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A Consideration of the Surrealists’ Reception of Giuseppe Arcimboldo
— With MoMA'’s Exhibition Fantastic Art, Dada, Surrealism as a
Starting Point

Azu Kubota

The 16th century Italian painter Giuseppe Arcimboldo (1526-1593) is
well-known for being rediscovered by Surrealist artists in the 20th century.
Early research on Arcimboldo in the 1950s gave us the image of him as
the “grandfather of Surrealism.” By contrast, today’s scholars take as their
main approach the reconsideration of Arcimboldo’s arts in the context of
his own times, as they attempt to rectify past images of this painter. As a
result, there are few studies today focusing on the relationship between
Arcimboldo and Surrealism. Based on these factors, this article considers
the exhibition Fantastic Art, Dada, Surrealism, held in the Museum of
Modern Art (MoMA), New York, in 1936-37, which displayed for the first
time one of Arcimboldo works alongside those of the Dada and Surrealist
artists of the day. This article then carefully examines the process by
which Arcimboldo came to the notice of the Surrealists after the exhibition
and clarifies one aspect of that reception.

The first section of this paper confirms that the MoMA exhibition
only displayed one Arcimboldo work Landscape-Head, which was in fact a
painting by one of his followers. This painting was acquired by Alfred H.
Barr Jr., MoMA’s first director, in 1931 after a conversation with Salvador
Dali. To the American public, it was possibly presented as only one
painting amongst around 700 works displayed, ranging from Old Master
paintings to avant-garde art alongside Walt Disney cartoons and so on.
The exhibition catalogue, however, also featured a large reproduction of
other Arcimboldo painting Summer, positioning him as a central figure of
Fantastic art and Surrealist patriarch.

The second section explores awareness of Arcimboldo by the French
Surrealists before the MoMA exhibition. First, Dali said that he was
influenced by Arcimboldo between 1929 and 1933, but the actual evidence
of that claim is as yet unfounded and hence room for question about its
authenticity remains. On the other hand, prior to Dali’s participation in
the Surrealist movement, in the 1920s other Surrealists already expressed
an interest in double image or “composite heads,” figures made up of
other elements like those made by Arcimboldo, and shared these images
through Surrealist periodicals such as La Révolution Surréaliste. Then
in 1935 a small Arcimboldo drawing was displayed in Paris, and thus at
the very least the Surrealists were able to actually see his work on that
occasion.

Section 3 focuses on the French newspaper and art magazine articles
that included reproductions of Arcimboldo works from 1937 to 1939,
indicating the Paris art world’s considerable reaction to this painter after
the MoMA exhibition. In particular, Minotaure, the magazine co-edited by
André Breton and other Surrealists at the time, twice included illustrations
of Arcimboldo-like works that are thought to have interested its members.
At the same time both Wolfgang Paalen and Man Ray, who were committed
to Minotaure, collected paintings attributed to Arcimboldo. The author
clarified that these works were shared between the Surrealists as

important works even in the post-war era.
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