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VANGUARDISM 

During the WWI, it was designed “avant-garde” to a group of artists who wanted to build up a 

new culture and a new society. However, this tendency was not just one, but a lot of small 

trends that were in force for a very short of period ... or long depending on several factors such 

as artists, techniques, ideas, public… 

 

Some characteristics common to all the tendencies were: 

 Internationalism. They were aware of universal matters. 

 Against traditionalism. They tried to break older forms of culture finding originality. 

 Intellectuality. It was an art directed to few people. It was not a mass- literature. 

 Fidelity to their time.  They represented their own reality, even the bad points of it. 

 Ugliness. It was essentially an ugly art. 

 Dehumanization. It was devoid of human feelings and passions. 

 Spontaneity. It was made at the heat of the moment, not revised. 

 Contradictions in their points of view. 

 Tools: humour, metaphors… 

 Free will of the poet. Artistic sensibility. 

 Intertwined of different arts: painting, music, literature, poetry, cinema… 

In Spain, too, this tendency came through Ramón Gómez de la Serna by means of “tertulias” 

(Café de Pombo, Café Colonial) and magazines (Revista de Occidente set up by Ortega y Gasset 

in 1923, La Gaceta Literaria by Giménez Caballero& Guillermo de Torre in 1927) 

 

Some ephemeral movements inside the Vanguardists: 

 Futurism praised advanced technology and urban modernity. The Italian Marinetti 

founded it in 1909. They wanted to destroy older forms of culture and demonstrate 

the beauty of modern life: machine, speed, violence, change… by using some 

strategies such as breaking syntax, using mathematical and musical signals.  

 

 Cubism took traditional subjects, but depicted them in a fractured way, as if viewed 

from a number of different perspectives at the same time. Example:  Apollinaire, 

Calligrammes (1918) 

 

 Dadaism (1916–1922) and the end of logic. Dada was a style of European art that 

emerged during the WWI in response to its devastation. Based in Paris and led by the 

poet Tristan Tzara, the Dadaists produced nihilistic and antilogical prose, poetry, and 

art, and rejected the traditions, rules, and ideals of pre-war Europe. It was based on 

the ideas of absurdity, anarchy and the absence of logic. Example: Ball, phonetic 

poems. 
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 Expresionism was a reaction against materialism, complacent bourgeois prosperity, 

quick mechanization and/or urbanization and previous traditional family. Being 

anticonformist and irrationalist, it refused to represent reality as it was. So, new 

representative symbolic types arose:  caricatures, masks, puppet theatre or “guiñols”… 

Example: Bertolt Brecht & Valle-Inclán. 

In Spain, 

 Ultraism was influenced by French Symbolists and Parnassians. Thus, Ultraist 

poets used free verses, complicated metrical innovations and daring imagery and 

symbolism. It started with Cansinos-Assens & Guillermo de Torre. 

 

 Creationism. This short-lived experimental literary movement was founded by the 

Chilean poet Vicente Huidobro (friend of Pierre Reverdy). According to him, the 

poet should create a highly personal and imaginary world rather than describe the 

world. His tools were juxtaposed images and metaphors. Examples:  Gerardo 

Diego & Juan Larrea. 

 The most important of all those tendencies was SURREALISM (1920s–1930s) ), 
literary and art movement influenced by Freudianism, that is,  Freud’s theories of 
psychology: the expression of imagination as revealed in dreams, free of the 
conscious control of reason and free of convention. The movement was founded 
(1924) in Paris by André Bretón with his Manifeste du surréalisme. Another 
surrealist poet was Paul Éluard.  

Characteristics: 

 Automatic writing or "free writing", that is, writing without interrupting the thoughts, 
images, and sentences that come into head. 

 Juxtaposition of extremely different images. 
 Association is another literary technique and it involves linking together thoughts, 

ideas and images in a flow—even when these thoughts and images may not seem to 
have much to do with one another. Sometimes, they were bizarre. 

 The Irrational and the way it shapes human identity and perception (against the 
Western society’s rationality). 

 The Unconscious, that is, that part of human brain that's hidden and elusive. The 
Surrealists viewed the unconscious as the source of inspiration. 

 Dream and Fantasy. Surrealist literature often evokes dream and fantasy worlds. They 
were interested in escaping conventional reality it is known. 

 Revolution. They were nonconformists. They wanted to transform literary 
conventions, social and political conventions. Their work emphasizes change and 
transformation.  

 Dada and The First Manifesto of Surrealism written and published in 1924 by André 
Breton. Dada was a movement in the visual arts and literature that preceded 
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Surrealism. Surrealism developed in the aftermath of World War I because a society 
that was capable of so much destruction was definitely corrupted. So, they asked for 
new ways of thought that would be more productive, rather than destructive.   

 

The roots of surrealism can be traced back to Charles Baudelaire, Arthur Rimbaud, and Isidore 

Ducasse, also known as Comte de Lautréamont. The inspiration was in the poetic methods, 

such as calligrammatic poetry, used by Stéphane Mallarmé and Guillaume Apollinaire. The first 

text which used automatic writing as its methodology was Les Champs magnétiques (The 

Magnetic Fields), written by Breton and Philippe Soupault (founders of Surrealism). Others 

were young French poets as Louis Aragon, Antonin Artaud, René Crevel, Robert Desnos, Paul 

Éluard… The final stage of surrealism began after the end of World War II. 

Other Surrealist artists: Jean Cocteau with his surreal films; Salvador Dali and Ives Tanguy who 

uses dreamlike perception of space such as melting watches in painting; Marx Ernst and René 

Magritte in painting and photography through combinations of incongruous elements of 

reality, or Joan Miró and André Masson. 

To get a general layout of this movement, a short timeline is given:  

o 1914-18 WWI. 

o 1917. The poet G. Apollinaire coins the term Surrealism- from a ballet. 

o  1919. André Breton, P. Soupault and L. Aragon found the journal Littérature. 

o  1920. A. Breton and P. Soupault publish The Magnetic Fields. 

o 1924. A. Breton publishes The First Manifesto of Surrealism; also the journal La 

Revolution Surrealiste. 

o 1925. R. Desnos publishes Mourning for Mourning. 

o 1926. P. Éluard’s The shape of your eyes. 

o 1929- The Second Manifesto of Surrealism. 

o 1930. R. Desnos’ A Cadaver. 

o 1939-1945. WWII. Most of the Surrealist writers joined to anti-Nazism 

movement in France. 

To sum up, Surrealism believed that Thought dictated in the absence of all control exerted by 
reason, and outside all aesthetic or moral preoccupations. The surrealist methodology was 
based on the use of techniques, such as automatic writing, self-induced hallucinations, and 
word games like the exquisite corpse to make manifest repressed mental activities 
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