THE SUBTERRAREAN SKY

The Surrealists wanted to transform the world and
liberate human creativity from the constraints of
reason. They see a slumbering primordial force in
the borderland between the unconscious and the
conscious, between dream and wakefulness. Only
by surrendering and letting go of control can we
release impulses that cannot be controlled. Art and
poetry are seen as key to cultivating our minds
towards a truer reality and setting in motion forces
that may change everything.

It is now a hundred years since the first Surrealist
manifesto was written in 1924 by the French writer
and pivotal figure André Breton. He agitates to
bring together dream and life into a truer, absolute
reality — a sur-realité. A diverse group of artists,
thinkers, and poets of the time gathered around the
manifesto in interwar Paris. From its centre in the
French capital, the ideas of Surrealism spread
internationally, not least to the former colonies and
other places undergoing rapid social and political
change. Surrealists work across genres,
experimentally and activistically, and adhere to an
ideology and an approach rather than an art
movement. They will break the mould of what art
can be and what subjects it can address.



The Subterranean Sky seeks the historical roots of
Surrealism and traces its living, diverse influence
across art history, into contemporary art. The
exhibition borrows its title from texts by French
poets Jean Genet and Roger Gilbert-Lecomte.
Moderna Museet’s collection is presented in
dialogue with works from other art collections,
libraries and archives, with a particular focus on
film, literature, and the performing arts.



AS IN AWOOD

Surrealists insist on the value of the fantastic and
the imaginary — a reality beyond the physically
visible. They see modern society as a soulless
treadmill in which man has lost touch with his
original intuitive powers. Sigmund Freud’s
psychoanalysis, with its focus on repressed
emotions and memories, is a crucial influence. For
the Surrealists, the only possibility for human
development is to free oneself from inhibited,
rational thinking.

Surrealists work across genres, seeking expressions
that are ephemeral and untested, in performance,
dance, and sound. Experimental cinema from the
1920s to the 1940s was innovative and would
influence Hollywood feature films. Filmmaker and
choreographer Maya Deren emphasises the camera
as a voyeuristic instrument, develops trick film
techniques and plays with movement and spatiality.
André Breton likened the experience of the new
film medium to an excursion into unknown
territory — like getting lost in a meandering forest.

In 1929, the French writer Georges Bataille
launched the concept of ['informe — the formless —
in an attack on the bourgeois elevated art object.



Artists must work without restraint and search for
subjects in low and taboo areas. But what can
boundless and formless art look like? A unifying
feature of the Surrealists is precisely the enigmatic
contradiction. Their hallucinatory imagery can be
as pedantically rendered as an older allegorical
painting, each individual object loaded with hidden
meanings. The recurring motif of machines
testifies to their fascination with new science and
technology, but the constructions have no practical
use. They are complex, absurd innovations created
for their own sake.



Robert Rauschenberg

1925—2008

USA

Mud Muse, 1968-1971

Lermusan

Borrlera i glasbassiang med ljudaktiverat
tryckluftssystem och teknikskap
Donation 1973 (New York Collection)

Robert Rauschenberg was influenced by the
Dadaists and Surrealists in his early work and
exhibited with them several times during his stays in
Paris. Despite being well received by the movement,
Rauschenberg himself developed a scepticism
towards Surrealism, although he appreciated their
experimental methods, such as the collage and the
use of chance. Born out of a collaboration between
artists, the Los Angeles County Museum of Art’s
Art & Technology programme, and private
companies, Mud Muse features a device that plays
various high-frequency sounds in the form of
compressed air pushed through valves into an open
glass tank filled with a synthetic mud made of
glycerine and finely ground volcanic ash. Small
bubbling geysers erupt chaotically and randomly —
and as the sounds pass through the clay, new sounds
emerge.



Mark Lancaster

19382021

England

Scenograti for Sounddance, 1975

Décor for Sounddance
Koreograf/Choreographer: Merce Cunningham,
1975

Draperad sammet

Ballet de Lorraine

The progressive art school Black Mountain (1933—
1957) played a key role in establishing the ideas of
the European avant-garde in the US, not least in the
development of neo-dada and conceptual art. This
is a meeting place for influential names such as
choreographer Merce Cunningham, composers
John Cage and David Tudor, and Robert
Rauschenberg. They see art as a zone of freedom,
an experimental activity beyond market and
tradition, where collaborations are a natural part.
When Cunningham returned to the US in 1975 from
the classical ballet in Paris, he wanted to create an
explosive, physically exuberant work to Tudor’s
music. Artist Mark Lancaster created the
scenography for Sounddance: an asymmetrical
draped curtain through which the dancers swirl
onto the stage in a complex choreography. At the



end of the performance, they seem to be drawn
back, as if through a wind tunnel.



Maya Deren

1917-1961

Ukraina/Ukraine

At Land, 1944

Pd land

16 mm film Overford till digital video
15:00 min

Inkop 2024

Maya Deren, born in Kiev, was an avant-garde
filmmaker, choreographer, dancer, film theorist,
poet, lecturer, writer and photographer. The 1944
experimental film A¢ Land depicts a strange
journey undertaken by a mysterious figure, played
by Deren herself. The sea washes her ashore, a
symbolic birth, and during what the artist calls “a
mythological journey through the twentieth
century” she encounters both other people and
other versions of herself. The film explores the
individual’s quest to relate to a shifting and
incoherent universe, and her struggle to preserve
her identity and uniqueness. Through Deren’s
innovative movement techniques and seamless
editing, the film constructs a captivating dream
world that challenges our perception of time and
space.



Francis Picabia
18791953
Frankrike/France
L’Acrobate, ca 1925
Akrobaten

The Acrobate
Collage

Inkop 1969

Francis Picabia was one of the foremost figures in
the Dada movement, which clearly distanced itself
from all the classicist tendencies that had made a
return in art after the First World War. Within a few
years, however, the mercurial artist would come to
use images borrowed from classical art itself —
which he overlapped in transparent layers. These
dreamy “transparent paintings”, which seem to
exist in several dimensions at once, made an
impression on the Surrealist movement, which he
joined for a while. Picabia had experimented with
double exposures in film a few years earlier, but
transferring this to painting was a novel idea.

L’ Acrobate is one of the few works in which Picabia
also experimented with creating transparency by
painting on transparent cellophane.



Francis Picabia

18791953

Frankrike/France

Le Vent (Déraison de Ia nature), 1949

Vinden ( Naturens ofornuft)

The Wind ( The Folly of Nature)

Olja pa duk

Inkop 1986 med bidrag fran Gerard Bonnier,
Pontus

Bonnier, AB Albert Bonniers Forlag, Fredrik Roos
och med medel fran Gieseckes fond

During his lifetime, Francis Picabia constantly
changed his artistic expression. He once wrote that
the brain should be like a mirror in which we could
see ourselves for a moment and then turn our backs
on it two minutes later. In the last years of his life,
Picabia returned to abstraction. His late dot
paintings sometimes bear names referring to the
philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche, whose nihilism
and sense of life’s futility could be compared to
Picabia’s. The title of the work refers to aphorism
202 in Nietzsche’s most personal book, The Gay
Science: ”A Spendthrift. He has not yet the poverty
of the rich man who has counted all his treasure, —
he squanders his spirit with the irrationalness of the
spendthrift Nature.”



Thale Vangen

f/b 1974

Norge/Norway

Rakaftlot, 2019

Fyra skulpturer; rdhud, tagel, trad, sand
Inkop 2021 (Svenska forvarv 2021)

While they remind us of something, they are
somehow different: not pupas, seed husks, or
stingrays, but almost. Thale Vangen has an intuitive
approach that allows her organic abstractions or
life forms to evolve. She describes her method as an
evolutionary force that triggers chain reactions of
events in the material. The process reflects the
spontaneous spawning of life in nature and her
works eventually find an intrinsic form. The raw
hides of these sculptures were filled with sand until
they dried and could serve as their own
exoskeletons. The shapes defy existing categories,

and the title of the work is a made-up word:
Rakaflot.



Wolfgang Paalen
1905-1959
Osterrike/Austria
Nuage articulé, 1938
Artikulerat moln
Articulated Cloud
Tvattsvamp

Inkop 1969

The umbrella covered with sponges was presented
at the first International Surrealist Exhibition in
Paris in 1938, where it attracted much attention. The
encounter between the masculine men’s umbrella
and the sponge, an object primarily associated with
cleaning women’s bare skin, conveyed clearly sexual
undertones at the time. Paalen first made an image
of the subject after being invited by André Breton
to contribute an illustration to the complete literary
works of the Comte de Lautréamont. There, in a
poem, was the line that was so influential for the
Surrealists, “as beautiful as the chance meeting on a
dissecting table of a sewing machine and an
umbrella”. The Surrealists liked to juxtapose
thoughts and objects in order to create unexpected
coincidences where reason did not rule.



Jan Hafstrom

f/b 1937
Sverige/Sweden
Skogen, 1967-1968
The Forest

Akryl pa duk
Inkop 1968

Jan Hafstrom has an indirect relationship with
Surrealism through his interest in the subconscious,
memories, and symbolism. He has alternated
between figurative and abstract painting, and has
made films as well as sculptures. During the 1960s,
he began his artistic career by borrowing from
comics and other media in the spirit of pop art.
Hafstrom is particularly known for his recurring
figures, such as Mr. Walker, a silhouette that can be
interpreted as a symbol of existential loneliness and
the inner search of man. Here, tree trunks wind
diagonally through a dense and deep green foliage,
where an almost animated presence can be sensed.
By mixing the personal and the symbolic, he creates
an imagery reminiscent of the Surrealists.



Alexander Calder

1898-1976

USA

The Forest Is the Best Place, 1945

Skogen dr det bdista stdllet

Malat jarn

Donation 1958 frin Moderna Museets Vanner

Paris, the arena of modern art, drew American
artist Alexander Calder to Europe in the mid-1920s,
and there he got to know the European avant-
garde. Marcel Duchamp named and defined the
concept of the mobile; Piet Mondrian introduced
Calder to pure abstraction, and through Joan Mir6
and Jean Arp, he learned about organic abstraction
and the central principles of Surrealism. In the
mobile The Forest is the Best Place the movement
of the organic shapes creates a sculpture that is
constantly transforming. It behaves like plants,
rather than emulating them. Calder played an
important role in Surrealist manifestations during
the formative years of the movement, and was for
example included in the tone-setting exhibition

L’ Exposition surréaliste d’objets in 1936 in Paris.



Joan Miro

1893—-1983

Spanien/Spain

La Figure rouge, 1927

Den roda figuren

The Red Creature

Olja pa duk

Inkop 1967 (Onskemuseet)

In the early 1920s, Joan Mir¢ joined the circle of
writers and artists who would come to be
associated with the Surrealist movement. By then,
he had already begun working with dreams, the
unconscious, and automatism. In 1925, the year
after the publication of the first Surrealist
Manifesto, André Breton, the Surrealist leader,
began purchasing works by Mird, which also led to
his official entry into the group. The painting The
Red Figure was in Breton’s possession for many
years. Mir¢ also exhibited in the first Surrealist
exhibition at Galerie Pierre, alongside Jean Arp,
Max Ernst, Paul Klee, Man Ray, and Picasso in
1925. Mir6 continued to work with the Surrealists
until 1929 when he grew tired of Breton’s many
restrictions. He then gradually distanced himself
from the group.



Jean Arp

1887—1966

Frankrike/France

L’oiseau, ca 1922

Fdgeln

The bird

Malad relief

Donation 1976 frdin Moderna Museets Vanner

For Jean Arp, the bird symbolised freedom and the
ever-changing nature of life. He began creating
wooden reliefs from painted and layered wood in
1917, working with a carpenter to create these
hybrids between painting and sculpture. His
organic abstractions were inspired by nature, an
approach to abstraction that appealed to the
Surrealists. Jean Arp was active in several 20th
century avant-garde movements. It was his
encounter with Wassily Kandinsky that had led him
towards abstraction. In Zurich, he was one of the
founders of Dadaism, and he exhibited with the
Surrealists in the 1920s. However, he retained his
independence and artistic freedom and was later
involved in other non-figurative movements.



Joan Miro

1893-1983

Spanien/Spain

Téte de paysan catalan, 1925

Huvud av katalansk bonde

Head of Catalan Peasant

Olja pa duk

Donation 1989 enligt testamente fran Gerard
Bonnier

The head of this Catalan peasant is a key motif for
Joan Mir¢ that he painted in many versions. The
central feature is the peasant’s red Phrygian cap.
This was a symbol of freedom, and the artist
himself had one in his studio. The cobolt blue space
dominates the pictorial surface, adorned with a
black and a white star. The very small, red Phrygian
cap rivals a red line along the top of the painting —
which could be the glow from the peasant’s pipe, a
motif that figures in some of the earlier paintings
on this theme. Mir6 worked towards ever greater
abstraction in his works, the details became fewer.
He called the blue shade in his paintings the colour
of his dreams.



NETWORKS IN TIME AND SPACE

Surrealism is never an artistic style limited to a
specific time or place, but rather a mobile cultural
network where radical values are shared. From the
outset, the attitude is explicitly anti-authoritarian,
anti-colonial, and anti-racist. The horrors and
futility of war are given themes for the Surrealists
of the interwar period. Their subversive ideas
emerged from anarchism and grew in parallel with
a larger leftist movement of the time.

The new anthropology and psychology that interest
the Surrealists is in part based on the study of
cultures other than the European. Indigen ous art
from mainly Oceania and North America is
perceived by them as more genuine and
characterised by other traditions and values. Many
of the ideas of Paris Surrealism thus flow back to
the source when they reach the former colonies.
Over time, the impulses find different expressions
in increasingly influential cultural scenes
internationally, such as in the Caribbean, Latin
America, North Africa, East Asia, and the United
States. Personal encounters are also crucial for how
ideas intersect and spread further, as in the
exchange between the artists Frida Kahlo and



Diego Rivera and the Russian revolution ary Lev
Trotsky during his exile in Mexico.

The Surrealists are not limited by linguistic,
national or even temporal boundaries. They
proclaim as their predecessors the artists of
previous generations who explored the fantastic
and the grotesque, such as Giuseppe Arcimboldo or
Hieronymus Bosch. The old masters seem to share
the same burlesque and carnivalesque attitude
where hierarchies are turned upside down and
reason is suspended. The late 19th century
symbolists, such as Odilon Redon and Edvard
Munch, with their depictions of the supernaturally
beautiful, dark, and bizarre, are also among the role
models. But where the symbolists use high-minded
mythological symbolism and want to create art that
is valid for all eternity, the Surrealists, by contrast,
want to work spontaneously and take the
unguarded viewer by surprise.



David Alfaro Siqueiros

1896-1974

Mexiko/Mexico

Guardian de Ia Paz (El nahual), 1940
Nahual, Fredens viktare

The Peace Guardian

Olja p4 masonit

Inkop 1967 (Onskemuseet)

In Mesoamerican beliefs, a nahual is someone who
has the ability to take the form of their spiritual
guardian animal. These spirit animals stands for
protection and guidance, and we are presented with
a nahual who is a guardian of peace. David Alfaro
Siqueiros was a Mexican artist, known for his large-
scale murals that often dealt with social and
political themes, particularly the struggles of the
working class and revolution. During the 1930s,
Siquieros led important political art workshops in
New York and was a decisive influence on artists
such as Jackson Pollock. Siqueiros often used
innovative techniques and materials, making him a
pioneer in modern art. Although he did not
formally join the Surrealist movement, connections
exist through his experimental style and sometimes
dreamlike, expressive imagery.



Giuseppe Arcimboldo

(hans art/in the manner of)
152771593

Italien/Italy

Den trojanska histen, ca 1700
The Trojan Horse

Olja pa duk
Nationalmuseum

Giuseppe Arcimboldo, an Italian artist from the
late Renaissance, had a significant influence on the
Surrealist movement. Arcimboldo’s technique of
juxtaposing objects to reveal a hidden motif
inspired the Surrealists who sought to explore the
subconscious and the hidden aspects of the human
psyche. The encounter between the familiar and the
unexpected became a central aspect of Surrealism,
where artists often distorted reality to create
dreamlike or surprising images. Arcimboldo’s
works often contain symbolism related to the
seasons, nature, and the forces of the elements,
which spoke to the Surrealists’ fascination with
symbols and metamorphosis. The Surrealists strove
to understand and transform the world through
symbolic and often irrational means, something
that Arcimboldo foreshadowed in his unique way.



Dorothea Tanning

19102012

USA

Don Juan’s Breakfast, 1972

Don Juans frukost

Sammet, ylleflanell, ylle, sigspan, metall och
kartong

Donation 2006 frin konstniren

(Det andra onskemuseet)

In Don Juan's Breakfast, the title suggests the
morning after a night of love. The breakfast is a
beer stein made of sensual fabrics. A velvet-covered
row of buttons holds it together, and in the gaps you
can see something resembling skin as the foam rises
above all the boards. From the late 1920s to the
early 1940s, Dorothea Tanning was a member of the
Surrealist group. Her art explored the absurdity of
everyday life, and her works often have a sexual
undertone. Tanning did not want to be called a
female Surrealist. She often said that both the
forces that made her start working as an artist and
those that made her continue had everything to do
with being human, and nothing to do with being a
woman.



Edvard Munch

1863-1944

Norge/Norway

Vampyr, 1895

Vampire

Litografi och trasnitt pa papper

Donation 1921 enligt testamente frin Ester Lindahl

Edvard Munch’s expressive, emotional paintings
and prints explored themes such as anxiety, death
and existential loneliness. His focus on the inner
world of man, together with a dream-like and often
symbolic imagery, as well as his subjective use of
color and form influenced Surrealist artists such as
Salvador Dali and Max Ernst. The motif in
Vampire, also called Love and Pain, originates in a
drawing from 1890 and reappears in several
paintings, lithographs and woodcuts. A woman
embraces a man who rests his head against her
body, her red hair falling around them as she bends
down against his neck. Munch wanted to portray
the conflict-filled relationship between man and
woman, and here there is also an element of
boundary dissolution between sexuality and
violence that recurs in several Surrealist works of
art.



Odilon Redon

1840—1916
Frankrike/France
L’Araignée souriante, 1881
Den leende spindeln

The Smiling Spider
Litografi
Nationalmuseum

Odilon Redon was a French Symbolist artist who
had a profound influence on the Surrealists. With
inspiration often drawn from literature and poetry,
he created images filled with enigmatic and surreal
motifs long before the Surrealist movement was
founded. Redon’s art is characterised by fantasy
and a dreamlike quality where the boundary
between reality and imagination is often blurred. It
reflects an early attempt to visualise emotions,
dreams, and fears in a non-rational way, which
inspired the Surrealists. Redon himself described
his work as follows: “My drawings inspire and
should not be defined. They place us, like music, in
the ambiguous realm of the indeterminate.”



Arturo Garcia Bustos

1926—2017

Mexiko/Mexico

David Alfaro Siqueiros in Prison, ca 1961

David Alfaro Siqueiros i fingelset

Fotografisk reproduktion

Metropolitan Museum of Art/ Art Resource/Scala,
Florence

Arturo Garcia Bustos’ lithograph depicts David
Alfaro Siqueiros during his time in the Lecumberri
prison in 1961, where he was serving a sentence after
being accused of contributing to “social division”.
He expressed disappointment with Mexico’s
policies and saw the country as the only democracy
that actively opposed and repressed trade unions
and workers. This powerful image reflects the
sometimes controversial Siqueiro’s unwavering
commitment to his revolutionary ideals, and
captures the tension between his activism and the
government’s attempts to silence him.



José Clemente Orozco

18831949

Mexiko/Mexico

Retaguardia, 1929

Eftertruppen

The Rearguard

Fotografisk reproduktion efter litografi
Metropolitan Museum of Art/ Art Resource/Scala,
Florence

José Clemente Orozco created The Rearguard in
1929, a key work in his scenes from the Mexican
Revolution revolution that captures the intense
human struggle of this turbulent period. Orozco’s
lithograph depicts men, women and children,
wrapped in ponchos and sombreros, marching
forward in earnest unity, with heads bowed to
symbolise collective resistance. Central to the
image are the adelitas or soldaderas, women who
cared for and fought alongside the soldiers,
marking the important role of civilians in the
struggle. The monochrome palette emphasises the
hardship and captures the revolutionary spirit with
a haunting elegance.



EUROPA AND THE ABSURD

Franciszka and Stefan Themerson share a lifelong
creative partnership — she as an artist and set
designer, he as a photographer and poet. Working in
the early 1930s on innovative experimental films in
Warsaw, including the film poem Europa, the
couple soon join the Paris art scene. They
volunteered for the French army at the outbreak of
war in 1939 but were forced to flee the Nazi
occupation. Once in London, they set up
Gabberbocchus, a publishing house and salon for
cultural and scientific professionals. Alongside
their own projects, they play a crucial role in
disseminating English translations of texts related
to Surrealism and avantgarde theatre, often by
Central European and French writers.

One of the most important precursors of Dada and
Surrealism was the wayward French writer Alfred
Jarry. His breakneck satire King Ubu from 1896 was
the starting point for a whole new dramatic
movement. The fragmentary plot describes a
grotesque, debilitated, and capricious autocrat who
leads his bullied subjects in a senseless rebellion
against the King of Poland. The play’s opening line
— Sheeyit! —is enough to make the opening night
audience lose their composure. The scandal hit is



confirmed: the performance is chaotic but still
makes theatre history.

Jarry’s way of mocking pompous bourgeois society
and at the same time reflecting a troubled political
time makes a deep impression on the Themersons.
Franciszka works repeatedly with the play over the
decades, including the legendary 1963 production
with the Swedish Marionette Theatre. Her
unconventional set design, simple screens carried
by the actors, is faithful to Jarry’s idea of a stripped-
down stage image without illusion. A radical
approach that came to herald the experimental and
absurd theatre of the post-war period.



Francizka Themerson;

Stefan Themerson

1907-1988; 1910—1988

Polen/Poland

Europa, 1932

16 mm film overford till digital video
12:00 min

Inkop 2024

Created in 1931 in Poland, the anti-fascist film
Europa is an interpretation of Anatol Stern’s 1925
futuristic poem of the same title. The work was
confiscated by the Nazis during World War 11 and
considered lost — until it was rediscovered in the
German National Archives in 2019. Stern’s thematic
core is preserved, and the film depicts Europe’s
descent into chaos and self-destruction. The poem’s
message is conveyed through innovative techniques,
reinforced by striking visual contrasts and
variations in narrative pace. Using collages and
photograms, they captured the moral decay of the
era, creating what is now considered an avant-garde
masterpiece.



Edvard Munch: Peer Gynt av Henrik Ibsen
Alfred Jarry: Ubu Roi av Alfred Jarry
Teaterprogram, Théatre de 1'(Euvre, faksimil, 1896

The Théatre de ’OEuvre was a legendary
avantgarde theatre in Paris. It mainly performed
the French Symbolists, but also foreign plays by
Oscar Wilde, Henrik Ibsen and August Strindberg.
The young Alfred Jarry worked for the theatre both
on and off stage. Edvard Munch’s programme for
the production of Ibsen’s Peer Gynt shows the
young Jarry as a troll. The next performance will be
the tumultuous premiere of his own King Ubu, for
which he designed the programme himself with
illustrations inspired by medieval woodcuts.
Audiences reacted with equal parts bewilderment
and dismay at its absurdities and obscenities.
Alfred Jarry also launched the enigmatic
pataphysics — “the science of exceptions and
imaginary solutions” — which inspired many
Surrealists.



DADA AND THE CITY AS A STAGE

The turn of the 20th century is a time of rapid
development in Europe. Despite the colonial arms

anti- -



