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The Exquisite Corpse. Chance and Collaboration in Surrealism’s Parlor Game. By 
Kanta Kochhar-Lindgren, Davis Schneidermann, and Tom Denlinger, University of 
Nebraska Press, Lincoln & London, 2009. ISBN 978-0-8032-2781-1 

 

The shiny dust jacket of the book, featuring a cadavre exquis – painted in 1929 with colourful gouache on 

black paper by André Breton and Louis Aragon – is a perfect embodiment of the Exquisite Corpse to 

which the anthology is dedicated. With its catchy, mainly orange and green tones, this vertical Exquisite 

Corpse mixes words and drawings, texts and images in such a way that exemplifies all the key aspects of 

the surrealist game. The word „ventre‟ is written in the middle part of the figure, as if it were a caption for 

its belly. Two cherries embody the stomach and hence represent the process of eating. Yet, the 

consumption suggested here also alludes to the original Exquisite Corpse of 1925 that famously yielded 

the phrase from which the game took its name: „le cadavre exquis boira le vin nouveau‟ („the exquisite 

corpse will drink the young wine‟). The moon painted in white at the top of the page is full rather than new, 

and the bright colours on the black background suppose that the fluorescent „body‟ of the Corpse is 

devouring the night. The round moon forming the middle letter of the possessive „nos‟ – as if the final X of 

the Latin nocturnal „nox, noctis‟ had slipped away, transforming itself in the doubling of the cherries. At the 

same time, the inscription of the plural possessive hints at the collaborative aspect of the game. Creation 

is the result of a surrealist group activity which subverts customs and reveals „the new‟ via an aesthetic 

process of consumption. In the case of this anthology, the cover of the books is hence itself a great 

illustration of what exquisite corpses encapsulate.    

 

The brainchild of a panel on „The Revival of the Exquisite Corpse‟ for the Rethinking the Avant-garde 

conference held at Notre Dame University in April 2000, The Exquisite Corpse anthology is collaborative 

at its very roots. Mixing genres, disciplines, and approaches, and addressing both the visual and the 
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audible, it is no wonder that Paul D. Miller (aka DJ Spooky) has given an exhilarating forward to the 

volume. Just like the cadavre exquis breaks down preconceived concepts by, paradoxically, following 

rules and being strictly structured, the heterogeneous essays in the anthology are carefully organised into 

sections. Scattered with a few black and white illustrations and endowed with a solid bibliography and 

index, the book is divided into four parts, and includes a good introduction which clearly resituates the 

famous surrealist parlour game. Kochhar-Lindgren, Schneidermann and Denlinger are acutely aware that 

„[t]he composite figure … is both a marker of the historical avant-garde and an epistemological apparatus 

that lives beyond its initial historical moment.‟ (xix)  

 

Analogous to an Exquisite Corpse itself, the anthology manages to be a coherent whole even though it 

presents a wide range of approaches, tones and theories. As a result, the book is both academic and 

playful: the product of an extended postmodern parlour game between scholars, academics, curators and 

artists. In addressing „The Ludic,‟ Part One enables a return to the history of the concepts of chance and 

play at stake in the surrealist parlour game. Going beyond surrealism and entitled „Artistic Collectivity and 

Literary Creation,‟ the second part focuses on the collaborative act of „folding‟ that the game of cadavre 

exquis requires. In the third part, „Academia,‟ two essays illustrate the pedagogic significance of the 

Exquisite Corpse and the fourth and final part, „Recomposing the Body,‟ considers the performative power 

of modern and postmodern Exquisite Corpses. While it should not be forgotten that many concepts 

reverberate and recur throughout the book, this review will follow, in a linear way, the clear and well 

thought outline chosen by the three editors. 

 

Part One 

In her essay „From One Exquisite Corpse (in)to Another: Influences and Transformations from Early to 

Late Surrealist Games,‟ Anne M. Kern traces the importance of Freud‟s view of vision and cognition to 

surrealist ludic practice. She provides a sophisticated analysis of a range of Exquisite Corpses drawn by 

surrealists as well as considering the accounts of the poetic game of verbal and visual association called 

„The One in the Other,‟ published in 1954. She demonstrates that the collective aspect of these games 

enabled surrealists to produce images not available to single individual minds:
1
 „A playful attitude loosens 

up the gears, as it were, and the collective intensity and sense of the presence within the group allows for 

the marvelous to be conjured up, not unlike certain practices of divination.‟ (7)  

 

In „This is Not a Drawing,‟ Susan Laxton comes back to the materiality of the Exquisite Corpse and more 

precisely to its montage and folds: „[t]he folds that crease the figure and the field of the cadavre exquis 

indicate a play of productive and destructive processes, and the ludic term can be used literally here 

because the fold is exactly the manipulation through which chance enters this particular instance of 

drawing.‟ (35) This essay‟s focus on folding offers the reader a powerful insight into the aesthetic 

playfulness of Exquisite Corpses.  
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Ken Friedman‟s „Events and the Exquisite Corpse‟ shows that surrealists and Fluxus artists shared 

parlour games, had a common ancestor in collage, as well as a fascination with chance operations. Yet, 

by reviewing the history of performance and the tradition of the event, Friedman reasserts distinctions 

between the surrealist Exquisite Corpse and the more recent Fluxus practice. According to Friedman, 

Exquisite Corpse are to be seen as „Neo-baroque‟ forms which „involve multiple streams of complex 

information, often working at crosscurrents to build dense layers of competing and conflating experience.‟ 

(72) While these creations are „unique‟ in time and connected to the precise group of people who 

undertook them, events „are an intermedia form, an open structure allowing artists and composers to 

generate work that anyone may realize.‟ (72) Because events can be reinterpreted by anyone (the 

structure of the event-score allows co-creations), this essay also provides a quite charming, lengthy, and 

hands-on taxonomy of „ways to select, realize, and present events.‟ (56) Which is to say, that Fluxus is 

still alive.  

 

Oliver Harris‟s essay „Cutting Up the Corpse,‟ articulates the ways in which the cut-ups of William S. 

Burroughs and Brion Gysin might testify to a legacy of surrealist parlour games. Comparing Simone 

Collinet‟s account of André Breton‟s first discovery of the Exquisite Corpse with Gysin‟s own narrative of 

the first Cut-Ups, Harris reveals how such discoveries necessarily carry with them an obsessive 

repetition: „The original experiences inaugurated a dialectical relationship between surprise, novelty and 

repetition. The game or method is found “hysterically meaningful,” comes to fascinate the practitioner, 

and is taken up obsessively, like a drug.‟ (93) 

 

Part Two 

Ingrid Schaffner‟s contribution functions as a metaphor of the Exquisite Corpse process. Not only does it 

revive a previous essay presented alongside reproductions of drawings from her 1993 exhibition of six 

hundred Corpses at the Drawing Center, but it also features a text on „Collage‟ by Elizabeth Finch which 

was included in the exhibition catalogue.
2
 In other words, „The Corpse Encore / Apres [sic] Exquis‟ can be 

seen as a collage of images and writings by two different authors while still readable as a whole. 

Schaffner‟s essay expertly provides an overview of what Exquisite Corpses meant for surrealists. 

According to Finch – who focuses on the question of photography and the grotesque – the Exquisite 

Corpse enables a feminine subversion of social customs: „[c]ollective and complicated, as opposed to 

singular and reductive, the cadavre exquis transgresses the traditionally masculine construct of 

modernism.‟ (125)   

 

Ray Ellenwood‟s „The Exquisite Corpse is Alive and Well and Living in Montréal‟ offers a few chosen 

reproductions of enthralling cadavres exquis produced between 1982 and 2004 by Montréal artists. 

Ellenwood reasserts the influence of post World War II surrealism on the Quebecois Automatist group 
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and shows that while their 1948 „Refus Global‟ manifesto deplored surrealist „literariness,‟ the artists still 

enjoyed experimenting with typically surrealist forms „such as photomontage, collage, decalcomania, and 

especially automatic writing and drawing.‟
3
 (129)

 
Because of its figurative nature, Exquisite Corpse was 

not played by Automatists, but Ellenwood tackles the modern revival of similarly ludic and collaborative 

creations in Montréal. For example, Janine Carreau, Annick Gauvreau, Pierre Gauvreau, Luc Guerard 

and Alexandre Boisseau have managed to renew Exquisite Corpse techniques by translating them into 

three dimensions, and redrawing their relationship to space and time. The artists do not „play‟ together 

simultaneously but work independently and a-synchronously on separate kaleidoscope like panels which 

are later assembled at the very end of the creative process. Ellenwood argues that the revitalization of the 

process has made it possible for the Exquisite Corpse to continue to function, in 2009, as a stimulus for 

artistic collaboration. 

 

In his essay „An Anatomy of Alfred Chester‟s Exquisite Corpse,‟ Hibbard addresses the genesis of 

Chester‟s novel Exquisite Corpse (1967) and establishes that gaming is at the core of its creation. 

Acknowledging that surrealist aesthetic and ludic practices were „response[s] to a variety of specific 

biographical and historical conditions as well as literary influences‟, he suggests that Chester‟s captivating 

postmodern novel is informed by a similar context, deriving from his stay in France in the fifties and his 

interest in French literature, Jean Genet‟s writing in particular. (148) Hibbard shows that ultimately 

Chester‟s writing was a way to „crawl … back into that space of childhood‟ praised by surrealists, and as a 

result, his novel establishes an interesting bridge between surrealism and postmodernism. (153)   

 

„“Together in their dis-harmony”: Internet Collaboration and Le Cadavre Exquis‟ relates Michael Joyce‟s 

account of the way Exquisite Corpses still enable ludic collaboration between artists in the age of the 

Internet. Coming back to „Lautréamont‟s poetry of many not one‟ as an example of surrealist collaborative 

process, Joyce articulates the primacy of autopoesis over semiosis in the genesis of surrealist metaphor. 

(167) This essay wittily dissects several collaborations between the writer and other artists (such as Anita 

Pantin, Alexandra Grantr, Sanja Milutinoviç Bojanic, Linda Walker and Zeljko Markov) and succeeds at 

making the multimedia (yet simple) richness of the Corpse tangible.  

 

Part Three 

In „Academia‟s Exquisite Corpse: An Ethnography of the Application Process,‟ Craig Saper dissects 

Jesse Reklaw‟s 2006 „applicant‟ project, where photographs of PhD applicants are paired and captioned 

with samples from the letters which recommended them.
4
 Saper brilliantly articulates the ways in which 

Roland Barthes‟s thorough analysis of the punctum can help us understand what happens when we look 

at found captions with found photos: „School teaches us to see through naturalization; the punctum 

process, a captioning strategy, punctures the supposed absence of myth.‟ (198). The power of the 
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surrealist game lies in its ability to expose „the process without adding to the photos and captions,‟ and it 

reveals „the locus of a nightmare: intimate and bureaucratic.‟ (199)  

 

Appropriately, on the other side of the admission process, David Schneiderman and Tom Denlinger relate 

an online collaboration between students from six liberal art colleges. This collaborative project engages 

with questions of autonomy and authority as well as aesthetic value, since students are asked to create a 

media product which will be interpreted by anonymous peers from other campuses. Entitled „Dead Men 

Don‟t Wear Pixels: The Online Exquisite Corpse and Process-based Institutional Critique,‟ the essay 

mixes form with content, since its two authors wrote it collaboratively, following a constraint method very 

close to the Exquisite Corpse.  

 

Part Four 

Kimberly Jannarone‟s „Exquisite Theater‟ shows that the surrealists‟ refusal of the theater can be seen in 

a new light when the concept of Exquisite Corpse is carefully analyzed. Jannarone argues that the game 

represents „a framework that invites participation from varied sources‟ and hence „can be seen as the 

premise for a theatrical event.‟ (225) This analogy with the theatre challenges the assumption that 

Exquisite Corpses eschew individualism, since the preparation of a theater play requires a collaboration 

of individualisms, which are combined into a final common stage-product. Addressing Jean Cocteau and 

Antonin Artaud‟s work in the theatre, Jannarone shows that a monstrous „collective individuality‟ was 

already at play in the preparation of Cocteau‟s 1917 Parade, while Artaud‟s 1927 Ventre Brûlé manifested 

le merveilleux in the spirit of the Exquisite Corpse on stage: „Artaud … let the actors develop their 

contribution as surrealist artists playing the Exquisite Corpse might.‟ (235)  

 

„Howling: The Exquisite Corpse, Butoh, and the Disarticulation of Trauma,‟ by Kanta Kocchar-Lindgren, 

focuses on Butoh, a dance first performed in 1959 as a traumatic reaction to the destructions of 

Hiroshima and Nagasaki. Considering the scream as well as the fragmentations of a grotesque body, 

Kocchar-Lindgren shows that the folds in surrealist Exquisite Corpse epitomize howling in a manner 

similar to the Butoh performance: „Butoh, like the Exquisite Corpse, emerged out of historical trauma, in 

which both meaning and the concept of body as a unified whole became irrevocably shattered.‟ (250-1)
 
 

 

In „“You Make Such an Exquisite Corpse”: Surrealist Collaboration and the Transcendence of Gender in 

Hedwig and the Angry Inch‟ – the last article in the anthology – Don Dingledine suggests that invoking the 

Exquisite Corpse enables the creation of an identity beyond gender boundaries. Dingledine argues that 

Hedwig, the lead singer from the 1998 off-Broadway hit Hedwig and the Angry Inch (as well as the 2001 

rock musical by John Cameron Mitchell and Stephen Trask) seeks to escape the binaries of identity by 

becoming an Exquisite Corpse. In the musical‟s climactic song, entitled „Exquisite Corpse,‟ Hedwig claims 

the state of Exquisite Corpse and dismisses the drag elements of her identity by „ripping off her dress, 
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smashing her fake breasts, and tossing aside her signature blonde wig.‟ (265) There, Hedwig appears as 

beyond Breton‟s ideal „primordial androgyne‟ because genders are not so much blended as transcended. 

As a matter of fact, „[r]eassembled as an Exquisite Corpse, Hedwig‟s body serves as a model for 

rebuilding communities fractured by systems of thoughts that divide rather than connect individuals.‟ (273) 

Dingledine‟s article is both a precise analysis of the musical – focusing on the lyrics, music and key 

moments – and a clever return to the aesthetics of collage and Exquisites Corpses, as Jacqueline 

Chénieux-Gendron and Mary Ann Caws have described them.
5
  

 

No publication has, to date, addressed the diversity of surrealist cadavres exquis and, in view of this fact, 

this anthology is remarkable.
6
 An effective contribution towards tracing both the histories and legacies of 

the Exquisite Corpse, this book also encourages follow-ups and invites followers in a pleasing algorithm 

of refolding. But maybe, the true poetic strength of these surrealist creations is still to be found in their 

fleeting and uncatchable quality. As Ingrid Schaffner has astutely remarked: „these works exist as 

uninterpreted records, novel apparitions of point sublime, that spot on the distant horizon where 

everything – rational and irrational, conscious and unconscious, abstract and concrete – converges.‟ 

(108-9) Just as Breton yearned for such a point sublime but was aware that this could not be taken for 

granted, the Exquisite Corpse, always on the verge of unfolding its mysteries and forms, carries with it an 

everlasting source of uncanny, marvelous encounters. No dice need be thrown for chance to be always at 

stake; and in the end, at the very momentum of revelation, the sparkle triumphs.  

Virginie Pouzet-Duzer 
Pomona College 
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6
 As Anne M. Kern has pointed out „no exhaustive compilation of archived and/or published Surrealist 

games has been made. Emmanuel Garrigues edited and annotated an indispensable volume of Surrealist 
games in French for the Archives du surréalisme series (published by the NRF imprint of Gallimard) in 
1995, but it does not contain any drawn Corpses. In 2004, Editions Jean Michel Place published a new 
account of Surrealist games by Georges Sebbag. The most widely known ECS [aka Exquisites Corpses] 
are those published in the various Surrealist journals, including RS [aka La Révolution Surréaliste], 
Variétés (a Belgian journal), and Surréalisme au service de la révolution. The most insightful book-length 
study on Surrealist ECS in English is certainly Elza Adamowicz‟s Surrealist Collage in Text and Image: 
Dissecting the Exquisite Corpse, 1998,‟ Anne M. Kern, „From One Exquisite Corpse (in)to Another: 
Influences and Transformations from Early to Late Surrealist Games,‟ note 31, 26.  


