received a passport for Chile yesterday, from where he believed he could advance as far as Mexico; Ford was an officer in the English navy, Skira was mobilised in Switzerland, as perhaps was Giacometti; Mabille had to undergo an operation at the hospital in Vaugirard; he had no news of Seligmann, who had left for the southwest; Brunins and Maurice Henry were paramedics, Picasso was in Auvergne; he knew nothing of Max Ernst, Miró or Dalí; Éluard was a lieutenant in the administration in Montargis. "The news of the German-Soviet pact certainly did not surprise me very much. Incidentally, there is talk this morning of the imminent conclusion of a Japanese-Soviet pact. You know that any kind of comment is forbidden on this subject or on any other. Too bad."70




[image: ]


Eva Sulzer, Alice and Wolfgang Paalen in Coyoacán, September 1939, SWP





A few weeks after the declaration of war by England and France, Breton was transferred from the small town of Soucy-en-Brie to the fortress of Noisy in Romainville, near Paris, and there, with regular visits to cafés in the centre during the peculiar calm on the front lines, soon to be called Drôle de Guerre, spent his existence "strangely similar to the civilian one" in a mixed mood "of contempt, discouragement, worry and excitement".71 Péret was recruited shortly afterwards as a guard at the material depots on the Île de la Grande-Jatte but was immediately arrested in Rennes because he had expressed defeatist views and founded a Trotskyist cell, while Max Ernst and Hans Bellmer, together with many other exiles from German-speaking intellectual life, such as Feuchtwanger, Walter Hasenclever or Gustav Regler, who had been seriously wounded in Spain, spent the entire autumn of 1939 in the French concentration camps Le Vernet or Les Milles as enemy aliens. When Matta, Nicolas Calas, Tanguy and Kay Sage made the jump to New York, Breton was left with only Robert Desnos as an interlocutor in Paris, since André Masson also no longer wanted to talk to him because of the dispute with Éluard. Largely left to his own devices, in the face of an "even more inextricable situation (...) in the colour of an atmosphere from Kafka's writings", Breton grew increasingly distant from individual events, combined with the Trotskyist attitude that anything directed against the old capitalist social orders would be beneficial to the worldwide establishment of socialism, the defence of which would not even make sense against Hitler.72 Retreat to the innermost poet's existence was the motto, and nothing better reflects the mood than the words, "If only there were war / Nothing better revived / The hermetic life / I play the cessation of existence / I play who wins loses", from Breton's poem Carte postale from March 1940.73 However, he kept himself "as open as possible" to whatever might happen, he confided to Jacqueline, "without worrying too much about preserving or protecting - at least in detail - my previous attitudes."74 He even wrote to Ubac that something very radical had to be done now to save Surrealism, otherwise it would be "useless to try to outlast its time".75 In Paalen, who was directly informed of Breton's dejection by Ubac, this ignited fierce hopes for new scope for his own ideas within Surrealism and his possible role as a saviour from decline. Above all, he felt encouraged to express his anti-Stalinism more openly by the new situation in Europe, which seemed to be accompanied on the French side by a certain reluctance to take immediate military action against Germany. On Paalen's part, there will have been no lack of recommendations to Diego Rivera to stop having illusions about Stalin - the pact with Hitler that Trotsky had already foreseen in 193876, however, was received completely differently in Mexico than in New York, where in the next few years, supported by the statements of a phalanx of renegades and inspired by Paalen's rebellious magazine DYN, rows and rows of artists would demonstratively leave the communist organisations. In Mexico, on the contrary, practically all the leading leftists sided with the official Comintern line; the pact was necessary to safeguard the pacifist intentions of the Soviet Union (which Stalin's war actions against Poland and Finland soon proved to be a cynical euphemism). All attempts to expose Stalin by means of the eyewitness accounts of the contract killings and mass shootings after the Moscow trials were overrun virtually overnight by official propaganda and Trotsky, from now on automatically suspected of Nazi collaboration along with all bourgeois intellectuals including his own following, was virtually outlawed.
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