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“It is only by a détournement of life, by a judgment 

imposed on the mind, that one can affix life’s “real” 

physiognomy. . . .  

Ce n’est que par un détournement de la vie, par un 

arrêt imposé à l’esprit, que l’on peut fixer la vie dans 

sa physionomie dite réelle. . . . 

Paris surrealist group (1925)1 

Introduction 

 
As one of the founders and editors of the proto-surrealist journal Littérature in 

1919, and a major contributor to the development of surrealist theory, Louis 

Aragon exerted a decisive influence on the formation of the surrealist movement 

before his break with the Paris surrealist group in 1932, when he adopted the 

Soviet socialist realist style. Aragon’s repeated invocation of a ‘modern 

mythology’ between 1917 and 1930 is one of the most prominent conceptions of 

proto-surrealist and surrealist myth appearing in France during the interwar 

period, along with a similar set of ideas often mentioned by his comrade Breton. 

Yet, as foundational as Aragon’s elaboration of this modern mythology is for an 

understanding of surrealism’s socio-poetic praxis over the course of the twentieth 

century, the nature of Aragon’s mythology — and associated concepts that 

undergird and activate it, such as détournement — remain tentatively understood 

in scholarship. Scholars have often interpreted Aragon’s modern mythology 

through a Benjaminian theoretical lens, which, central though it is to surrealism’s 

transnational reception, is ultimately unable to fully account for the vast scope of 

literary and artistic influences so important for this concept and for surrealism’s 

 

1 “À Table.” Unless otherwise noted, all translations are the author’s own.  
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development (see Highmore 55–56).2 Through an analysis of terminology used by 

Aragon and Breton in texts from the 1920s and early 1930s, this essay examines 

and refines an Aragonian definition of modern mythology, which can be 

summarized as a critical-poetic orientation toward everyday modern life based on 

the integration of a complex set of cultural references. Aragonian modern 

mythology can be understood in one important capacity as a form of détournement 

(deviation) grounded in surrealist concepts of disorientation (le dépaysement), 

derangement (le dérèglement), and perversion (la perversion), among other critical 

theories and practices developed by the Paris surrealist group during this decade. 

 

Figure 1: Man Ray. Louis Aragon and André Breton, 1922. Gelatin silver contact 

photograph. 11.2 x 9 cm. Centre Pompidou. © Man Ray 2015 Trust / Artists 

Rights Society (ARS), NY / ADAGP, Paris 2024. 

Of these terms developed by Aragon and Breton in relation to surrealist 

modern mythology, détournement has accrued the most prominence over the 

 

2 See Mali 228–283 and Paris 21–39 for similar theorizations of modern mythology through a 

Benjaminian lens. 
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course of the twentieth century, even while the early context of its development in 

surrealist aesthetics has receded from view, problematically resulting in a loss of 

both historical specificity and precision in the term’s increasingly frequent 

application in scholarship. Yet, a historically specific understanding of the term 

détournement is essential precisely because of the anti-capitalist stakes involved in 

its early development in Parisian proto-surrealism and surrealism. Not all cultural 

appropriation is détournement. Rather than examining the general history of 

cultural appropriation in France and beyond since the nineteenthth century via 

groups such as the Incoherents and the dadaists, therefore, this essay examines the 

neglected genealogy of the word "détournement" and its grammatical variants and 

related terms in early French surrealist texts.  

Three decades before the Situationist International (SI) followed surrealism’s 

lead and deployed détournement as both a specific term and a tactic of cultural 

appropriation and critique in its attack on the capitalist nation-state during the 

post–World War II period, Aragon and Breton repeatedly used the words 

détourner and le détournement (literally diverting, diversion) in key examples of their 

writings about surrealist modern mythology and related subjects during the 1920s 

and the early 1930s. Due to the difficulty of translating détournement, Ken Knabb’s 

model of retaining the French term rather than using a translation is helpful 

(Knabb 480n14). According to Knabb, “The French word détournement means 

deflection, diversion, rerouting, misuse, misappropriation, hijacking, or otherwise 

turning something aside from its normal course or purpose. It has sometimes been 

translated as ‘diversion,’ but this word is confusing because of its more common 

meaning of idle entertainment” (480).  

Knabb’s definition of détournement is informed by the situationist application 

of this term, but surrealist détournement has its own set of connotations and 

associations. The surrealist technique of détournement was a core aspect of 

Aragon’s unique contribution to the theory of surrealist modern mythology 

starting in 1923 and one that Breton persistently echoed in his own writing at the 

end of the 1920s. According to Aragon, détournement is a philosophically 

purposeful but playful act or method of displacing a quotidian or timeworn object 

or signifier away from its expected use and meaning in order to activate a modern 

form of non-metaphysical mythopoesis. Aragon’s détournement is rooted in the 

cultivation of a sensibility of modern mythology that he lays out in texts such as 

the “Preface to a Modern Mythology” from his novella Le paysan de Paris (Paris 

Peasant, 1924), in that he believes that the conscious embrace of error, uncertainty, 

and fugitivity can lead to critical strategies of revision, alteration, and 

transformation.  

Crucially, surrealist modern mythology depends upon an action of 

détournement to achieve its dual aim of a banalisation of classical myth and 

mythification of the rudiments of everyday modern life. Surrealist modern 

mythology can, then, be understood as the result of a double détournement — an 

aggressive repurposing of the past in the service of metamorphizing the present. 

https://pubs.lib.uiowa.edu/dadasur/
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As the epigraph above states, as expressed in a group statement from La révolution 

surréaliste 3, the goal of this temporal misappropriation is to change the quality of 

daily life by imposing a “judgment” or “decision” upon it so that its nature can be 

better surmised. Aragonian–Bretonian détournement is simultaneously rooted in 

poetic theory and praxis, the surrealist rapport with a lineage of elected literary 

and artistic predecessors and contemporaries, such as the painter Giorgio de 

Chirico, and a general notion of the dynamic transformation of preexisting 

materials or elements through imaginative poesis. The quintessential surrealist 

operation of deviation is in itself a détournement of prior avant-garde French poetic 

concepts such as the unexpected and the ridiculous. Although détournement never 

became a well-known surrealist technique in name, as was the case during the 

1950s and 1960s with the Lettrist and Situationist Internationals, the mutual 

deployment of this term during the 1920s by Aragon and Breton was pivotally 

significant for the surrealist movement and its developing conception of modern 

mythology. Likewise, the semantic development of the word détournement in 

French surrealist texts, both during the movement’s gestational phase before 1924 

and in its first decade, is also relevant to interdisciplinary transhistorical avant-

garde and art historical studies at large — including the longue durée of surrealism 

over the twentieth century, the medium of the readymade via artists such as 

Francis Picabia and Marcel Duchamp, the categories of the surrealist object and 

found object, and the activities of a variety of dissident, para-, and post-

surrealisms, such as the Lettrism and situationism . Surrealist détournement should 

not only be understood as connected to surrealist collages by artists like Max Ernst. 

Much surrealist visual art, especially the surrealist object, operates under the 

general principle of deviation.3 

 

Part I: Reframing Aragon’s Modern Mythology: Apollinaire, 
Giorgio de Chirico, Old Poetic Things, and Dadaist 

Détournement 
 

Poetic though Breton and Aragon’s modern mythology was at its initial 

conception, its literary détournement of classical mythology away from any lyrical 

remainders in specific examples of late Romantic and Symbolist poetry in France 

and toward an avant-garde transformation of everyday life continued to sustain 

core surrealist tenets during the interwar period. For Aragon, certain literary 

predecessors replaced former models of classical mythology with a counter-

mythos of everyday materiality that had also played a role in earlier examples of 

modern French poetics — what he called, following Arthur Rimbaud, la vieillerie 

poétique (old-fashioned poetry, and things or ideas evocative of old poetry) (from 

 

3 For a helpful overview of some of the multitudinous implicit occurrences of avant-garde 

aesthetics and tactics of détournement in the work of Dada montage artists, Asger Jorn, and 

others, see Fijałkowski 27–42.  
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Rimbaud’s “Délires II: Alchimie du verbe,” 1873). The term “counter-mythos” 

emphasizes the point that surrealist modern mythology is not mythology at all in 

the traditional sense of the word (as with folkloric narratives). Surrealist counter-

mythos can be understood as a cultural mindset composed of distinctive beliefs 

and attitudes that work against mythology as such.4 

Following his first meeting with Breton during the war, Aragon began to shape 

a distinctive version of modern myth in response to that of his friend. This 

eventually led to an Aragonian discourse on surrealist mythology as a radical form 

of presentism that maintained influence within the movement even after Aragon’s 

departure from surrealism for leadership in the Parti communiste français (PCF) 

during the early 1930s. In one of his radio interviews with André Parinaud, Breton 

recalled Aragon’s extraordinary talent for a spontaneous form of “une fabulation 

magico-romanesque” ‘magical romanesque storytelling’ that manifested 

effortlessly while the two friends walked together through even the most sleepy 

neighborhoods of Paris (Entretiens 39). Aragon’s dynamic mythopoesis of modern 

life, which was often a mythologization of aspects of his personal experience, 

focused increasingly over the 1920s on the vivid cognition, sensation, and 

activation of free and potentially transformative desire within the lived experience 

in the mundane world. By repeatedly returning to the subject of modern 

mythology, and related concepts of taste and style in various writings before 1932, 

Aragon enhanced the scope and depth of this developing community rhetoric, 

augmenting the associations of cultural antagonism, burlesque humor, 

unhindered sexuality, urban sophistication, critical consumption, and libidinous 

diversion that their modern mythology encompassed.  

 Aragon most likely developed his concept of modern mythology via 

early conversations with Breton before the end of the Great War and ahead of the 

advent of surrealism. In turn, Breton was initially influenced by this topic through 

his close attention to a unique type of “lyrisme nouveau” ‘new lyricism’ that he and 

some of his peers found fomenting in the poetic oeuvres of particular Romantic, 

Symbolist, and modernist French poets (“Caractères de l’évolution moderne” 

307).5 Whereas the phrase “modern mythology” appears in Breton’s published 

writings as early as a short essay devoted to the artist Giorgio de Chirico in 

Littérature in 1920 (Lost Steps 66), Aragon did not systematically treat this concept 

until publishing his experimental novella Le paysan de Paris in a serialized format 

in La revue européenne between 1924 and 1925. Nevertheless, as early as 1917, the 

 

4 For another discussion of the counter-mythical, see Barthes 135–36. Although the concept 

of myth remains relevant in surrealism, the preoccupation with modernity faded from 

surrealist attention after the 1920s. For more on this topic see Chadwick, passim; Parkinson, 

passim; Tamuly, passim.  
5 Also see 1331n5 in the same text. “Caractères de l’évolution moderne” was presented as a 

speech in Barcelona in 1922 and then published in Breton’s essay collection Les pas perdus in 

1924, and reprinted in Bonnet, ed. 307.  
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influence of Breton’s modern mythology began to appear in Aragon’s work as a 

major preoccupation. This theme arguably developed in diverse and sometimes 

indirect ways in Aragon’s writing leading up to 1924, when Le paysan de Paris 

appeared as a clear testament to the distinctiveness of his thinking on this subject 

and also as one of surrealism’s most important statements about the character and 

value of modern myth. 

Aragon first met Breton at the end of September 1917 at Val-de-Grâce military 

hospital, when the two recognized one another as a result of previous brief 

encounters at Adrienne Monnier’s Paris bookstore, La Maison des Amis des Livres 

(Daix 76–77). As Aragon later remembered, their acquaintance followed the 

premiere of Guillaume Apollinaire’s play Les mamelles de Tirésias: drame surréaliste 

that June, which the two medical students had attended separately, unbeknownst 

to one another (Œuvres romanesques xxxix). The mutual influence exerted between 

these young writers upon finally meeting was formidable, and eight months later, 

in May 1918, Aragon already told Breton, “J’aimerais mieux te voir retourner (et 

retourner) à la mythologie grecque que sacrifier à la mythologie apollinairienne”  

‘I would rather see you return (and return) to Greek mythology than submit to 

Apollinairian mythology’ (Letter 83). Apollinairian poetics and aesthetics were 

indeed one of Breton’s (and Aragon’s) primary attractions in this period before the 

elder poet’s death just two days in advance of the Armistice, in November 1918. 

Aragon’s warning to Breton in this letter about submitting to Apollinairian 

mythology most likely refers to the lecture “L’esprit nouveau et les poètes” 

Apollinaire delivered in the autumn of 1917. This text held interest for Aragon, 

Breton, and their friend Philippe Soupault given its emphasis on a uniquely 

modern spirit or zeitgeist and its reassertion of the importance of “la surprise” as 

a preeminent tool of modern aesthetics (Bohn 197–210). However, this late lecture 

of Apollinaire’s was also evocative of the classicism of Jean Cocteau’s “rappel à 

l’ordre”  ‘return to order’ that surrealism would excoriate in the mid-1920s. 

Devotees of Apollinaire though they were, Aragon and Breton sought to 

distinguish their poetic program from that of their increasingly nationalist mentor, 

whose mystification of war was at odds with their defeatist disgust for patriotism. 

Nevertheless, this early discussion of “Apollinairian mythology” in the letter 

from Aragon to Breton demonstrates that, at least as early as the spring of 1918, a 

mythological discourse was already commonplace between the two acolytes and 

was also directly associated with their mentor. Apollinaire had indeed named 

himself after the sun god and engaged repeatedly with aspects of Greek 

mythology — such as the tales of Orpheus and Icarus — in his work, despite a 

simultaneous emphasis upon the aesthetics of the banal. He was also in the habit 

of referring to his favourite artists as endowed with divinity, such as Picasso, 

whom he perceived, according to Peter Read, as the first “modern demi-god 

endowed with the power of divine creativity” (Cubist Painters 157). Divinity, of 

course, later became one of Aragon’s preferred expressions for a paradoxically 

https://pubs.lib.uiowa.edu/dadasur/


Dada/Surrealism No. 25 (2025) 

https://pubs.lib.uiowa.edu/dadasur/  7 

profane modern mythology in Le paysan de Paris. Apollinaire’s influence proved 

ultimately inescapable. 

Breton did not introduce Aragon to Apollinaire until early summer 1918, 

nearly a year after Breton made Aragon’s acquaintance at Val-de-Grâce 

(Chroniques de la pluie et du beau temps 17n1). However, given Breton’s interest since 

1907 in Mallarméan Symbolism, the question of a hybridized classical myth 

transformed through modern French poetry was by no means an unfamiliar one 

for him before his own acquaintance with Apollinaire in 1916 (Polizzotti 12–13). In 

Breton’s first known poem, “Le rêve,” which was written in 1911 when he was just 

fifteen and published in 1912 in his high school literary journal under a 

pseudonym, he compares the dream to myth and fairytale alike: “Un rêve est un 

regard plongé dans l’infini . . .   / Quelque chose de bleu, comme un coin de légende 

. . .” ‘A dream is a gaze cast into the infinite  / Something blue, like a sliver of myth' 

(Œuvres complètes 29, 1109; ellipses in the original).6 Likewise, in the 1914 poem 

“Hymne,” which was published in his first volume of poetry, Mont de piété (1919), 

Breton invokes Stéphane Mallarmé’s famous 1877 poem “L’après-midi d’un 

faune” and depicts a sensual vignette of satyrs, nymphs, and sirens conjured by 

the “mythologies scabreuses” ‘salacious mythologies’ of the Sapphic poet’s 

mesmerizing flute (Œuvres complètes 8, 1077) . Therefore, although Apollinairian 

poetics were most likely the primary focal point for the shaping of proto-surrealist 

modern mythology, this association was simultaneously constructed from a 

combination of late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century literary sources that 

had made an impact on the juvenilia of Breton and were only later filtered through 

the overarching influence of Apollinaire and his salon. 

During World War I, Breton’s friendship with Apollinaire and other poets, as 

well as his involvement in the literary community around La Maison des Amis des 

Livres, fed his fixation on Mallarmé’s hermetic Parnassus to include avant-garde 

experimentation in the new century. In addition, Breton’s continued study of 

modern French poetics exposed him still further to the already well-established 

theme of modern mythology pioneered by nineteenth-century writers such as 

Honoré de Balzac, Charles Baudelaire, and Mallarmé himself. As Dan Edelstein 

has demonstrated, these earlier authors independently sought to challenge the 

notion of mythology as mired in the primordial past of an ancient world, instead 

reactivating the power of myth on behalf of contemporary life and utopian desires 

toward future horizons (32–44). For Edelstein, the explicit critique of totalizing 

Wagnerian paradigms of legendary mythology formulated by Baudelaire and 

Mallarmé during the second half of the nineteenth century paved the way for later 

political manifestations of myth by writers like Georges Sorel, whose 1908 text 

Reflections on Violence built on Nietzschean ideas about the godlike force of human 

will to action and empowerment. 

 

6 For more on Breton’s use of myth see Bonnett, passim.   
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In the case of Breton, this dual poetic commitment to the meaning of 

contemporary life and modern mythology was articulated through a complex 

amalgam of terms and ideas gleaned from a personalized pantheon of French 

writers including Baudelaire, Victor Hugo, Mallarmé, Isidore Ducasse (Comte de 

Lautréamont), Gérard de Nerval, Rimbaud, Alfred Jarry, and Apollinaire, among 

others. In addition, when Breton was first confronted with the metaphysical 

paintings of De Chirico in 1917 at Apollinaire’s apartment, his developing concept 

of modern mythology took on a greater definition in response to this painter’s 

distinctive still lifes and street scenes.7 De Chirico’s canvases such as Le muse 

inquietanti of 1916–18 display a radical anachronism of classical culture juxtaposed 

with everyday commodities and structures from the industrial age, creating what 

Breton later referred to as the interior landscape of a “horizon mental” ‘mental 

horizon’ (Perspective cavalière 35).8 De Chirico further catalyzed the mythology that 

Breton and Aragon perceived as resulting from the compounded sources of 

Apollinaire’s aesthetics and their own generational preoccupations, leading them 

to adopt a series of epochal poetic emblems, such as the top hat, newspaper, 

locomotive, and can of corned beef, all based on the oeuvres of their predecessors. 

As several scholars have noted, Aragon’s modern mythology was initially 

influenced by the syncretic models of mythology found in French and German 

Romanticism. In particular, Aragon gestured toward early nineteenth-century 

Jena Romanticism rather than the rationalist critique of mythology-as-ideology 

by Karl Marx or subsequent Durkheimian and Weberian sociological models — 

although certainly after 1925/26, such materialist themes became more 

interesting to Aragon.9 It was Breton’s example and distinctive set of influences 

that likely had the most impact on Aragon’s understanding of how myth might 

function during an era of technologized warfare. In Breton’s tribute to 

Apollinaire from October 1918 (solicited by Apollinaire himself), published less 

than a month before the elder poet’s death, Breton provided clues about some 

of the traits of this yet-unnamed modern mystery. Breton wrote that 

Apollinaire’s “[d]esire for the unexpected, the sign of modern tastes” is also a 

commitment to the absurd “deliria” of Rimbaud’s (1873), the “terrible joy” 

associated with Jarry’s Ubu roi (1896), the “inexplicable facts” and “ageless 

objects” championed by the heroine of Paul Morand’s prose piece “Clarisse ou 

l’Amitié” (1917), and lastly, the existential pleasure granted by Jacques Vaché’s 

“theatrical Pointlessness” (Lost Steps 16–17). Edgar Allan Poe and Mallarmé are 

also mentioned alongside Apollinaire’s interest in supernatural divinities.  

 

7 I agree with Roger Cardinal that Breton probably first saw paintings by De Chirico in 

Apollinaire’s apartment rather than in the window of Paul Guillaume’s gallery, as is 

commonly presumed (1).  

8 Also see Cardinal 1–6. 

9 For a recent example, see Sebbag 24. 
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Figure 2: Giorgio de Chirico. Le muse inquietanti, 1916–18. Oil on canvas. 38 ¼ x 26 

in. Private collection. © 2024 Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York / SIAE, 

Rome. 

De Chirico persists for Breton as a fulfillment of Apollinaire’s statement from a 

1914 essay on the artist that “to depict the fateful character of modern things, this 

artist relies on the most modern device: surprise” (“30th Salon” 366). This essay, 

along with Breton’s short 1920 piece on De Chirico in Littérature, were 

undoubtedly major influences on Aragon’s iteration of modern mythology. In the 

1920 essay, Breton stipulated that “sages” such as Apollinaire and Lautréamont 

“ont voué le parapluie, la machine à coudre, le chapeau haut de forme à 

l’admiration universelle” ‘have destined the umbrella, the sewing machine, and 

the top hat for universal admiration,’ a new aesthetics in which “tout, au besoin, 

peut servir de symbole” ‘everything, if need be, can serve as a symbol’ (“Giorgio 

de Chirico” 28). De Chirico’s wartime paintings committed the imagery of modern 

mythology to Breton’s memory, effectively replacing the ancient poetics embodied 

by the fearsome sphinx with the trappings of modernity.10 

 

10  For more on this, see Noheden 259.  
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In March 1918, Aragon published a review of Apollinaire’s Les mamelles de 

Tirésias in the journal Sic. He also published a short homage to their mentor in 

Littérature no. 2 of April 1919, in his regularly appearing “Livres choisis” section 

(19–20). More importantly, his essay about Apollinaire’s Calligrammes (1918) 

appeared in the first issue of L’esprit nouveau in mid–October 1920, on the very 

same date that Breton’s panegyric to the ailing poet was published in L’éventail 

two years earlier. Similar to his friend Breton, who emphasized Apollinaire’s 

powers of “poetic transmutation” as an ability to find moments of beauty even 

within the horizon of the war’s destruction (Lost Steps 13), Aragon wrote, “Au 

milieu de la dépréciation des miracles, Guillaume Apollinaire inaugere par la 

réhabilitation des tropes l’ère d’une sensualité nouvelle” ‘In the midst of the 

depreciation of miracles, Guillaume Apollinaire inaugurates an era of new 

sensuality through a rehabilitation of tropes’ (“Calligrammes” 105).11 Aragon, no 

stranger to the horrors of the Front, was astonished at how the rugged trappings 

of the life of a foot soldier, such as tattoos on biceps, graffiti on barrack walls, or 

photographs and postcards sent from home, could manifest as “les plus beaux 

témoinages de notre divinité” ‘the most beautiful witnesses of our divinity’ for 

Apollinaire (106). Breton contemplated how Apollinaire, “a creature of legend,” 

revived the “great Pan,” god of love, and freed Andromeda, the figure of 

“imagination” (“Guillaume Apollinaire” 15–16, 23). By turn, Aragon wrote about 

how on Tuesdays at the Café Flore Apollinaire received visitors who were “attirés 

comme des mouches par les légends” ‘attracted like flies to his légendes’ 

(“Calligrammes” 107). Compared with Breton, who adhered to literary 

genealogies, Aragon insisted upon the embeddedness of Apollinaire’s modern 

mythology within the sphere of the everyday and, above all, the process of 

“rehabilitation” for mythic “tropes” in poetry. 

Following Apollinaire’s cue, Breton rather than Aragon seems to have been the 

advocate for De Chirico as the artistic engineer who gave shape to the new 

symbols of “le goût moderne” ‘modern taste.’ However, even a cursory survey of 

Aragon’s proto-surrealist essays, poems, stories, and books reveals a consistent 

and overarching preoccupation with a radically presentist aesthetic that eschews 

the trappings of outdated poetics for a laboratory of modern beauty. Although 

following Rimbaud, this Aragonian aesthetic is to some degree paradoxically 

cobbled together from precedents set by designated precursors, the essence of 

modernity is its preoccupation. Many of the frequent discussions of contemporary 

beauty in Aragon’s work before his departure from surrealism retain a core 

relationship to this set of principles and precedents, whether or not he explicitly 

evokes the term “mythology.” 

 

11 Despite publishing this essay in the first issue of L’esprit nouveau, Aragon’s valorization of 

the outmoded since 1917 was totally at odds with the Purism of this publication. On this 

subject, see Susik “Paris, 1924” 29–44. 
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For example, in one of Aragon’s earliest texts, “Alcide ou De l’esthétique du 

saugrenu,” an unpublished fictional sketch that was most likely written around 

the time that Aragon met Breton in the autumn of 1917, Aragon, writing under the 

pseudonym Pierre Cèpe, fashioned a manifesto in support of his personal tastes 

(Œuvres romanesques 253–69). In his articulation of a distinctive modern style, the 

protagonist Alcide praises the diverse aesthetic concepts of the Apollinairian 

unexpected: la surprise, l’inattendu (the unexpected), le burlesque, le ridicule (the 

Jarryesque ridiculous), la saugrenu (ludicrousness), le grotesque, and la vieillerie 

poétique (Rimbaud’s notion of old poetic forms, tropes, and décor). The value of 

the strange is already too well-known, Alcide tells his companion; the lavish Art 

Nouveau architecture of the expanded La Samaritaine department store (designed 

by Frantz Jourdain and completed in 1910) has become the new “palais féerique” 

‘fairy palace’ for a “lyrisme moderne” ‘modern lyricism’ and a “beauté moderne” 

‘modern beauty,’ transforming an “exaltante médiocrité” ‘exultant mediocrity’ 

into the “mots magiques” ‘magical words’ and “miraculeuses ferronnerie” 

‘miraculous ironworks’ (Œuvres romanesques 259–62). Describing of the burlesque 

experience of the funfair extravaganza and its bric-a-brac markets, Alcide declares 

regarding the “lamentable objects” found there: (“Eh bien! Je vous recueillerai, je vous 

élirai, et avec vous tout ce que l’on dit être de mauvais goût: pendules à sujets, fauteuils 

Voltaire, candélabres rococo, coffrets Second Empire, sièges Louis-Philippe, articles de 

Paris” ‘So then, I contemplate you, I elect you, and with you all that can be said to 

be of bad taste: mantel clocks, Voltaire recliners, rococo candelabras, Second 

Empire jewellery boxes, Louis-Philippe chairs, articles de Paris’ (261). Alcide pays 

witness to what Aragon called in the preface to Anicet and Le libertinage of 1964 a 

form of dandyism — “un certain goût du Second Empire” ‘a certain taste for the 

Second Empire’ which Aragon cultivated in various works throughout his life 

(Œuvres romanesques 11). Purportedly “pure affaire de style” ‘purely a matter of 

style,’ the Second Empire that Aragon preferred “relevait encore du seul marché 

au Puces” ‘could still be discovered at the only flea market’ (11). 

Aragon admired Second Empire material and visual culture only in its most 

depleted state, when its fungible leftovers had arrived at the lowest denominators 

of economic circulation — second-hand stores and junk bazaars. Whereas Aragon 

jettisoned much of the outdated poetics of the nineteenth century for the new 

lyricism, he valorized the timeworn materiality of old poetic things and the faded 

novelty of recently outmoded commodities that had been vaunted by Rimbaud. 

Aragon’s modern mythology is at once a desublimation of nineteenth-century 

transcendental idealism and an aestheticization of the devalued and despised. Yet, 

whereas the dyads of Hugo’s grotesque/sublime or Baudelaire’s spleen/ideal 

gained much of the force of their meaning through a reciprocal dialectical tension, 

Aragon’s take on modern mythology, as influenced by his conversations with 

Breton, is antinomic or paradoxical rather than dialectical. The outmoded is the 

beautiful, and traditional beauty in its former conception as sublimation is nullified. 
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Figure 3: Anonymous. La Samaritaine Department Store, Paris, c. 1910. Designed 

by Frantz Jourdain. Photograph. Dimensions unknown. Fair use. 

Aragon’s eulogies to Rimbaud and Pierre Reverdy appeared in 1918. Yet, it 

was his short love letter to cinema, “Du décor” (“On Décor”) printed in Le film that 

autumn, that most clearly demonstrated that Aragon’s modern mythology was by 

no means limited to the field of literature; it was also distinctly related to 

cinematography (9).12 Speaking of film as “modern magic” and “the enchantment 

of filmgoing,” Aragon evoked once again the intertextual object-class that he and 

Breton had compiled from their favourite texts by fin-de-siècle French writers 

(“On Décor” 50). Cinema was the first art form to celebrate “really common 

objects, everything that celebrates our life,” according to Aragon (50). 

Commodities like the chained can of corned beef that falls in love with a passing 

lobster, from Jarry’s poem “Fable” (featured in book 4, chapter 26 of Jarry’s novel 

Exploits and Opinions of Dr. Faustroll, Pataphysician, 1898), find new life in the 

photographic scenery of the cinema, just as Rimbaud’s beloved posters and 

 

12 For more on Aragon and cinema see Vigier.  
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advertisements mentioned in “Délires II” are compulsively revisited and 

mythicized.13 

Along with “Du Décor,” Aragon greatly expanded upon his conception of 

Rimbaud’s la vieillerie poétique in his first drafts of the roman à clef  Anicet ou le 

panorama (1921), which he began writing in 1918 while serving in the military at 

the Front. In particular, chapters one and two, entitled “Arthur” and “Récit 

d’Anicet,” fuse a proto–Dada narrative fragmentation with the ramshackle 

ephemera of Rimbaldian intertexts, creating an atmosphere of faded novelty that 

sets the tone for the arrival of the mysterious character Mirabelle in chapter three.14 

An allegorical divinity who assumes the form of an idealized seductive woman, 

Mirabelle is the embodiment of modern beauty and also a master of deceit. Her 

seven masked acolytes, who stand for Aragon’s contemporary associates in the 

Parisian literary scene, unabashedly worship her in a poetic-erotic cult but also 

seek to obtain her power for themselves. The protagonist of the adventure, Anicet, 

generally understood to be a nom de plume for Aragon himself, becomes 

romantically involved with Mirabelle, leading to the death of her husband by 

apparent suicide with a revolver. The allegorical depiction of modern poetics that 

had commenced the narrative shifts by the book’s conclusion into a feuilleton 

crime story comparable to the World War I–era film series Les vampires (1915–16), 

directed by Louis Feuillade. Anicet falsely confesses murder at the close of a 

sensational trial, and Mirabelle assumes the femme fatale characteristics typical of 

the Vampires gang leader, Irma Vep (played by Musidora). In Anicet, modern 

mythology is personified by Mirabelle as the allegory of modern beauty, whose 

maddening desirability taunts all who attempt to possess or even know her fully. 

The modern artist’s quest for a singular style is damned by the essential dynamism 

of contemporary beauty.15 

Since Anicet or the Panorama was completed and published during Aragon’s 

Dada period, this noticeable genre shift to crime fiction at the book’s conclusion 

can also be a way of understanding the survival and transformation of his concept 

of modern mythology during Dada’s heyday in Paris and also its significance for 

surrealist détournement. When mythology is invoked in Aragon’s texts between 

1921 and 1922, it is most often subverted by operations of genre pastiche, satirical 

intertextuality, and experimental language or formatting, as is the case in Aragon’s 

1922 rewriting of the early eighteenth-century moral epic by François Fénelon, Les 

aventures de Télémaque. The influence of Isidore Ducasse’s systematic plagiarism as 

a literary technique in his 1870 Poésies is fully evident in Aragon’s Odyssean 

collage text. Much like the collaborative collage work from the same year, Les 

 

13 For more on surrealism and commodity see Finkelstein 15–28 and Malt 41–75. 

14 For more on Aragon’s use of collage and the outmaded see Forest as well as Susik, “The 

Vertigo of the Modern” 146–91. 

 
15 For more on this see Susik, “Beauty” 171–74. 
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malheurs des immortels by Max Ernst and Paul Éluard, scenes of which seem to 

suggest that ancient mythologies persist in the modern era mainly as a slapstick 

comedy of the most bizarre errors, Aragon’s Télémaque overturns any remaining 

transcendence associated with the immortality of metaphysical beings such as 

Neptune and Calypso. It does so through the intervention of the profane Dd 

(Dada) system, essentially a narrative strategy for dissociation based on literary 

appropriations and textual trouvailles that debuts in Book II  —  and, to be sure, 

this is a droll form of dadaist détournement, or even dadaism as détournement itself.16 

Such an emphasis upon a dissociative relationship with mythology in Aragon’s 

Dada period presages and foreshadows the diversion or détournement of everyday 

things so significant in his subsequent surrealist expression of this topic. 

Part II: Aragon’s Invocation of Détournement: The Diversions of 

Modern Life 

The textual collage that the Dd system enacts in Télémaque, with its chaotic array 

of grammatical formations such as a series of unrelated promises, exclamations, 

and aphorisms, is a prescient glimpse of a literary technique that Aragon would 

call intellectual collage a year later in an unpublished 1923 essay devoted to Max 

Ernst (Les collages 31).17 “Max Ernst, peintre des illusions” builds on associations 

developed by Breton in a 1921 essay for the catalogue of Ernst’s first exhibition in 

Paris at the Au Sans Pareil gallery and therefore contains distinctly proto-surrealist 

ideas (Lost Steps 60). For Aragon, Ernst was a “magicien” ‘magician’ rather than a 

mythographer because he combined the outward signifiers of different 

mythological traditions with “leur signification profonde qui lui arrive chargée de 

sens de toutes les parties du monde” ‘their profound significations that come to 

him from all corners of the world loaded with meaning’ (30–31).  This “collage 

intellectuel” ‘intellectual collage’ combined with Ernst’s “collage plastique” 

‘plastic collage’ allows for the superimposition of divergent folkloric traditions 

onto one another; this is “comment le cygne de Lohengrin est aussi bien dans le 

même instant Jupiter amoureux” ‘how the swan of Lohengrin is also at the same 

time that of Jupiter in love’ (31). Aragon wrote, evidently while thinking of Ernst’s 

1920 overpainting of a shopping catalog page of women’s hats, L’ascaride de sable: 

 

16 Aragon’s Dd System is a dadaist pun on the French phrase “Système D,” which refers to 

the process of finding a clever scheme in the face of a difficult situation (the “D” in “Système 

D” stands for either the words “débrouille” or “démerde”). Aragon’s Dd System clearly 

refers to Dada, but given the focus on appropriation techniques in Télémaque, the Dd System 

might also refer to a developing concept of détournement. See The Adventures of Telemachus 

and “Système Dd” 6–10. 

17 “Max Ernst, peintre des illusions” is part of a letter to Jacques Doucet dated 18 Aug. 1923. 

Portions of this essay have been translated by Pamela Warner as cited in Spies et al. 92–93. 
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Max Ernst est le peintre des illusions. Illusions partout: illusion cette 

caravane d’oiseaux extraordinaires traversant un désert, de près ce sont 

des chapeaux de femmes découpés dans un catalogue de grand magasin; 

illusion ce glacier, ces arbres ces personnages. Toute apparence, notre 

magicien la recrée. Il détourne chaque objet de son sens pour l’éveiller à 

une réalité nouvelle. 

 

Max Ernst is the painter of illusions. Illusions everywhere: illusion this 

caravan of extraordinary birds crossing a desert, from up close they are 

women’s hats cut out of a department store catalog; illusion this glacier, 

these trees, these figures. Every appearance, our magician recreates it. He 

diverts [détourne] each object from its meaning to awaken it to a new 

reality (30). 

According to Aragon, Ernst diverts or turns (détourne) a readymade image from 

its original signification, allowing not only a syncretic conglomeration of world 

mythologies but also enabling a radical form of unpredictable transformation or 

metamorphosis. This is close to the jarring retainment of context in favor of 

disorientation that Breton spoke of in his 1921 essay on Ernst, and it also finds a 

correlation in Apollinaire’s earlier theory of surprise. Breton wrote that “en nous 

privant de système de réference” ‘by removing our systems of reference,’ Ernst’s 

collages “nous dépayser en notre proper souvenir” ‘disorient us within our own 

memories’ (Œuvres 246; Lost Steps 60). His is a “marvellous ability to reach out, 

without leaving the field of our experience, to two distinct realities and bring them 

together to create a spark.” Such a framework, based in large part upon the 

examples of Lautréamont and Reverdy, was echoed three years later in Breton’s 

first surrealist manifesto of 1924, when the luminous spark is posed as the primary 

goal of the surrealist artist, who marries “two realities so far apart” (Manifestoes 

37). However, unlike Reverdy’s 1918 theory, which declared that the image is “une 

création pure de l’esprit” ‘a pure creation of the mind,’ (“L’image”) it is clear that 

for Breton — and with him Aragon — Ernst’s collages suggested a modern type 

of image that was rooted in readymade materials from everyday life — “our field 

of experience,” rather than any “pure” space of the mind, even that of what would 

soon be called in Breton’s 1924 manifesto surrealism’s “pure” psychic automatism 

(37). 
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Figure 4: Max Ernst, L’ascaride de sable [The Sandworm], 1920. Gouache and 

pencil on print. 11.8 x 50.5 cm. Private collection. © 2024 Artists Rights Society 

(ARS), New York / ADAGP, Paris. 

For both Aragon and Breton, the poetic references and distinctive object-class 

of modern mythology persist in Ernst’s collages, casting a Rimbaldian “submarine 

light” of la vieillerie poétique over his creations. And yet, such mythology is also 

activated through what would soon become the quintessential surrealist 

operations (also adapted from Rimbaud and Lautréamont) of disorientation (le 

dépaysement), derangement (le dérèglement), and diversion (le détournement). This 

pre-surrealist dialogue on Ernst about the radical transformation of the known is 

arguably a major influence on the way in which modern mythology was 

rearticulated by Aragon in his culminating statement on this subject, Le paysan de 

Paris of 1924. In Aragon’s inaugural surrealist text, “Une vague de rêves,” which 

appeared in October 1924 at the same time as Breton’s Manifeste du surréalisme, he 

emphasizes the concepts of “le mervielleux” ‘the marvelous’ and 

“l’émerveillement” ‘wonder’ rather than the mythical (196). However, during the 

summer of that same year, Le paysan de Paris began to be serialized as a feuilleton-

roman in La revue européenne. It is there that the Bretonian marvelous interfaces 

extensively with a fully developed and highly distinctive Aragonian mythology. 

In the initial installment of Le paysan de Paris in June 1924, readers first 

encountered, as they do in the unified volume of the text today, the brief “Préface 

à une mythologie moderne,” in which Aragon established the dominant themes 

and vocabulary that inform his subsequent descriptions of the two locations 

featured in Parts I and II of Paysan: the Passage de l’Opéra and Parc des Buttes-

Chaumont, two nineteenth-century constructions. By presenting Aragon’s past 

experiences with these Parisian localities as part of an overall quest to discover 

modern mythology based upon the paradoxical notion of a marvelous everyday, 

the “Preface to a Modern Mythology” functions as a theoretical prologue to the 

semi-autobiographical narrative encompassed within Parts I and II (Avila 233–

39).18 Aragon’s concept of modern mythology is grounded in his overwhelming 

 

18 For more on Le paysan and myth see Drijkoningen 267–75, Narjoux passim, Piégay “Sens 

mythique” 75–86, Piégay-Gros, “Philosophie de l’image” 149–68, and Piégay “Mythologie” 

648–50. 
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dissatisfaction with traditional philosophy and what he saw as the inability of 

logic to encompass the randomness of life in the twentieth century. In Le paysan, 

he singles out the Hegelian system of dialectics as having contributed to the overall 

exhaustion of rational thought in the contemporary era (Paris Peasant 6). Instead, 

Aragon professes his allegiance to the abstract category of error, which has been 

rejected by philosophers even though “error is certainty’s constant companion” 

(7). As opposed to deductive and reductive reason, he confessed his preference for 

immanent metaphysics — a “modern mythology” in which observation of the 

characteristics of life left behind or forgotten by the mainstream leads one down 

“curious paths” to an alternate understanding of reality (10). Erroneous things are 

valued precisely for their status as elements that have been rejected from serious 

philosophical consideration by society — they are “transformations méprisées” 

‘despised transformations’ that result in a paradoxically profane and mundane 

conception of mythology (Paysan 15; Paris Peasant 10). Hence, for Aragon, the 

notion of a modern mythology is intended to embody the very oxymoronic 

valences such a term suggests by default. “Legend begins where man has lived, 

where he lives,” he asserted. This is a conception of myth as counter-mythos, in 

which transcendental metaphysics has given way entirely to immanent 

materialism. The gods and phantoms have settled among the banalest of objects 

and environments, and yet, this recognition of the unusual within the usual, of 

error within the realm of supposed certainty, still results in the formation of 

modern myths. 

What Aragon designated as the “merveilleux quotidien,” then, is ‘this sense of 

the marvellous suffusing everyday existence’ (16; 11). Such a paradigm, it is 

interesting to note, is a descendant of the challenge that Baudelaire posed in his 

essay “Exposition Universelle de 1855,” when he affixed the bizarre to the 

beautiful. “Renversez la proposition” ‘Reverse the proposition,’ Baudelaire dared 

readers, “et tâchez de concevoir un beau banal!” ‘and try to imagine a commonplace 

Beauty!’ (Curiosités 215; Mirror 197). For Baudelaire, the beautiful was indeed 

always bizarre, but the bizarre could never be located within the commonplace, as 

was the case for Aragon. It is the sensual perception of the things populating the 

quotidian that can be said to reveal the most evocative realms for Aragon, who 

followed Apollinaire’s previous example of a surprising everydayness. The 

exceptional, the odd, the curious, the marginal, the incorrect, the undervalued, the 

outmoded — these are often-overlooked modalities in the capitalist circulation of 

cultural signs and economic imperatives. Yet, according to Aragon, it is the 

appearance of these different valences of the arch-category of error within the 

fabric of the everyday that opens a path onto the marvelous and counter-mythos. 

Moreover, it is a tenuous and in many ways ill-fated attempt to achieve a state of 

wonder within the modality of everyday life by turning and diverting the attention 

toward those aspects of everyday life that are “insolite” ‘unwonted’ or 

“méprisées” ‘despised’ (Paysan 15–16; Paris Peasant 10–11).  
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To reroute desire in the capitalist sphere, perversion (an embrace of perceived 

error), is necessary in addition to diversion. Aragon’s urban peasant is a libertine 

— as fond of same-sex encounters in the public baths as he is of the brothel — who 

seeks “dangerous daydreams” in which the senses are led to “pervert” (pervertir) 

and “divert” (détourner) objects (and therefore the people who use them) from their 

accepted and expected habits (68; 53).This link between diversion and perversion 

in Aragon’s work is essential for an understanding of the operation of le 

détournement in a surrealist context of modern mythology. 

Aragon’s libertine relationship to the everyday marvelous shifts dramatically 

over the course of Le paysan de Paris, resulting in a declaration of radical 

materialism and atheism by the conclusion — a resolute denial of any form of 

metaphysical idealism, whether within or beyond the realm of human 

consciousness. This is also the case in Aragon’s paean to literary vitriol, Traité du 

style (Treatise on Style) (written 1927; published 1928), wherein surrealism, “as a 

conscious form of inspiration,” is paradoxically revealed to be the result of a poetic 

“faculty that is exercised” with rigor, precision, and uncompromising pessimism 

about the deplorable condition of human society and any possibility for escape or 

redemption, even by death (94). The only way in which modern mythology can 

emerge for Aragon is through a delirious and chaotic reclassification of the ideas 

and past personages that surrealism defends, what he called simply “modern 

interpretation” — which turns out to be a constant perversion and diversion of the 

platitudinous, the aphoristic, and the stereotypical even at the micro-level of 

syntax. 

In the essay  “L’ombre de l’inventeur” (The Inventor’s Shadow), published 

after the first few installments of Le paysan de Paris had appeared in serial format, 

Aragon defined surrealism as a “moyen terme” ‘middle term’ and the “médiateur 

absolu” ‘absolute mediator,’ encompassing the antagonized poles of the unreal 

and the real as well as the new and the old (23). Rather than interpreting invention 

as a pure philosophical category determined by a false notion of progress, Aragon 

envisioned a specifically surrealist invention as that which enacted a decisive and 

humor-driven détournement upon the most familiar of objects, creating an 

aftershock of innovation where only the known had existed before. Any object 

might have its reality negated and its meaning changed through a poetic act of 

humorous imagination. A thing can be “détournée de son usage” ‘diverted from 

its purpose’ to assume “un usage indéfini, nouveau, qui s’invente, [un] usage 

surréel” ‘an indefinite, new, invented use, a surreal use’ that is beyond 

contradiction and so within the realm of the illusory and poetic, Aragon declared 

(24).  Such a notion of détournement as a paradoxical form of startling non-

invention leads to dépaysement (disorientation) and dérèglement (derangement) 

within the familiar. By 1924, therefore, Aragon’s modern mythology is a 

deliberately enacted and sought-after poetic act, a visceral and heightened 

experience of the everyday that stimulates the circulation of free desire and playful 

imagination. “Ce ne sont pas des jeux, mais des actes philosophiques de première 
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grandeur” ‘These are not games, but philosophical acts of the first magnitude,’ 

Aragon wrote. 

This is a specifically modern definition of inspiration as a type of insidious 

recombinatory iconoclasm, a willful error — a theme that Aragon later returned 

to in his important essay on collage, “The Challenge to Painting,” of February 1930. 

Commencing with a lengthy panorama of the cultural significance of the 

marvelous throughout history, Aragon concluded this synopsis by naming the 

modern incarnation of the marvelous a distinct materialist and anti–Christian 

impulse. Speaking of Lautréamont — whose influence is everywhere apparent 

again in “The Challenge to Painting” — Aragon wrote, “Yes, to this offensive 

return of the devil we owe the descent of the marveous among us. It will no longer 

be the attribute of a distant, enchanted world; it enlivens our surroundings, it sits 

beside us in a café, it asks us politely to pass the sugar” (50).  He went on to relate 

the work of French neurologist Jean-Martin Charcot as well as Sigmund Freud to 

a modern “materialization of the miracle” and to proclaim the aggressive atheism 

of twentieth-century poetry. A few months after “The Challenge to Painting” 

appeared, Aragon wrote a short theoretical meditation on the philosophical 

concerns of Paysan, again confirming the hypothesis that the notion of modern 

mythology was devised as a force that could work against religion as well as 

metaphysical doctrines in general. Therefore, “Critique du Paysan de Paris” 

(Critique of the Peasant of Paris) of the summer of 1930, echoes the atheistic strains 

of “The Challenge to Painting.” Aragon depicted his notion of modern mythology 

as a phenomenon that could transmute the power of religion into the practice of 

poetry, distilling the force of religion like an old church being decommissioned 

and renovated for new purposes (“Critique” 74).  For Aragon, the everyday 

marvelous was configured as a critique of religious belief — including both 

paganistic pantheism and Christian monotheism — and was thus intended, as a 

counter-mythos, to be blatantly transgressive of all forms of metaphysical 

idealism. 

Conclusion: the Afterlife of Surrealist Détournement 

Starting in the mid-1950s, the situationists provided clues about the surrealist 

origins of their version of détournement as an anti-recuperative theory of the 

recycled, combinatory image, broadly related to the surrealist collage medium and 

profoundly indebted to the plagiaristic literary method of Lautréamont’s Poésies 

(1870).19 The notion of surrealist modern mythology had fallen away entirely from 

 
19 See, for instance, among several other situationist texts from a later date, Debord and 

Wolman 6. On SI and détournement, see Zacarias 214–35. Zacarias has emphasised how the 

situationists were well aware that détournement was closely allied with the long history of 

appropriation in the avant-garde, stemming from Lautréamont, and he also has 

distinguished SI détournement from surrealist automatism. Also see Duwa 73–74. 
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this discourse and later political activation. As vocal critics of surrealism’s 

shortcomings, they did not bother to chart a detailed etymology of such surrealist 

word choice, even though they fixated on some of the same expressions, such as 

perversion. Theirs was a deracinating détournement of surrealist détournement, as 

critical as it was unabashedly derivative in certain capacities. 

 

Figure 5: Marcel Duchamp. L.H.O.O.Q., 1919. © Association Marcel Duchamp / 

ADAGP, Paris / Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York 2024. 

Their sentiments are apparent in a proto-situationist text on détournement from 

issue 8 of the dissident surrealist journal from Belgium, Les lèvres nues (May 1956), 

when Guy Debord and Gil J. Wolman declared the foundational avant-garde 

détournement of Duchamp’s 1919 L.H.O.O.Q. to be a bit of a bore, not much more 

interesting than Leonardo da Vinci’s original, the Mona Lisa. This is so because, as 
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Debord and Wolman asserted, “opposition to the bourgeois notion of art and 

artistic genius has become pretty much old hat... . We must now push this process 

to the point of negating the negation” (Knabb ed. 15). Their homage to surrealism 

is likewise inflected with fierce condescension; on the cover of the same issue of 

Les lèvres nues the authors’ names are listed as “Aragon et André Breton.” These 

names appear under a map of France infiltrated with the names of cities in Algeria 

— in a brilliant protest détournement against the Algerian War, to which the 

surrealists were likewise staunchly opposed. Conscious though Debord and 

Wolman are of their debt to Aragon and Breton, they appropriated the names of 

these surrealists in order to establish an ironic distance between their application 

of détournement and the surrealist one that was developed a generation earlier. The 

situationist appropriation of détournement was expanded from its surrealist 

parameters to include associations of extremist subversion, cultural weaponry, the 

communist seizure of private property, total negation, anti-art, anti-spectacle 

propaganda, devaluation, hijacking, and sabotage.20 

In subsequent decades since the situationist appropriation, scholars of 

surrealism further established the genealogy of avant-garde détournement by 

identifying relevant writings of surrealist participants connected to SI or by 

analyzing terminology trends in prewar surrealist texts, as I do here. In his 1986 

book, Languages of Surrealism, J. H. Matthews named Belgian surrealist Marcel 

Mariën (founder of the journal Les lèvres nues) as the primary proponent of an 

implicit surrealist collage practice of détournement as a form of embezzlement 

(although Matthews did not discuss any explicit usage of the word détournement 

by Mariën). More recent scholarship has contextualized Mariën’s interest in 

détournement in relation to his close rapport with other Belgian surrealists who 

were early proponents of visual and textual metamorphosis, distortion, 

plagiarism, and rewriting, such as René Magritte and Paul Nougé.21 In the late 

1990s, Elza Adamowicz explored the myriad ways in which the terms détourner 

and détournement influenced surrealist collage theory during the 1920s.22 Since the 

publication of Adamowicz’s book Surrealist Collage in Text and Image, many 

scholars, including myself, have noted in brief the historical and conceptual 

 

20 For an overview of situationist détournement, see the texts gathered in Knabb ed., 14–21, 52, 

67–68, 88, 152, 162, 188, 221, 223, 229–30, 274, 333, 406. Also see Vaneigem 164, 230, 232, 237–

38; Debord 109–10. 

21 Matthews 156–57. Also see Bleyen. 

22 Adamowicz 4, 13, 17, 24, 31–32, 68–70, 77–78, 124, 150; Susik, Surrealist Sabotage 12. For a 

more recent investigation into the connections between surrealist and situationist 

détournement, see Seddiki 134. Seddiki rightfully points out that Belgian surrealists such as 

Nougé and Scutenaire were already publishing texts made with collages of citations or 

modified quotes in advance of SI. On the subject of the relationship between surrealism and 

SI, also see Rasmussen, “The Situationist International” 365–87 and “The Fantasy of a 

Powerful Myth” 128–41.  
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connections between surrealist and situationist détournement, in particular the 

important role of recombinatory collage in each. 

 

Figure 6: Cover of Les lèvres nues, no. 8, May 1956. Author’s collection. 

As I have posited, Aragon’s theory of détournement or diversion is one of the 

key actions involved in the creation of modern mythologies and is thus 

fundamental to the development of surrealist counter-mythos. For Breton, 

surrealist diversion was the crucial mechanism of consciously abandoning the 

known that created the necessary conditions for a transformative experience of 

surrealist disorientation. The state of surreality depended upon the collective will 
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for a determined diversion or rerouting away from and supersession of the 

mundane. In his 1929 foreword to the publication of Ernst’s La femme 100 têtes, 

Breton followed Aragon’s earlier example by clarifying how détournement and its 

attendant experience of dépaysement create the necessary conditions for surreality, 

or the prefigurative envisioning of another possible sphere of existence. Breton 

wrote: 

Surreality will depend on our will toward complete disorientation 

(dépaysement) from everything. . . .I believe the entire value of such an 

enterprise — and perhaps any artistic enterprise — depends on taste, 

daring, and success from the power of having secured for oneself certain 

amusements (détournements). . . . Things are called upon to do something 

other than what’s usually expected. In fact, it’s by consciously foregoing 

their primary function . . . that certain transcendent properties can be 

deduced, which attach to these things in another conceived or 

conceivable world. (“Notice” 48) 

Just as Aragon had forged his notion of modern mythology during the Great 

War by internalising ideas first expounded by Breton, Aragonian conceits about 

how and why modern mythology remained relevant for surrealism were evoked 

by Breton more than a decade after the Armistice. Although surrealist 

détournement and its grounding in a vivid discourse about modern mythology in 

surrealism’s first decade have been overlooked in the literature in favor of an 

emphasis upon the Benjaminian outmoded or the Bretonian marvelous, the 

determined diversion away from the known that it signifies deserves its place 

among other foundational surrealist techniques from this era. This is ultimately 

because, as Aragon and other surrealists proclaimed in 1930 in the first issue of Le 

surréalisme au service de la revolution, the new journal “préparera le détournement 

définitif des forces intellectuelles aujourd’hui vivantes au profit de la fatalité 

révolutionnaire” ‘will prepare the definitive détournement of today’s vibrant 

intellectual forces on behalf of revolutionary outcomes’ (“Déclaration” 41).  

Even though for Aragon, surrealism and its operations were soon thereafter 

abandoned for the defeat of capitalism anticipated by the Parti communiste 

français, the increasingly internationalized surrealist movement continued to 

envision a post-capitalist horizon that was not bound by the increasingly 

totalitarian dictates of the communist party under Stalin. Arguably, the concept of 

détournement was gradually absorbed into various channels of the surrealist 

movement by the mid-1930s and dispersed as a versatile set of cultural and artistic 

tactics for the undermining of bourgeois aesthetics and capitalist values, methods 

that would be recalibrated as direct-action protest by the SI two decades later. 

Thus, what began in the immediate post–World War I period as a conversation 

between the proto-surrealists Aragon and Breton with their elected poetic 

precursors and select artistic contemporaries regarding the nature of modernity 

and the value of the mundane as a form of diverted and perverted counter-mythos, 
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eventually evolved into the ultraleftist subversion of modern life under capitalism 

after the Second World War. Surrealist détournement arguably became more 

radicalized as the movement itself awoke to the possibilities for revolution in the 

present and future. 
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