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The Surrealist Perspective 

A door is thrown open. A man, who is completely naked, sprints through the open 

doorway into the cold winter frost. Clutching at two thick tufts of fresh snow he proceeds to 

spread the cold across his bare chest while screaming incoherently at nobody and nothing in 

particular. He laughs, bends down and repeats the process for several hours. 

At first glance, this man could be considered well and truly mad. In fact, most any person 

witnessing this scene would agree with this diagnosis unconditionally.  Yet, an entirely 

different conclusion is reached when approaching this scene through the eyes of the man . 

To him, the act is as natural as breathing. To him, the act is entirely reasonable. 

 An expert at deciphering the complexities of the irrational mind, Michel Foucault states in 

his text, History of Madness, "In the absence of a fixed point of reference, madness could equally 

be reason" (Foucault 2006 p. 164). From the point of view of the man in the snow, the definitions 

of madness and reason can be swapped. However, even from his perspective a dichotomy exists 

in the nature of sanity and insanity. By definition, one cannot coexist in the same state of mind 

with the other. Yet the fundamental truth of reason rests within its need to understand every 

aspect of the universe. Madness, as the antithesis of reason, stands infinitely beyond sensible 

comprehension. Foucault continues by adding, "the consciousness of madness [is] a secret 

presence, a strategy that belongs to madness itself' (Foucault, 2006 p. 164). The desire for the 

rational mind to obtain this secret fruit of knowledge lies at the beating heart of Surrealism. 

Surrealism, as defined by the Oxford English Dictionary, is "A movement in art 
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and literature seeking to express the subconscious mind by any of a number of different 

techniques, including the irrational juxtaposition of realistic images, the creation of 

mysterious symbols, and automatism (q.v., sense 5)" (Oxford English Dictionary, 

1989). This definition is particularly limited in scope by chaining its very essence 

to an artistic context; even if “surrealistic” expression through art is the most 

capable metaphor for properly explaining its necessary concepts . Surrealism is rather: 

A method in which the rational mind uses a series of deliberate reasoned techniques to conceive 

but not understand the nature of unreason.  An “artistic” product of this conception is an 

expression designed to lead the observer or audience member into perceiving the world 

through the eyes of a madman. This form of communication is particularly evident in 

Salvador Dali's painting The Persistence of Memory and the Carlos Fuentes novella Aura. 

The techniques used in surrealist exposition are not necessarily unique to any 

particular medium as there is a dissemination of usage throughout the entire artistic 

landscape. The master painter, however, is lost without some level of mechanical 

precision and knowledge of the process of their trade. Salvador Dali had to embrace this in 

order to produce the artwork that he is most famous for. In fact, the process he went 

through while creating The Persistence of Memory (pictured below), and its direct relation 

to the process of revelation that the observer undergoes cannot be mistaken as 

unintentional. The painting began as a "landscape near Port Lligat" (Kligsohr-Leroy 

2006 p. 38) but was later transformed into the image as it appears today. Just as Dali 

moves from painting a simple landscape towards more surreal figures, so too does the observer. 

Upon first seeing an image on canvas, the mind is led towards more incomprehensible 

concepts. The reasoned mind that perceives time as a sequential procession of events is 
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taken aback by the idea of nonlinear progression or the absence of time that is present in the 

painting. This idea of a world without time may be imaginable, but a true understanding 

would be impossible from the perspective of rationality. Salvador Dali states himself that "its 

enigmatic meaning and unconscious content were hidden even from him" (Kligsohr-Leroy 2006 

p. 38). Taken from the words of the artist himself, surrealism is an expression of concept 

rather than true understanding. 

 

Through the use of carefully constructed narrative, Carlos Fuentes is able to send 

his readers through a similar pilgrimage of enlightenment. The synthesis of the personas 

of his protagonist Felipe Montero and the readers themselves is paramount in his transposition 

of surreal notions. Aura begins with: "You're reading the advertisement" (Fuentes 1998 p. 3).
 
By 

using "you" as the first word in the text, Fuentes clinches an immediate connection with 
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the reader. This relationship, between author, audience, and text is crucial in allowing 

the reader to experience Fuentes' intent to provide his audience with an experience that 

is undeniably surreal. In Aura, Felipe travels a similar path while reading the manuscripts 

of the lost husband of the woman he has been contracted to translate for the woman who 

placed the advertisement from the start of the story. Therefore, as the reader begins to 

identify with Auras protagonist, so too does Felipe begin to identify with the General who 

composed the manuscripts he is studying. Fuentes' intentions are made clear at the 

moment in which Felipe discovers a photograph of the General. "You cover General 

Llorente's beard with your finger, and imagine him with black hair, and you only discover 

yourself: blurred, lost, forgotten, but you, you, you" (Fuentes, 1998 p. 137). In this 

moment as Felipe, and in turn the reader, lose their sense of self. A man without an identity 

is a man without thought. Quoting Foucault, "A man without thought: that would be a 

stone, or a brute" (Foucault, 2006 p. 145). For this instant the reader views the world 

from what Fuentes' believes is the perspective of madness itself. 

While Fuentes' techniques differ from Dali's, they are dissimilar only in their 

execution. Both works employ calculated choices in order to express the incomprehensible, both 

works are successful in conceiving but not understanding the nature of madness. and both 

works are successful examples of the proposed definition of Surrealism. 
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