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It has often been claimed that the turbulent events across Europe in the spring of 1968, a crossroads of utopian thought and political action, represent both a culmination of surrealism’s principles and its swansong. For Czech surrealist Petr Král, this “paradoxical triumph” of poetic revolt marked the very moment when the movement itself was passing into history.
 But while this date was not the demise of international surrealism, it commemorates a significant instance of convergence and divergence for it in two locations, France and Czechoslovakia. A little-known exhibition, Princip Slasti (The Pleasure Principle), devised by the Paris group in conjunction with Czechoslovak colleagues and held in Brno, Prague and Bratislava between February and April 1968, gave a first and only opportunity to display international surrealism for audiences behind the Iron Curtain, and, in so doing, crystallized an encounter between two distinct but complementary strands of surrealist thought. 

The story of the relationship between French and Czechoslovak surrealism is a long one. The groups in Paris and Prague were especially close in the 1930s and shared common themes and sources, tracing their origins to the early 1920s, but from the outset the latter had its own distinct emphasis, marked by the complexities of Central European history. Underground for most of the period since 1939, by the 1960s Czech and Slovak surrealists had been cut off from the international movement for nearly two decades. Reflecting circumstances under communist rule and pursuing research in clandestine conditions, a critical sense of the material absurdity of everyday life took precedence, in contrast to postwar Parisian surrealist interests in myth, magic and utopia that had little resonance with experience in Prague or Bratislava. 

If in the early 1960s the Prague group judged it prudent to obscure its affiliations to surrealism, adopting the deliberately obscure name “UDS,” gradually the thaw in cultural and political freedoms made possible a modest program of publishing and exhibitions, and communication with the West. It was the Slovakian surrealist artist Albert Marenčin who re-established contact with the Paris group, and from this grew the project of a touring exhibition, to be curated by the Parisians in consultation with surrealists in Prague and Bratislava.
 The Pleasure Principle presented works by twenty-one artists from nine countries, but it would not be designated an “International Surrealist Exhibition” in the manner of shows in Paris (1959 and 1965), Milan (1961) and São Paulo (1967), which had helped to encourage a resurgent international interest in the movement and which were organized by [---]. While the Paris surrealists were experienced at coordinating major events like these, by the late 1960s the group itself was approaching crisis. The movement’s figurehead, André Breton, died in September 1966, and differences began to emerge in collective activities. The Pleasure Principle was the Paris group’s last major venture, and raised questions over the extent to which it articulated the nuances of surrealism’s contexts around the world.

In July 1967 a letter from the Paris group to Czechoslovak surrealists proposed the exhibition’s theme of “The Pleasure Principle,” devised as an incursion into the ideological conditions of contemporary Czechoslovakia. It gathered a list of key ideas: “dream, play, eroticism, psychic and physical explorations (automatism, delirium, madness), transgression, the art of pleasure, sensual language or alchemy, to the detriment of social, political and religious constraint.”
 Emphasizing the critical remit of surrealism in the face of spurious imitations, the letter called for responses and suggestions for participation but, curiously, one unexpected aspect of The Pleasure Principle would be that neither exhibition nor catalogue would feature contributions from the contemporary Czech and Slovak groups. Why might this have been? Perhaps they were not yet in a position to align themselves publicly with what was perceived as a Western movement–the Prague Spring, after all, represented a relaxation not a U-turn for a still highly restricted state.
 There had also been tentative plans for a reciprocal exhibition of Czechoslovak surrealists in Paris.
 Either way, The Pleasure Principle would remain largely a staging of the Paris group’s ideas, one “imposed” as much as “proposed” to the Czechs.

While surrealists in Bratislava responded with enthusiasm, those in Prague had long been skeptical of several of French surrealism’s core principles, and were wary of the utopian aspects of the project. For theorist Vratislav Effenberger, for example, the movment’s watchwords of love, poetry and liberty were to be seen as contingent, historically-bound “models,” overridden by the imperative for critical attitudes to ethics, rationalism and repression.
 The notion of the Pleasure Principle, with its evocation of Freudian psychoanalysis, promised liberty for the Parisians and a bridge to an imaginative activism proposed, for instance, by the writings of Herbert Marcuse. In contrast, it struck Prague surrealists as disconnected from contemporary experience: what was needed was investigation of how conflicts between the Pleasure Principle and its contrary, the Reality Principle, could be faced and overcome.
 Where Parisian surrealists sought to activate lyricism and myth, their Czech counterparts engaged anxiety; they feared illusions, not reality.
 

Political divergences, too, were part of this picture. If the Parisian group scrutinised international politics, the Prague members doubtless had quite enough daily politics to deal with. Particularly striking was the Paris group’s endorsement of Fidel Castro’s regime in Cuba, culminating in members attending the 1967 Salón de mayo in Havana at the invitation of Cuban surrealist artist Wifredo Lam.
 Lam’s work would feature prominently in The Pleasure Principle, as would a large painting by Chilean surrealist Roberto Matta entitled precisely Pleasure Principle (Che Guevara) (fig. 1), an uncharacteristically direct portrayal of the assassinated guerrilla revolutionary, surrounded by bestial soldiers brandishing arms. But where rallying to international revolution may have played well with officials in Czechoslovakia, Czech surrealists viewed their Parisian friends’ enthusiasm with a mixture of disappointment and bemusement.
 

The selection of works for The Pleasure Principle offered Czechoslovak audiences a view of surrealism rooted in its history and invigorated by fresh currents. Works by Joan Miró represented the former tradition, but less familiar artists indicated new directions that in Paris had already been signposted by L’Écart absolu, an exhibition in December 1965 that critiqued consumer society: Hervé Télémaque painted constellations of schematic everyday objects, while Konrad Klaphek depicted machines as cult deities. From the outset, the Parisian curators envisaged the exhibition in four sections whose themes established essential surrealist principles: “Violation of the Law” for revolutionary insurrection; “The Law of the Night” as the realm of the unconscious; “Automatic Truth” confirming the search for the “real functioning of thought”; “Play” for the boundless, utopian realm of games.
 This also formed the structure of the catalogue, presenting essays as well as visual and biographical documentation of artists and works. Evocative “found” images were inserted among its pages, including alchemical diagrams (to mark the hermetic traditions linking Paris and Prague), and a telling documentary photograph of black protestors in 1967 confronting the National Guard in Detroit (fig. 2), evoking surrealism’s continued support for anti-colonial and anti-racism causes.

A notable aspect of the exhibition’s presentation was the traditional hanging of the works, in contrast to innovative surrealist installations since the 1930s. In Prague, the Parisian surrealists who arrived for the occasion had only three days and few resources to mitigate the austerity of the municipal library’s gallery.
 The solution was to treat each section as a kind of initiation for the visitor to negotiate. A mobile barrier with a “no entry” sign had to be swung aside to access “Violation of the Law,” and a curtain of wire and keys announced “The Law of the Night;” a giant alchemical egg made from disused street lamps presided over “Automatic Truth,” while “Play” was entered via a giant playing card by French surrealist Nicole.
 Other contributions by the French delegation were significant, too, in the form of radio broadcasts and newspaper interviews, and The Pleasure Principle was met with enthusiasm by the media.
 Czechoslovak surrealists seized opportunities to disseminate their ideas, organizing a lecture series in Prague, an anthology of French surrealist poetry in Bratislava, and plans for books and a journal.
 

Especially significant was the productive exchange between the two groups. The catalogue already featured a supplement, the Paris-Prague Surrealist Telephone (fig. 3), in which questions posed by the Czechs were answered by the French, emphasizing what was emergent and what remained immutable in surrealism’s ethics. Interactions between participants over the week of the French group’s visit marked a decisive point at which international surrealism could critique and project its directions: the outcome was the joint manifesto The Platform of Prague, drafted during the exhibition and published in the Paris group’s journal L’Archibras.
 Affirming surrealism’s continued vitality, it outlined the movement’s relationship to historical and political contexts (a stance as hostile to Western imperialism as to communist ideology), signaled the domains of language, play and critical-imaginative research as fields in which relationships between an individual and collective spirit could be explored, and underlined surrealism’s significance as an expression of revolutionary consciousness.

It is not so much The Pleasure Principle itself as this collaborative manifesto that marks the place where two currents within surrealism converge and relay their electrical charge. But by the publication of The Platform of Prague that September, everything had changed: while in France the effusion of May ’68 had been all but discharged, in Prague, Warsaw Pact troops had arrived in August to restore orthodoxy by force, effectively curtailing freedoms—and the public activities of Czechoslovak surrealists—for a further two decades. From this dismal train of events, only the subsequent story of the respective surrealist groups might surprise us. Within a matter of months the French group collapsed into smaller circles—one of which formed the nexus of today’s Paris group.
 The Czechoslovak surrealists, deploring the news of this demise, were again forced underground. Despite the emigration of several members in the wake of the upheavals, new participants soon arrived to invigorate the group’s direction. Intense collective research would sustain it past the Velvet Revolution and to the present day. 
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