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In civilized societies, people cannot engage in social 

activities in public spaces with their bodies bared. Our 

garments present the eternal proposition that they are 

the ultimate element that distinguishes human beings 

from all other living creatures on earth. By donning 

clothing and accessories, people ornament themselves 

in many ways, in harmony with the many changes in 

tastes over time. Through that act, they combine their 

own hopes and assertions with their commitment to 

social convention. What we wear is a vital element in 

 building our own identities. 

 Surrealism, for which Andre Breton announced 

the launch in 1924 with his Surrealism Manifesto, is said 

to have been the most important movement in the arts 

in the twentieth century. Seeking to free the spirit by 

trying to attain an unconscious state and discover a new 

consciousness of the world, without being too 

par t icu lar  about  techn ique,  app ly ing  a  new 

consciousness in rediscovering the world and 

reappreciating it: This thinking demonstrated its power 

to influence, transcending time and place, and its 

influences spread globally. In the strained historical 

context after World War I, it was supported by a  

revolutionary spirit. 

 The world of the mode, of fashion, given birth 

to by talented creators working within social 

convention, has maintained a necessary balance 

between tradition and innovation while producing new 

trends. It has reflected the ambience of a new age and 

brought about transformations. And within that world, 

we can glimpse dashing designs that resonate with the 

Surrealist sensibility. Within the Surrealist movement 

itself, we can identify ideas and expressions inspired by  

fashion. 

 That attachment to the act of wearing, at times 

utterly insane, generates a crazy love in forms that 



startle us. In this essay, “crazy love” is the guiding 

theme in rediscovering the pathways of fashion opened 

up by innovative spirits as well as elements of the mode  

in Surrealism. 

 

 

1. The Prehistory of Surrealism 

 

The human desire for beauty creates striking forms, 

including a host of designs worn and applied to the 

body. The silhouette, the resulting bodily form, has 

undergone major changes and developments. In the 

Middle Ages in Europe, wearing a slender, tall 

headdress called a hennin, shaped like a steeple on a 

Gothic building, was fashionable. In the sixteenth 

century, Italian aristocrats and courtesans wore 

platform shoes with thick soles, not unlike the tall clogs 

of the courtesans known as oiran in Japan. The corset, 

an undergarment designed to “correct” the shape of 

the body, sharply squeezed the torso to produce a more 

narrow waist. Crinolines and panniers had the reverse 

effect, adding volume to the skirt. Combined with the 

corset, they created what was seen as the ideal body  

line. 

 In the latter half of the Rococo period, in the 

eighteenth century, dresses were extravagently lavish. 

To match them, hairstyles in which the hair was piled 

high and elaborately decorated with large ribbons and 

pieces of jewelry became the rage. One extreme 

generated another, and a quest for higher and higher 

hairstyles emerged. In caricatures from that period, we 

see hairdressers climbing ladders to arrange the hair. 

The face would appear at about half the distance from 

the floor to the peak of that elaborately arranged hair, 

according to some satirical illustrations that poked fun 

at ridiculously extravagant hair styles. Galerie des 

Modes, the pioneering fashion magazine, published 

from 1778 to 1787, included plates in which a boat-

shaped decoration was placed atop a woman’s 

elaborate updo. That magazine presented the very 

acme of the mode, filled with gorgeous luxuriousness. 

 

  

2. A Crazy Love for the Mode 

 

Here, “crazy love” can be understood as a fantastical or 

bizarre obsession. In his A Lineage of Eccentrics, the art 

 historian Tsuji Nobuo states, 

 

A lineage of Edo period painters with a 

certain expressionist bent, that is, painters 

distinguished by their eccentric and 

f a s c i n a t i n g  i m a g e - m a k i n g . ( 1 ) 

The word “kisō” [eccentric], regardless of 

the degree of eccentricity, is an all-

inclusive descriptor of any breaking-free 

from the limits of tradition to pursue freer 

and more innovative expression. (2) 

 

Kisō, “Eccentric,” according to the Kojien dictionary, is 

“strikingly different in character from the ordinary. It is  

erratic. Offbeat. Extraordinary.”(3) 

 The  pure reverberat ions  o f  the  word 

“eccentric” harmonize closely with the expressive 

characteristics found throughout this exhibition. “Crazy 

love,” with its eccentric features, is a critically important 

theme running through our planning of this exhibition. 

Surrealism is the coalescence of many phenomena, of 

creators fed up with the ordinary, “breaking-free from 

the limits of tradition,” and brandishing “freer and more  

innovative expression.” 

 Surrealism, a revolutionary movement that 

seeks answers to art that can accept reality, body and 

soul, does not exist in a terrain removed from the real 

world, the terrain of fantasy, expressing imaginary, 

dream-like ideas. Rather, to the Surrealists, the real 



world before their eyes is the object of their interest. In 

the historical context of the tense interwar period, after 

slaughter on a global scale, their primary challenge was 

how to live on while confronting reality. One result was 

a tide leading toward the opposite pole, to fantasy. And 

as a place in reality closely related to their own bodies,  

there was the mode. 

 The many images that Surrealism generated 

are symbolized by the words of Andre Breton: “Beauty 

will be convulsive or not at all.” In the period of 

quickening, when we have a presentiment that 

something is going to begin, in the eve before the 

transition to the next action, the brimming energy that 

has accumulated and is swelling in anticipation of its 

release: that is a thing filled with dynamism. It has the 

power to cause a convulsion, uncontrollably, at the 

point of release. In the world of the mode, which we 

look at with amazement, we can also discover that  

convulsive beauty. 

 The principle of Surrealism as a movement, that 

it would “strive to solve the vital problems of 

humanity,” while expressing Surrealism’s practical 

aspect, was it closely connected to ordinary people and 

their lifestyles? The Surrealist ideals were transmitted 

through exhibitions and bulletins but perhaps existed 

only within the rather limited framework of those who 

shared its interests. But Surrealism, in connection with 

the mode, also displayed an expansion that went 

beyond the framework of the arts, thanks to the work 

of designers inspired by it. That relationship highlights 

the distinctive versatility of this art movement. The 

mode played a powerful leading role in the context by 

which Surrealism, as the twentieth century’s largest art 

movement, penetrated people’s consciousness. 

 For example, Surrealism appeared not only in 

clothing and accessories but in show window displays 

and the covers of fashion magazines. Visual information 

filled with the strangeness of Surrealism was the point 

of contact whereby it readily penetrated the lives of 

ordinary people with no particular interest in 

movements in the arts. The aspects of Surrealism 

introduced via fashion, with its practicality, aided by the 

power of the media, affected the depths of consumers’  

consciousness.  

 

 

3. Schiaparelli 

 

The colour flashed in front of my 

e y e s .   B r i g h t ,  i m p o s s i b l e , 

impudent, becoming, life-giving, 

like all the light and the birds and 

the fish in the world put together, 

a colour of China and Peru but not 

of the West―a shocking colour, 

pure and undiluted.  So I called the  

perfume ‘Shocking'. (6) 

 

Elsa Schiaparelli was the fashion designer who worked 

in a space closest to Surrealism. In 1936, Jean Clement 

formulated a cool yet vivid color by blending pink and 

magenta. Enthralled by it, Schiaparelli called it 

“Shocking Pink,” and sold not only perfume bottle cases 

but also accessories and gowns in that color. While 

some initially criticized it as too loud and showy, her 

use of that color inspired enormous record-breaking  

sales. Shocking Pink became synonymous with 

Schiaparelli.  

 “Shocking” was also the word that expressed 

Schiaparelli’s daring strategic intention, her spirit, 

displayed in every aspect of her designs. She made her 

debut on the fashion stage in 1927 with sweaters with 

trompe-l'œil images, ribbon and necktie designs knitted 

into them. What might not seem unusual today were 

revolutionary designs at the time and swiftly attracted 

considerable attention. Trompe-l’œil is a technique 



favored by Dali, Magritte, and other Surrealists; her 

designs shared, from her early period, a sensibility with 

Surrealism. The garment that was most Surrealist in its 

use of trompe-l’œil was her “Tears,” an evening dress 

with torn and dangling skin-like images painted on the 

fabric by Dali. The dress has a matching veil. The 

overlapping of the torn skin in the veil and dress create 

two layers, generating a three-dimensional effect with 

a realistic feel. Taking tears in the fabric, taboo in the 

fashion world, as a theme, she put the defective 

elements of a garment to the fore. This elegant dress, 

with its orthodox silhouette, shocks the viewer with its 

incorporation of a taboo that is the converse of 

elegance—ripped and torn fabric. In it she presented 

fashion filled with elements of dépaysement. What 

both Dali and Schiaparelli sought was shedding the idea  

of likeness or appropriateness. 

 

Anything worn on the head is a Surreal 

s t a t e m e n t  b e c a u s e  i t  i s  a b o u t 

displacement.  Right from the beginning 

she has made clothes for having a good 

time in; she was always inventive.   

―Stephen Jones  (7) 

 

From the perspective of decorativeness, hats and 

various accessories occupied the space above the head. 

Unlike dresses and shoes, which were constrained by 

the need to fit the body, the head was, to designers, 

the lawless zone. From the latter half of the nineteenth 

century to the first half of the twentieth, it was 

fashionable to, for example, mount birds on hats. 

Schiaparelli took that further, presenting designs with a 

chicken atop the head. In collaboration with Dali, she 

also created her “Shoe Hat,” a hat in which a shoe was  

placed atop the head. 

 

What I feel is that a garment must be like 

a building. I cannot forget about the body 

and must use a framework like that of a 

building. Extravagant ideas for line and 

details or for asymmetrical effects are all 

closely connected to that framework. The 

more the body is respected, the more 

v i t a l i t y  t h e  d r e s s  a c q u i r e s .  ( 8 ) 

 

Schiaparelli’s statement that “a garment must be like a 

building” is intriguing. In European clothing history, we 

can see analogical relationships between buildings and 

garments. For example, the medieval hennin is a hat 

that resembles the tower on a Gothic cathedral. The S-

form silhouette created by fluffing out the skirt with a 

crinoline and squeezing in the waist with a corset has, 

it has been pointed out, similarities to architectural 

forms in the Art Nouveau period. The NOVA Shoe by the 

architect Zaha Hadid (pp. 204-205) in that sense speaks 

effectively of the relationship between buildings and  

clothing. 

 

 

4. Needlework and Surrealism 

 

Images related to sewing or other needlework appear 

repeatedly in Surrealist works. Max Ernsts’s Pereat ars 

fiat modes (1) (Long Live Fashion, Down with Art [1]) 

(Fig. 1) depicts a mannequin being fitted with a basted 

garment. In front of the mannequin stands a faceless 

f igure with a tape measure,  about to take its 

measurements. (Here Ernst is imitating Giorgio de 

Chirico’s style, and the human figure also resembles a 

mannequin.) The title is a twist on a Latin proverb 

meaning “Long live art, down with fashion“ and 

ironically puts fashion or the mode before art. 

 Man Ray’s masterpieces, The Gift (p. 87), 

Beautiful like the Accidental Encounter between a 



Sewing Machine and an Umbrella on a Dissection Table 

(p. 86), and The Enigma of Isador Ducasse (p. 83) all 

point to the Surrealist concept of dépaysement. 

Notably, the iron and the sewing machine, both tools 

used in sewing, are positioned as central motifs. A 

collage by Josef Cornell (p. 85) has a woman lying down, 

wearing a dress, while her dress seems to be being 

sewn with a sewing machine. Cornell worked in the 

1930s as a designer in a New York textile studio. His 

collage hints that the sewing machine is not only making 

the garment but that it is also creating the woman  

wearing it.  

 The Harper’s Bazaar covers by Cassandre also 

quote images related to sewing (pp. 90, 91). The cloth, 

pierced by needle and thread, describing an arch, rises 

at an acute angle, needle and thread, and the sewing 

shears filling the picture plane boldly cut the cloth. 

These sewing tools, depicted like living creatures, 

express Surrealism’s mode of addressing physical 

realities fully. They give a sense of their presence as  

objets.  

 L’écriture automatique, automatic writing, 

w h i c h  An dr é  B r e t o n  a n d  P h i l i p p e  S o up a u l t 

experimented with in 1919, was a significant effort in 

the Surrealist movement. They sought to attain a state 

of unconsciousness by writing faster and faster, without 

their conscious minds being engaged. The sewing 

machine’s ability to stitch faster or slower and the 

machine-like rhythm of sewing by hand, by repetition 

and continuation  of  that  act,  in  a  cycle  that 

automatically accelerates, brings one to a state in which 

consciousness is suspended. The close relationship 

between needlework and Surrealism, both involving the 

innate characteristics of automatism, surfaces.  

 

 

 

 

5. The Split Body 

 

In automatic writing, accelerating the writing speed 

eventually dismantles the text, and the individual words 

become objets without meaning. Eyes, hands, lips, 

parts of the human body are split, and a monomaniacal 

obsession with certain of those parts has contributed 

to the creation of many objets within the Surrealist 

context. That splitting up was a standard part of their  

toolkit. 

 Motifs associated with dismantled parts of the 

body and the mode were used countless times. Max 

Klinger, regarded as a forerunner of Surrealism who 

influenced Max Ernst and Giorgio de Chirico, is best 

known for his series of ten prints with a glove as their 

subject. Paraphrase on the Finding of a Glove (Fig. 2) 

begins with a man picking up, at a skating rink, a glove 

that belonged to a woman he had fallen in love with. 

Over time, the glove takes off like a living, sentient 

being, and the man is glared at and trifled with by this 

dynamic objet. In 1936, when an exhibition of Surrealist 

objets was held, Meret Oppenheim showed Object (Le 

Déjeuner en fourrure) [Object (Breakfast in Fur)], a 

teacup covered with fur. Oppenheim also created a 

glove with fingernails, webs between the fingers, and 

b l o o d  v e s s e l s  o n  t h e  s u r f a c e  ( p p .  9 8 - 9 9 ) . 

 Dali designed a sofa based on the lips of the 

popular actress Mae West. That icon also inspired 

Schiaparelli to present her Shocking! perfume in bottle 

that recreated West’s body line. Man Ray’s Observatory 

Time - The Lovers has long, slender lips, floating in the 

air. The lips he depicted are those of Lee Miller, his 

assistant and also his lover. Later, seeking the face of 

that beautiful woman after she had left him, he 

attached a photograph of her eye to a metronome,  

creating an objet.  

 Another association with lips is Samuel 

Beckett’s Not I, a classic example of the theater of the 



absurd. In it, “Mouth,” separated from the body and 

high above the stage, talks about “her.” Mouth speaks 

so swiftly that it is difficult to understand what it is 

saying.  The voice is the most positive sign we 

experience, specifying a person. The voice, Mouth, 

producing it, and the bodily essence that we cannot 

prune away: in them the existence of a human being is 

symbolized. The body, split over time, is not destroyed; 

the presence of an independent organ carries on the 

whole. That bodily part itself becomes the protagonist 

as the story unfolds. “They (he/she)” are broken up, 

thereby becoming one powerful presence filled with 

even more vitality. That manifestation is humorous, 

earnest, and vaguely uncanny. There we see the 

layering of perceptions, conscious and disturbing, of 

familiar objects, as Freud pointed out. While this play 

also has aspects of parody, a crazed air is lodged within 

 it.  

 The playwright Beckett lived in Paris for two 

years, starting in 1928, and then settled there in 1937. 

Born in Dublin, Ireland, in Paris he interacted with and 

was influenced by his fellow countryman, James Joyce. 

At the same time, the magazines he contributed to 

published many Surrealist works, and he was probably 

i n f l u e n c e d  b y  S u r r e a l i s m  t o  s o m e  e x t e n t . 

 A contrasting work is Shoe Hat, a collaboration 

by Dali and Schiaparelli that reverses the functionality 

and position of the shoe and hat, which are expected to 

be at the very bottom and the very top of the body, 

respect ive ly ,  in  a  radical  sh if t  of  awareness 

(dépaysement). Dali employed that concept of 

disorientation to the full, proclaimng that “Beauty 

should be edible.” Kumagai Tokio’s “edible shoes” (pp. 

130-31) were perhaps created with a hint from Dali’s 

ideas about edibility. Kumagai’s destroy functionality  

and call up visual stimulation. 

 The dépaysement of body and head can also be 

seen in René Magritte’s Rape, the cover illustration for 

Breton’s What Is Surrealism? The face, surrounded by 

abundant curly hair, has a woman’s naked body inlaid 

in it. The breasts are just at the position of the eyes, the 

navel at the nostrils, and the crotch at the mouth, the 

body mimicking the face. The body parts generate the 

face’s strange presence, giving rise to a frightened 

expression. This a fusion of the “visible body,” the 

object of eroticism, and the face, the actor doing the 

seeing. This ominous experiment with dépaysement 

calls up a sense of guilt, as though one has peered into 

a secret, forbidden space. We can infer from the title, 

Rape, that Magritte intended to arouse that feeling. 

(But in Magritte’s case, he often gave his works ironic 

titles or titles with no connection to them.) This was an 

unpleasant encounter with the absurd, with what is 

being insulted and also what is violating it. It also makes 

us think of the relationship, in the world of the mode, 

of the subject being seen and those looking at it. 

 

  

6. Conclusion 

 

As a movement, Surrealism came to an end in 1966, 

with the death of André Breton. Its ideas, however, 

have not passed away. The consciousness and means 

of addressing the world that Breton defined in his 1924 

Surrealist Manifesto are not specific to his times. They 

live on in our world today. The surreal—a more 

powerful reality that manifests itself through cracks in 

the quotidian—also existed in Surrealism’s prehistory. 

 What you will notice and find of concern in 

visiting this exhibition is not an integrated whole but 

perceptions that will draw you to certain parts of it. 

When the split body and its manifestation as objets are 

indicated in the mode, a “crazy love” scene emerges. In 

addition, the mode applied to the tips of the body—the 

hair (which provides the body with countless points), 

hats, and shoes—creates in them eccentric designs that 



often make us stare in wonder. Here we have the 

powerful physical presence presented by the objet in 

Surrealism and the object of the yearning for convulsive 

beauty realized by the power of dépaysement through 

the encounters between objets. That is the primordial 

form of mode surreal, the crazy love of wearing. 
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