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1. Visit to the church of Saint-Julien-le-Pauvre
2. Opening of the Max Ernst exhibition
3. The trial of Maurice Barrès

I do not know who had the idea of the first Dada “event.” This idea certainly
did not spring forth spontaneously, and its beginning must be sought in the
evenings of the Cabaret Voltaire in Zurich. Those performances were still wholly
literary in character. To explain the turn toward its current formulation, one
needs to keep in mind certain connections. 

It was 1917. Zurich gathered together all elements of resistance or indiffer-
ence from the fighting nations, among whom were primarily a large number of
artists. The state of tension caused by the various kinds of secret actions under-
taken in the city helped not a little to cement several friendships. The “Dada
movement,” properly speaking, dates from this time. A veritable pact started it
off, with clauses that shall be divulged later. Let us note for now that the
Dadaists, unafraid to pledge their future, agreed to convene in Madrid in
March 1921. I believe that only material difficulties kept them from realizing
that project.

I am skipping the metamorphoses that Dada underwent prior to its arrival
in France, as that history is destined to be well known. I will simply recall,
briefly, the public standing of French poets in 1919: verses by Guillaume
Apollinaire, Blaise Cendrars, Pierre Reverdy, Louis Aragon, Philippe Soupault,
and myself were recited daily in one hall or another to the same audience, who
invariably applauded. The profound boredom that emanated from these
recitals, the incomprehension that resulted from reading out loud (a kind of
reading that does maximum disservice to most modern poems, banishing their
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eloquence), lastly the impossibility of reaching anything but a bewildered public
of half a dozen writers, all led us to give a favorable welcome to Dada, which,
for its part, promised lively polemics and large audiences. Indeed, in Dada one
entered current events, beyond the insignificant discussions for which literature
and art managed to make room. (The absence of punctuation in poems, for
example, sufficed to have the authors charged with mystification; glosses on
Cubism met everywhere with the same stubbornness; not even free verse managed
to establish itself after twenty years of struggle on its behalf.) Apollinaire’s
timidity and caution contributed in no small measure to maintaining this state
of affairs, for he frustrated his own halfhearted attempts at endorsement at
every step (as an example, it is enough to recall the performance of The Breasts
of Tiresias).1

It was at the Littérature matinée of Friday, January 23, 1920, when Tristan
Tzara, in Paris since the night before, broke with established custom: having
announced that he would read one of his poems, he instead read a political
article to the accompaniment of an electric bell loud enough to drown out his
voice.2 At the first Dada event, held a few weeks later at the Grand Palais on the
Champs Elysées, we waited in vain for new poetry readings, but they had been
replaced by manifestoes; in place of the silent auditorium we had long lost hope
of galvanizing, we found ourselves in front of a rebellious public.3 And this public
acquired a taste for our performances. Little by little, it deserted other meetings
and converged, ever more numerous, upon Dada events: at the Faubourg, the
Université populaire, the Théâtre de l’Oeuvre, the Salle Gaveau.4 True, it grew
bold and riddled us with projectiles, but at the same time it made itself increas-
ingly our accomplice. One may say that this public is largely responsible for our
audacities. We were actually driven to make some sacrifices on its behalf. By a
curious phenomenon, moreover, we ended up gauging our appeal by the cries
made against us. In this way, scandal, which to Apollinaire was only a means,
became for us a goal. Nothing flattered us so much as scandal (there are some
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1. Guillaume Apollinaire, Les mamelles de Tirésias (1917); reprinted in Apollinaire, L’enchanteur
pourrissant, suivi de Les mamelles de Tirésias et de Couleur du temps (Paris: Gallimard, 1957). This play,
in the preface to which Apollinaire coined the term “surrealism,” sent an ambivalent cultural-political
message: on the one hand, defiance of theatrical conventions regarding character, text, plot, and
setting; on the other, support for family values (however parodically portrayed) and procreation on
behalf of the French nation. See Jeffrey Weiss, The Popular Culture of Modern Art: Picasso, Duchamp, and
Avant-Gardism (New Haven, Conn.: Yale University Press, 1994), pp. 247–53; Peter Read, Apollinaire et
Les mamelles de Tirésias: La revanche d’Eros (Rennes, France: Presses Université de Rennes, 2000).
2. Tzara arrived in Paris on January 17, 1920; he moved directly into the apartment Francis
Picabia shared with his mistress Germaine Everling and their newborn baby. Breton, Paul Éluard,
Louis Aragon, and Philippe Soupault arrived to meet him a few hours later. See Michel Sanouillet,
Dada à Paris (Paris: Jean-Jacques Pauvert, 1965), p. 140ff.
3. “Matinée Dada,” Grand Palais des Champs-Elysées, February 5, 1920, held in conjunction with
that year’s Salon des Indépendants.
4. Club du Faubourg in Puteaux, February 7; Université populaire du Faubourg Saint-Antoine,
February 19; Théâtre de la Maison de l’Oeuvre (Salle Berlioz), March 27; “Festival Dada,” Salle
Gaveau, May 26 (all 1920). See Sanouillet, Dada à Paris, pp. 154–78.



5. Louis Aragon, Anicet; ou, Le Panorama . . . (Paris: Gallimard, 1921), pp. 83–84.
6. Paul Valéry, La Soirée avec Monsieur Teste (Paris: Bonavolot-Jouve, 1906).
7. André Gide had readily lent his mantle to Breton’s journal Littérature at its founding in 1919, but he
showed only tepid enthusiasm for Dadaist literature, and along with other founders of the Nouvelle Revue

edifying pages on the subject in Anicet).5 Thus, we arrived at a conception of
Dada events to which the phrase “Artificial Hells” perfectly applies.

I have purposely addressed above only the surface of this matter. Dada
events certainly involve a desire other than to scandalize. Scandal, for all its
force (one may easily trace it from Baudelaire to the present), would be insuffi-
cient to elicit the delight that one might expect from an artificial hell. One
should also keep in mind the odd pleasure obtained in “taking to the street” or
“keeping one’s footing,” so to speak; there is after all something unfortunate in
the life of great philosophers like Kant, who create their own world and put
themselves at the mercy of a trifle such as a woman’s smile. Most great poets, at
one moment or another of their lives, likewise fall from on high. One thinks of
Paul Valéry’s Teste pursuing his dream to create the likely sensations of an
aeronaut.6 In our own time, Mr. Teste steps into a balloon, and no more need
be said. By conjoining thought with gesture, Dada has left the realm of shadows
to venture onto solid ground. It is absurd that poetic or philosophical ideas
should not be amenable to immediate applicat ion like scient ific ideas.
Surrealism, psychoanalysis, the principle of relativity must lead us to build
instruments as precise and as well adapted to our practical needs as the wireless.
I say “build instruments” by chance, of course, giving these words a value only
as images.

It is therefore ridiculous to consider Dada a kind of entertainment, for
example. There is great work to be done, and each Dada event only amounts to
the groundbreaking that sounds at more or less regular intervals. Small matter if
it shows us one more masterpiece—the point lies entirely elsewhere. (The point
is, perhaps, to wrest the human spirit from some of its fetters, especially the ever
subtler categories where it is splintering.) All means to achieve this result are
good, and one must absolutely understand that if, during the rescue operation,
a “work” surfaces that is a treasure, its discovery can only be seen as temporary,
and any praise it brings us leaves us unaffected.

Thus, I repeat here only for the record, as a model of the general mistake,
these lines by André Gide, taken from a letter to Louis Aragon (May 16, 1921):

Once again a great provocation, your Barrès performance the other
night. I can still hear, “How come twelve people can’t manage to
come up with anything better?” (the more informed say “four”). But I
think that each of you, independently, would come up with ideas that
are far better, and it is because you work as four that you can think up
only completely annoying things. . . . How can you fail to understand
that it is not from scandal you will perish, but from boredom?7

Artificial Hells 139



André Gide will never understand how indifferent we remain to his criterion.
Moreover, Dada is boring only in relation to one’s expectations of it—just as if
Gide had not written The Vatican Caves, Pastoral Symphony, and a couple dozen
other works, not even he would be boring. . . . 

The “Dada Season,” which began April 14, 1921, with a visit to the church
of Saint-Julien-le-Pauvre, does not intend to resemble the preceding season. Last
year, Dada activity remained wholly artistic (or anti-artistic, if one prefers—I
don’t distinguish between the two). This year, Dada proposes to raise the debate
and take the discussion on moral grounds. Anyone who has studied the history
of ideas from the last half-century will agree that the intrusion of poetic order
on moral order in our t ime was a foregone conclusion. Baudelaire,
Lautréamont, Rimbaud, Jarry played a large part in this. Their work bears the
very stamp of that [intrusion]. I refer to the testimony of Guillaume Apollinaire,
in his preface to Flowers of Evil and to the letter he wrote me on March 12, 1916:
“I see in the work of Rimbaud above all a method for which the sciences open a
vast field, all the sciences, even that of mores.”8 We imagined guiding our public
to places in which we could hold their attention better than in a theater, because
the very fact of going there entails a certain goodwill on their part. The visits, of
which Saint-Julien-le-Pauvre was the first in a series, had absolutely no other
pretext. A manifesto largely written by me and read out loud in the churchyard,
said among other things: 

Is there a church of Saint-Julien-le-Pauvre? For our part, we do not
know. It is you who have chosen this place. And yet we know quite well
what we are doing. We know quite well to what we are bringing you.
This is but a preparatory meeting. All that has happened until now
under the sign of Dada was just a sideshow. You can have no idea, judging
from that, of the spectacle inside. The curtain will rise shortly on a
play fantastic in other ways, which we have prepared with utmost care
for a year now. . . . Simply turn your heads. We are in the middle of
Paris. It may seem sweet to you, on a day of pleasant spring rain (good
for the harvest), to stroll by the Seine and see in us a mischievous
youth similar to the young Romantics, who gave their vigor to the
nineteenth century. Here it is, the famous jewel of Gothic architecture
with Rosetta windows crossed by the sky, with saints in precious metal
identical to Dada apostles fallen prey to the madness of Eternity. You
are all right here with us: how relaxing! And yet you have debts, a
woman is waiting for you at the hotel, you are on strike in England,
you take tea at the Claridge, you are in the world. 
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Française, he evinced his distaste for the group’s public events in print. A lead article by him printed in
NRF 79 (April 1, 1920), at the height of the first “Dada Season,” attacked Dada on the same xenophobic,
anti-Semitic terms regularly employed by the daily press. See also Sanouillet, Dada à Paris, pp. 199–203.
8. Guillaume Apollinaire, introduction to L’Oeuvre poétique de Charles Baudelaire (1917), first
published as “Baudelaire dans le domaine public,” Nord-Sud 3 (May 15, 1917).



Whatever pleasure we took in that, the bad weather that day foiled our
plans. It kept us from putting into action several of our ideas, among them an
auction of abstractions that might have been sensational. One or two hundred
onlookers were huddled there, silent under their umbrellas, to the point that we
wondered whether Dada was ready to disappear, following a famous axiom we
often invoked: “A successful man, or simply one who is no longer attacked, is a
dead man.” 

We soon learned that it was nothing of the sort. At the Max Ernst exhibition,
although we could not understand exact ly why, Dada, which had almost
become a charming thing, was greeted once more with catcalls.9 And yet there
was nothing there that might profoundly shock one’s taste: works of great
poetry presented without a ruckus; an opening just slightly less acceptable (and
if some people found it boring, it’s because they would like us to have the talent
of the Fratellini Brothers).10 It would be unfair to believe that in this critical
atmosphere, Dada is “putting a good face on things.” I would like one day to
answer those who still doubt us by showing them two accompanying pieces: the
article in Comoedia by Asté d’Esparbès and the text of this article, written by
myself. There is a whole study to be made on secret Dada: the letters of Mr.
Marcello Fabri, in charge of the Revue de l’Époque (the one with the survey,
“Should the Dadaists be Shot?”) and Mr. Sébastien Voirol, a member of the execu-
tion squad, deserve to be thrown into the discussion.11 A separate chapter
altogether should be devoted to the intrigues of Picabia, upon which, even
here, I must necessarily expound.

The dispute originated with my refusal to satisfy a request for a preface to
Jésus-Christ Rastaquouère.12 (In my opinion, this book, a compendium of stock
subversive phrases and paradoxes, e.g., “man’s greatest discovery is baking soda;
God was Jewish, he was thrashed by the Catholics, etc.” did not withstand critical
examination. In the difficult genre of maxims, Picabia’s effort seemed to me a
failure. There is a real standard for measuring the exact extent of lapidary utter-
ances shaped by a moralist’s pen. Isidore Ducasse bears proof of this in his
Poésies. There is not one maxim by La Rochefoucauld or Vauvenargues, nor a
Pensée by Pascal that, when inverted or contradicted, becomes banal or indefen-
sible. By contrast, almost every aphorism included in J-C Rastaquouère, when
similarly treated, yields a commonplace or an asininity.) Picabia could not
excuse my estimation. He argued against Aragon and Soupault out of antipathy.
“Aragon,” he wrote last year, “Aragon is Dada’s fancy man”; “Soupault’s a nervous
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9. “Exposition Max Ernst,” May 3–June 3, 1921, Librairie au sans Pareil. Catalog with a preface by
Breton, reprinted in Les Pas perdus (Paris: Gallimard, 1924) and in Oeuvres complètes, pp. 245–46.
10. The three Fratellini brothers (Albert, François, and Paul) were circus performers trained in
Russia, but who made their career in Paris, with an act at the Cirque Medrano that became very popular
in the early 1920s, among artists as well as the general public. 
11. Marguerite Bonnet provides complete bibliographic references in Breton, Oeuvres complètes, p.
1484.
12. Francis Picabia, Jésus-Christ Rastaquouère (Paris: Au Sans Pareil, 1920). 



type, he uses it well”; “Éluard always says Proverb when he means to say Shit.”13

As for myself, I soon passed from “one of the men he appreciated the most”
(Cannibale 1) to the least dependable of all. Together with the return of Jean
Cocteau into Picabia’s good graces, and the former’s perfidious maneuvering,
this led to the definitive break echoed in print by Comoedia.14

Anyone who knows Picabia is aware of the profound infiltration of suspicion
and hatred into his character (this is one of his greater powers of seduction), so
his current rejection [of us] should come as no surprise. This man, whom one
would think detached from everything, belongs to his ambition, which is blind.
Picasso’s laurels have kept him sleepless for a long time. He has never claimed
that Dada was not a literary school, nor that he cared little whether he was its
star. What’s more, he is not averse to intrigue. (Even as he was writing to
Comoedia, he went to Tzara to assure him of his friendship, explaining that this
was all just a game, inviting Tzara to play with him. One might believe from this
that he will soon publish another magazine issue all in praise of Dada.)
Henceforth, the article that appeared Wednesday, May 11 [1921], under his
name, will be noted as a profession of authentic, Dada faith. But the word Dada
has not belonged to us for some time now. It would be a waste of energy to
renounce it in a great struggle. It is possible that this word will be connected
with us until our death.

We have not replied to Picabia to avoid inflating an incident that might
hurt the spirit that is as much his as ours. (As far as I am concerned, whatever
the guiding emotion, I cannot help but applaud declarations such as: “One must
be a nomad, traveling through ideas as one travels through countries and cities. . . .
The coppersmith warms up in the sun because he’s cold; don’t be cold, and
you’ll see how much the sun looks like rain!”)

Picabia boasts that he single-handedly made half the [room at the]
Sociétés Savantes stand up by making a sign to leave soon after Aragon began his
defense of Maurice Barrès.15 One or two press clippings will be enough to get a
sense of the press response to this event. Nearly everyone was angry that, with
inconceivable tastelessness, we should have brought the Unknown Soldier into
the trial, and all agreed to denounce our sacrilege. No one imagined that we
might have confronted a symbol that was itself of questionable taste; after
Friday, May 13, we are once again condemned to execration. Although I don’t
think it will take the critics a long time to recover, I imagine it will be extremely
interesting one day to compare, looking at the evidence, our true intentions to
those which we were accorded. I study in vain the voluminous file that contains
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13. Paul Éluard edited the short-lived journal Proverbe, which appeared in five issues from February
to May 1920 and a sixth issue in July 1921. See Sanouillet, Dada à Paris, pp. 211–15.
14. Picabia, “M. Picabia se sépare des dadas,” Comoedia (May 11, 1921), translated on pp. 145–46 of
this issue.
15. The “Trial of Maurice Barrès” took place on Friday, May 13, 1921, at the Salle des Sociétés
Savantes (Hall of Learned Societies). 



the accusation against Maurice Barrès, the procedures followed, the questions
put to the jurors, the depositions, the indictment, the attorneys’ arguments,
without seeing anything to justify the accusations made against us. It is a shame
that these materials are likely fated to remain hidden. One despairs of being
heard when one thinks that, of all our listeners, only Mme. Rachilde managed to
support us with a modicum of success.

And yet, Mme. Rachilde is not a friend of ours—it is she who, when Dada
began, countered it with “a silent Smile.”16 She distinguished herself no less on
this account, with an eloquent protest on our behalf. Why was she alone in realizing
that this was about nothing other than our entertainment and her own?
Although she cast the honor entirely upon myself, exclaiming that the old defiance
was done with; that since André Breton had taken the reins, one had to pay
attention to Dada; that what we had said since the beginning fascinated her; that
vulgarity was not and never had been our method—I am not the least embarrassed
to return her praise. Mr. Fernand Vandérem, with whom I spoke at the exit, also
expressed his generosity regarding us. The tenor of our event, however, had not
entirely satisfied him. He told me that he expected us to be more rigorous. He
reproached me for not bringing to the study of the Barrès case the same lucidity
as in my defense of Dada, published in the August 1, 1920, issue of La Nouvelle
Revue française. He complained that we had not avoided some commonplaces,
nor made clear enough our own point of view. He seems not to have understood
that our interest in this problem lay in the possibility of interpreting it variously,
and that we were inclined to nothing so little as cohesion. That is precisely why
the materials relating to the Barrès trial constitute documents of the utmost
importance for literary history.

To give a summary idea of this, I have attached to this essay a copy of the
questions that the Dada tribunal applied itself to answering, questions already
developed in the accusation that I wrote.17

These are the principal events that marked the opening of the 1921 “Dada
Season.” Three new performances are planned to accompany the Dada Salon in
June, at the Comédie Theatre on the Champs-Elysées.18 It has been written that
1920 was the “Year of Dada.” It is impossible to tell currently what 1921 will
bring. A manifesto published recently in Germany states that the movement’s
leaders have decided to leave Dada to the bourgeoisie. That might well turn out
to be only a ploy. Perhaps in France, the era of Dada events, properly speaking,
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16. Rachilde (pseudonym of Marguerite E. Valette, 1860–1953), “Le Sourire silencieux,” Comoedia,
April 1, 1920, an article written against the nascent Dada movement in Paris.
17. The original manuscript includes many press clippings related to the Barrès trial, and to the
other polemics that Breton describes here. See Breton, Oeuvres complètes, pp. 1484–86.
18. The “Salon Dada” was held at the Studio des Champs-Elysées (renamed for the occasion Galerie
Montaigne) from June 6–30, 1921. Three events were scheduled during the run of this show, on June
10, 18, and 30. See Sanouillet, Dada à Paris, pp. 275–85. Breton remained away from Paris all month,
pointedly abstaining from the realization of this idea.



is drawing to a close (to begin in Italy and Holland). It would be no less daring
today to expect to see some of us in art, philosophy, or politics. The “I, impatient to
find the place and the formula” acts here in its fullest meaning: God keep me
from anticipating.
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