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Sea of Dreams: André Breton and the Great Barrier Reef  
 
 
Ann Elias 
 
‘The Treasure Bridge of the Australian “Great Barrier”’ is an underwater photograph in Mad Love 
(1937). André Breton’s caption tells us the source was the New York Times but not who the 
photographer was. The research informing this article reveals the coral reef is not Great Barrier in the 
Pacific but the Bahamas in the Caribbean. The photographer is J.E. Williamson. I establish the 
provenance of this photograph and argue for its centrality to surrealist aesthetics. I discuss the 
image’s many possible symbolisms but also argue that Breton’s desire was to construct Great Barrier 
Reef as the uncanny Pacific of his imagination. 
 
 
 
In this article I trace the provenance and context of a black and white photograph of a coral reef taken 

underwater and published by André Breton in L’Amour fou (Mad Love, 1937). Its caption reads: ‘The 

treasure bridge of the Australian “Great Barrier.”’ Approaching the photograph as an art historian with a 

particular interest in exchanges between the disciplines of biology and art and specifically in relation to 

the Great Barrier Reef, I wanted to uncover the circumstances surrounding Breton’s possession of 

such an early, and therefore rare, underwater photograph of the Reef. What was the source of the 

image and how did Breton obtain it? In 1937 very few Australians had seen under the surface of the 

sea at Great Barrier and the fluid ocean was of much less significance to Australian identity and history 

than the territory above sea level.1 

Inquiry led me to discover a discrepancy between the photograph and its caption: the geography 

of the photograph is not Great Barrier. Instead the location is the Bahamas – according to the New 

York Times, where it was first published in 1929 in an article on the image’s maker, the photographer 

John Ernest Williamson (1881-1966). This finding in turn led me to consider the significance of the 

image to André Breton and to surrealism more broadly, particularly to the cornerstones of surrealist 

aesthetics including dreams and the unconscious, the uncanny and convulsive beauty. 

Here I discuss the implications of Breton’s appropriation and recontextualisation of the image 

from American journalism to surrealism. It was an example of ‘photography in the service of 

surrealism,’ as distinct from ‘surrealist photography,’ according to the distinction drawn by Dawn Ades 

to account for the vast number of readymade photographs appropriated from popular culture by 

surrealists for surrealist ends.2 In the 1920s and 1930s a new culture of photographically illustrated 

newspapers and magazines allowed for unprecedented, international circulation of documentary 

images. Through the new telegraph system a modern class of itinerant image, akin to floating 

signifiers, could be plucked from one context and placed in another. When collaged together and 

juxtaposed they increased dramatically the possibilities of creating new realities for the world. And 

Breton himself knew he was benefiting from this vibrant, virtual image culture when he wrote how the 

new ‘wireless telegraphy, wireless telephony, wireless imagination’ enabled him to become ‘a seeker of 

gold … in the air.’3  
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In addressing the relevance of ‘The treasure bridge of the Australian “Great Barrier”’ to Breton’s 

private life I want to discuss certain connections between water and the figure central to Mad Love, 

Breton’s wife Jacqueline Lamba. I want to argue that the vision of a submerged landscape relates to 

Lamba through evocation of sensual pleasure but also to the unconscious and, by association, 

memories and dreams. However, the photograph’s relevance to surrealist aesthetics more broadly 

radiates from the vision it offers of nature’s surreality, and from its ambiguous status as a photograph – 

an index of reality – that also resembles a dream.4 This object, then, demonstrates a point made by Ian 

Walker in relation to photography in the service of surrealism; that it can simultaneously render the 

world ‘as an hallucination that is also a fact that is also an hallucination.’5 Given this rupture between 

reality and fiction, and in light of the fact that this photograph, taken by Williamson from inside an early 

submarine, has an historical connection with Jules Verne’s Twenty Thousand Leagues Under the Sea 

(1870), I want to raise the possibility that it was the photograph’s science-fiction aesthetic that attracted 

Breton. 

Finally, as signposted at the beginning of this Introduction, my discovery of Breton’s 

misappropriation of a photograph of the Bahamas to stand in for the Great Barrier Reef leads me to 

discuss his fantasy of Australia. As I will show, by changing the geographical location of the coral reef 

and by not disclosing the photograph’s authorship Breton was able to project onto the image his 

idealized vision of the Pacific as a place filled with imaginary nature and a place different from Europe 

both physically and psychologically.6 In the context of Mad Love this underwater photograph no longer 

denotes the reality of place; instead the image and caption are two signs that collude in a form of 

mutual mimicry. The signifier ‘Great Barrier Reef’ serves to connote the ‘edge of the world.’7  

 
Fig. 1: Front of Wide World Photos photographic print acquired by André Breton 1929-1936 (Photo: Association 

Atelier André Breton ). 
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Sometime between 1929 and 1937 André Breton obtained an underwater photograph belonging 

to Wide World Photos in Paris, the photo-agency then owned by the New York Times (Figs. 1 and 2).8 

In 1937 he published it in the pages of Mad Love naming it ‘The treasure bridge of the Australian 

“Great Barrier.”’ It is possible the image was originally sent to Breton from New York as a ‘wire photo’ 

using the new telegraph technology available in 1935.9 A fellow surrealist might have passed it on as 

happened throughout the history of the movement when artists chanced upon surprising, often 

uncanny press photographs. Meret Oppenheim, for example, sent Breton a newspaper picture of a 

bicycle seat seething with bees, a defamiliarising union of two objects that creates a disquieting 

strangeness.10 But while it is possible that the underwater photograph in question originally reached 

Breton through a friend and as a ‘wire photo,’ at some point he also obtained a photographic print from 

the Paris office of the New York Times.  

 

 
Fig. 2: Back of Wide World Photos photographic print acquired by André Breton 1929-1936. With title: ‘Pl.3.- Le 

pont de trésors de la « grande barrière » australienne.’ (Photo: Association Atelier André Breton). 
 

Together with Man Ray’s photograph of a sunflower captioned ‘This kind of helianthus,’ the 

underwater scene of coral caverns in Mad Love remained in Breton’s collection of books, 

manuscripts, photographs and art at 42 Rue Fontaine in Paris until his death in 1966, after which it 

was preserved and then digitized by the Association Atelier André Breton before the collection was 

dispersed through auction in 2003.11 Such longevity of possession was not unusual for a man who 
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amassed thousands of objects including shells, crystals and corals in a private museum that served 

as raw material for surrealist practice and theory and embodied an ‘expression of its owner’s 

psyche.’12  

Utterly surprising is the news agency photograph’s spectacular clarity compared to the pale, 

murky, reproduction it became in Mad Love. Every dark grotto, every mysterious variation in tone and 

pattern of light, and every eerie shape of coral reef flora and fauna, is visible. The photograph evokes a 

sense of peering into the depths of being, of experiencing ‘the oceanic feeling’ of subjectivity 

unbounded and unconstrained, and of being witness to the mind as it dreams. 

‘The treasure bridge of the Australian “Great Barrier”’ was one of twenty photographs 

reproduced in Mad Love. Their inclusion raised the price of the book so considerably that of the 1800 

copies printed by Gallimard Editions only 544 sold over a period of three years.13 But they were integral 

to the book’s concept. While many commentators have addressed the photographic conditions of Mad 

Love, they differ as to the images’ function. For Dana MacFarlane, Breton draws ‘out the textual 

element by creating captions for the photographs that call into question any assumption of 

photographic objectivity.’14 The ‘Great Barrier’ picture is a case in point. Yet in Anna Balakian’s view 

the photographs were a concession to curious readers ‘who need the static reality of the place or 

object’ referred to in the text.15 Kim Grant has similarly claimed that when Mad Love was published, 

Breton ‘used photographs not as interventions in the real but as documents and a sort of sentimental 

evidence.’16  But Mary Ann Caws has better captured the poetic value of the images. In Caws’s 

Introduction to her translation of Mad Love, she explains how the book was first put together as an 

assemblage of writing, photographs and letters all interleaved and stuck on the pages, constituting ‘not 

just a book, not just the record of an extraordinary love – that between André Breton and the artist with 

whom he shared his life – but an object inserted madly and really, now in our world.’17 Mad Love is a 

passionate assemblage of text and image and a fitting tribute to Breton’s love affair with his wife 

Jacqueline Lamba, the mother of Aube for whom the concluding letter of Mad Love was written. 

Relevant to this discussion, and to the symbolism of the underwater photograph under scrutiny, 

is the fact that Breton met Lamba in 1934 when she was a nude dancer in an underwater tank in a 

Montmartre music hall.18 In those early years he had taken his friends to watch her dance, according to 

Lewis Kachur (who wonders whether Salvador Dalí was amongst the visitors since two years after 

publication of Mad Love Dalí built the Dream of Venus, an installation at the 1939 New York World’s 

Fair in which topless women swam in a deep water tank inviting the audience to dream of love and 

erotic desire). 19 In mythology the sea was the birthplace of Venus, the goddess of love, and because 

of this the sea and erotic love have long been associated. For M.E. Warlick this is most obvious in 

Dalí’s installation where ‘spiky protuberances of coral’ rise from an ‘underwater grotto, or uterine 

environment.’20 In Breton’s photograph in Mad Love coral also rises as phallic shapes towards the 

surface of the sea from vulval grottos in the body of the ocean. Kirsten Powell, however, finds 

something ‘puritanical’ in his choice of coral for sexual suggestion. She comments that the erotic is 

‘veiled’ since the delirious love and ‘orgasmic aesthetic experience’ embodied in Breton’s concept of 

convulsive beauty, a concept integral to Mad Love, is difficult to reconcile with ‘coral beds of the Great 

Barrier Reef.’21 Nevertheless, coral as well as crystal inspired in Breton the psychical state he termed 
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‘convulsive beauty.’ In the first chapter of Mad Love he addressed a comparison of coral and crystal 

before developing the poetics of convulsive beauty: ‘Life,’ he wrote, ‘in its constant formation and 

destruction, seems to me never better framed for the human eye than between the hedges of blue 

titmouses of aragonite and ‘The treasure bridge of the Australian “Great Barrier”’22 

Comparing the underwater photograph of the ‘Great Barrier’ with a photograph by Brassaï titled 

The house where I live, my life, what I write, Breton compared the rigidity of crystal to the image of 

calcified coral whose destiny is to dissolve into the liquid sea. Later in the book he used the phrase a 

‘petrifying fountain’ and while not specifically related to the ‘Barrier Reef’ image it captures perfectly the 

look of coral formations in the photograph. Both image and phrase evoke the contradictory effect of a 

gush of water turning to stone, a vision that is uncanny in that it produces intellectual uncertainty.23 In 

turn the image of a petrifying fountain creates a visual equivalent of Breton’s aesthetic category of 

‘fixed-explosive,’ one of three aesthetic groups identified in Mad Love that illustrate the concept of 

convulsive beauty. 24  Along with ‘veiled-erotic’ and ‘magic-circumstantial’ the category of ‘fixed-

explosive’ evokes a clash of opposites and a disturbance of the senses that – for Breton at least – 

aroused erotic bodily sensations, the sign of convulsive beauty. 

With only very few images in public circulation in the 1930s of coral reefs photographed 

underwater Breton was fortunate indeed to find one that conveyed such a powerful image of motion 

arrested and one that embodied a visual clash between something fixed and something explosive. 

But he heightened the photograph’s mystique even further, and accentuated the image’s strangeness, 

by giving it a title that located this vision in the Pacific Ocean at the outer limits of the world that few 

Europeans had seen through photographs taken beneath the sea.25 

In the first decades of the twentieth century the Pacific, and the sea in general, was still 

surrounded by mystery. Ocean-space was not a space of society as it later became; instead it stood 

for the unknown.26 Scholarship on André Breton recognises the sea as one enigma that remained 

important throughout his life. A ‘haunting presence’ is the way Anna Balakian described the sea’s 

place in shaping Breton’s temperament and in motivating his future as an artist.27 References to the 

sea are abundant in Breton’s work as they are throughout surrealism prompting Allan Sekula to name 

surrealism as ‘the last aesthetic movement to claim the sea with any seriousness.’28 Four examples of 

the sea’s representation in surrealism drawn from a huge store of possibilities are Max Ernst (Forêt, 

1927), Rene Magritte (Collective Invention, 1934), Pablo Picasso (Figures on the Seashore, 1931), 

and Buñuel and Dalí (Un Chien Andalou, 1928). At the start of ‘Surrealism and Painting,’ published in 

1928, where Breton brought to mind ‘the Marvels of the sea a hundred feet deep,’ he wrote that only 

the ‘wild eye’ freed from habit can be fully receptive to the magical sensations of the outer limits of the 

world.29 As well as reflecting key elements of surrealism including the creative power of spontaneous 

vision, Breton’s reference to the marvels of the deep captured the spirit of the times. In 1928 the 

invisible realm beneath the surface of the sea was a frontier that few had witnessed, studied or 

photographed yet one many yearned to experience and possess.30 Consequently to contemplate the 

ocean floor and its primordial mysteries – the site of evolution for life on earth – was to identify with a 

wilderness alien to civilization and order. Those early photographers of the deep, including French 
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filmmaker Jean Painlevé, exaggerated the sea’s surprising potential and unknown secrets and 

revealed the imaginative possibilities of a new type of fiction based in science. 

A contemporary of Painlevé, the American photographer John Ernest Williamson was a 

celebrated inventor, explorer and underwater cinematographer. Williamson published widely about his 

underwater achievements including in Scientific American in 1914 where he wrote about the triumph 

of photographing the bottom of the ocean.31 In 1932 Williamson filmed one of the earliest known 

underwater documentaries, entitled With Williamson Beneath the Sea (1932). The film’s publicity 

promised audiences an awesome spectacle of ‘a lost world fathoms below recovered in savage 

splendour.’32 At a time before the populace at large developed a visual vocabulary for looking at the 

world beneath the sea Williamson’s films and photographs ushered in that new paradigm of vision. 

Submarine film offered audiences the thrill of observing something for the first time with a wild, 

untrained eye. André Breton, too, was excited about the new frontier. 

The underwater photograph Breton chose for Mad Love was published in his book as an 

anonymous press image; but it was Williamson who took the photograph, on location in the Bahamas. 

In 1916, with his brother George, Williamson became a sensation for filming a silent, underwater 

adaptation of Jules Verne’s Twenty Thousand Leagues Under the Sea (1870). Released by Universal 

Pictures, it was the first Hollywood movie shot underwater. Williamson was not a surrealist but he was 

a science fiction filmmaker with an eye for images that could take the viewer beyond the boundaries 

of normative experience. His films, photographs and dioramas produced a combination of 

estrangement and logic, and as such enacted the genre conventions of science fiction.33 The subjects 

he sought in the natural world – sharks, fish and coral formations – were not in themselves unusual 

but Williamson coded them as dangerous and exotic, presenting ‘man-eating sharks’ and coral 

‘jungles.’ The production of Twenty Thousand Leagues was made possible by Williamson’s invention 

of the ‘photosphere,’ an air-filled enclosure placed on the ocean floor and big enough to house 

Williamson. It had a spherical window to photograph through and a strong headlight to enhance 

Williamson’s vision.34 

The photograph that Breton captioned ‘‘The treasure bridge of the Australian “Great Barrier”’ 

was taken in 1929 when Williamson led an expedition with Chicago’s Field Museum to collect 

Bahamian coral for dioramas and fish for taxidermy.35 It was taken beneath the water at Nassau just 

before the same ancient coral formation in the photograph was extracted from the ocean floor and 

shipped to Chicago. Even today visitors to the Field Museum can view the impressive coral structure 

in the ‘Bahama Islands diorama.’ Williamson photographed and wrote about the process of ‘lifting the 

huge coral trees.’36 The natural history museums in Chicago and New York, inspired by the growing 

impact of Charles Darwin’s 1842 treatise ‘The Structure and Distribution of Coral Reefs’ (where he 

proposed the theory that coral reefs are formed by the earth’s subsidence), acquired large quantities 

of coral specimens from the Bahamas for their displays of marine life.37 

In 1929 The New York Times published Williamson’s photographs of the underwater expedition 

to the Bahamas, including the eerie image that eight years later appeared in Mad Love. Reflecting the 

frontier status of the ocean in 1929, a realm almost as foreign as outer space and therefore 

considered ripe for conquest, the caption read: ‘The coral world beneath the waves that the 

riccardo venturi

riccardo venturi

riccardo venturi



© Ann Elias, 2013 

 Papers of Surrealism, Issue 10, Summer 2013  7 
 

Williamsons invaded.’38 The fact is that between 1929 and 1937 the same underwater photograph by 

J. E. Williamson appeared in The New York Times (1929), Williamson’s autobiography Twenty Years 

Under the Sea (1936), and Breton’s Mad Love (1937). Over that time it had three different captions, 

two of which placed it in two different geographical locations – the Bahamas and Australia. We know 

from the stamp on the verso side that the print in Breton’s possession originated from the New York 

Times photo-agency, but not whether Breton was familiar with the New York Times article – let alone 

whether he had seen Williamson’s films or read his autobiography (a book so popular it was 

translated into several languages including French).39 

But what about J.E. Williamson: was he aware that his pioneering photograph taken under the 

sea at Nassau had found its way to France and into a key work of the European avant-garde? A 

copyright notice in the front pages of Williamson’s 1936 autobiography states that ‘no part of this book 

may be reproduced in any form without permission in writing from the publisher.’ Without doubt 

copyright did not count for much in the early twentieth century since illustrated journals and books 

frequently used photographs without naming the photographers.40 However, what makes the case of 

Mad Love different is the surprising presence of J. E. Williamson’s name, typed on the back of the 

photo-agency print that Breton acquired (Fig. 2). Was it André Breton’s intention or mistake to 

misname the photograph’s geographical location and omit the name of its author? His annotations on 

the print provide more insight. 

Both front and back of the photo-agency print are marked with Breton’s handwriting. On the 

front, below a line drawn horizontally across the image, there is a note, at times illegible, providing 

instructions on how to crop the photograph (Fig. 1). In the final reproduction the lower section is 

missing. Cropped out for publication in the book was the bottom of the image showing a strangely 

curving white ocean floor, a give-away sign of the round viewing chamber of Williamson’s 

photosphere through which he photographed the underwater scene. In other words the distracting 

sign of the process of making the photograph, a barrier to unmediated visual experience, was 

cropped for reproduction in Mad Love in order to focus completely on the coral formations and illusion 

of direct access to the unchartered ocean.  

On the back of the print, beside an official agency stamp is an agency title naming the 

photographer, J.E. Williamson (Fig. 2). It reads: ‘Expedition oceanographique J.E.Williamson dans les 

profondeurs de la mer flore et faune aquatiques. coraux géants, poissons, plantes marines 

scaphandriers. etc…’ [‘JE Williamson oceanography expedition in deep sea aquatic flora and fauna. 

giant corals, fish, marine plants divers etc…’]. These words, however, have been deliberately crossed 

out as if irrelevant, superfluous, and not required. Written directly above the crossed-out agency title, 

in Breton’s handwriting, are the words ‘L’amour Fou’ and on the opposite side of the print’s back is 

more of Breton’s writing: ‘Pl.3.- Le pont de trésors de la « grande barrière » australienne.’ This 

sentence was the basis for the final title in the first French edition of L’Amour fou: ‘3. Le Pont de 

Trésors de la «Grande Barrière» Australienne (p. 15) (Photo N.-Y.-T.).’ 

The pages of Mad Love were not the first place the words ‘the Australian “Great Barrier”’ 

appeared in Breton’s captions. They accompanied a series of photographs of coral in the essay 

entitled ‘Beauty Will Be Convulsive’ (‘La beauté sera convulsive’), which was published in 1934 in 
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Minotaure and later incorporated into Mad Love. In Minotaure the words appeared below a page of 

Brassaï’s photographs of coral and crystal specimens: ‘Entre Les Haies de Mésanges Bleues de 

L’Aragonite et la «Grande Barrière» Australienne.’41 Already part of Breton’s repertoire of captions, 

the phrase came readymade to the pages of Mad Love where it appears in-text as well as below the 

photograph. 

The underwater location in Breton’s book is not the Great Barrier Reef. The question is why he 

named it so, and secondly whether it matters that the caption and the geography don’t match. Now, 

Mad Love is part theory, part autobiography, and part fiction,42 and as such we might expect it to open 

onto what Robert McNab has described as the geography of imagination. 43 Since the title ‘The 

treasure bridge of the Australian “Great Barrier”’ is also a line from the text of Mad Love, it feels right 

to think of it as a poetic supplement to the image. The words exacerbate what Paul Hammond refers 

to – when explaining Breton’s approach to writing about Miró’s Constellations – as enigma, ambiguity, 

frisson.44 Miró’s own approach to titling his work is helpful: ‘I invent a world from a supposedly dead 

thing,’ he remarked. ‘And when I give it a title, it becomes even more alive. I find my titles in the 

process of working, as one thing leads to another on my canvas. When I have found the title I live in 

the atmosphere.45 

One thing is plain: Breton’s caption adds to the atmosphere of the image but without creating a 

disjunction between word and image or critiquing the habits of language, as in Magritte’s 1928-1929 

painting, The Treachery of Images. These are not incongruous elements and disparate realities 

brought together to create a more poetic reality, but rather elements of imagined resemblance. Yet 

‘The treasure bridge of the Australian “Great Barrier”’ does draw our attention to the unreliable space 

between image and text, between seeing and reality, and between thought and representation; to 

slippages in communication that Breton himself articulated in ‘Surrealism and Painting’ in 1928 when 

he wrote that ‘words, images, touch are all cruel. I am not writing what I thought I was thinking.’46 

One way to consider the title is to think of it as an example of a caption becoming a directive for 

reading, as discussed by Walter Benjamin. In ‘A Small History of Photography’ (1931) Benjamin 

asked, rhetorically, about photography in modernity: ‘will not the caption become the most important 

component of the shot?”47 The caption, he predicted, would supersede the image and become a 

directive for politicized thought and propaganda. Breton’s caption directs our thinking to Australia, at 

the far reaches of the planet, a place Breton never visited. In the context of the autobiographical 

nature of Mad Love the title even insinuates that Breton was a great traveller, which he was not – 

unlike Paul Eluard, who in 1924 journeyed to Australia and New Zealand, travelling past the Great 

Barrier Reef en route to New Guinea.48 Breton, in the view of Robert McNab, was an armchair 

traveller – yet one ‘longing for new horizons.’49 And perhaps because he was an armchair traveller, he 

was less concerned with geographical reality and more with the excitement of a photograph that 

suited his fantasy of the remote Great Barrier Reef. Breton’s title exoticises the narrator, implying that 

he is a man in touch with the antipodes of the world. The title also politicizes the image in Benjamin’s 

sense, decentring Europe, privileging the Pacific, the southern hemisphere and the Tropic of 

Capricorn. 
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What a different life experience was promised by the wilderness of Great Barrier Reef 

compared with Paris, a city that Denis de Rougemont referred to as the ‘geometric locus of the 

modern adventure.’50 If the experience of Paris was ‘geometric’ the encounter with Great Barrier Reef 

seemed likely to offer an extravaganza of the organic and an encounter with a natural wilderness of 

the type identified by Gavin Parkinson as ‘antithetical to the habits, customs, restrictions, and laws 

that characterized modern Western society.’51 Coincidentally, when Williamson’s photograph was 

published in the New York Times in 1929, the surrealists published ‘The Surrealist Map of the World,’ 

where ‘France had all but disappeared and the Pacific Ocean was at the centre of the world.’ As 

Barbara Creed notes, the surrealists were fascinated by the idea of the Pacific which represented a 

faraway exotic location, a refuge, a place to seek the marvellous, to make new beginnings, to 

encounter other cultures.52 

As the passage quoted above from Mad Love indicates, coral reefs, for Breton, were places to 

witness the formation and destruction of life. Scientists as well as artists found metaphysical 

resonance in the physical nature of corals, especially the way young coral organisms build their lives 

on the bodies of the dead. For example, while working in 1905 at the Cocos-Keeling Atoll where 

Charles Darwin studied corals in the nineteenth century, the British scientist Frederic Wood Jones 

was struck by the way coral animals inhabit both ‘their dwelling place and their mausoleum.’53 

Again, artists and scientists have both been intrigued by the ambiguity of coral formations. As 

one scientist remarked of the Great Barrier Reef, the paradox of corals is that they are mistakenly 

classified as stone, but branch and bud like plants, and while properly classified animal are immobile, 

whereas animals ‘run, walk, fly, swim or crawl.’54 Coral excites the imagination due to its uncanny 

blurring of the vegetable and mineral and this is expressed in Mad Love where Breton marvelled how 

‘the inanimate is so close to the animate that the imagination is free to play infinitely with these 

apparently mineral forms.’55 

Rosalind Krauss has argued that Breton’s attraction to the mimicry of coral and its disorienting 

likeness to flowers, plants and rocks stemmed from surrealism’s fascination with reality as 

representation and ‘the natural production of signs, of one thing in nature contorting itself into a 

representation of another’ also seen in Brassaï’s photographs of plants that resemble insects.56 When 

in Mad Love Breton wrote about the uncanny likeness of animate coral to inanimate mineral he 

referred to this illusion as ‘nature’s fantasies’ and compared the affect of this phenomenon to that 

provoked by the poems of Lautréamont. Both left Breton transfixed by the object’s convulsive beauty 

‘like the feeling of a feathery wind brushing across my temples to produce a real shiver.’57 And not 

only in surrealism, but in science fiction, were writers drawn to the coral uncanny. 

There is little doubt that when J.E. Williamson photographed the underwater scene destined to 

become part of Mad Love he framed it through the eyes of Jules Verne whose images of life 

underwater he knew intimately. Breton’s relation to Verne is less clear. 58 Nonetheless Mad Love 

recalls Twenty Thousand Leagues Under the Sea. When Breton refers to two kinds of coral by their 

scientific names, as ‘those absolute bouquets formed in the depths by the alcyonaria, the 

madrepores,’59 he echoes Jules Verne’s narrator, Dr. Pierre Aronnax, who, in describing Captain 

Nemo’s coral collection, used the same unusual technical terms.60 When, one year before Mad Love 
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went on sale, J.E. Williamson published the coral photograph in his autobiography Twenty Years 

Under the Sea, he titled it as if a film still for a Jules Verne production:‘“Where the huge, loathsome 

octopus might lie in wait”; A Lovely Setting for Horrible Tragedy.’61 The underwater setting reminded 

Williamson of the lair of the gargantuan squid in Verne’s story. Williamson (in the spirit of Verne) 

imagined this coral reef as the home of a monstrous freak of nature, as a site of the Darwinian 

grotesque.62 

Pamela Kort has argued that it was Twenty Thousand Leagues Under the Sea that inspired 

Max Ernst’s forests and that Forêt (1927) was a response to Verne’s passage about the resemblance 

of coral to petrified forests; it explains, writes Kort, why viewers of Ernst’s works feel as if they are 

‘standing on the ocean’s floor.’ 63  The surrealist fascination with underwater imagery was also 

influenced by the German naturalist Ernst Haeckel, and his colleague Wilhelm Bölsche. Bölsche’s 

Love-Life in Nature (Das Liebesleben in der Natur, 1898) stimulated in German and Viennese 

modernism an interest in the ocean ‘as a primordial erogenous zone.’64 A passage from Bölsche 

resonates with the erotic context of Breton’s appropriation of this photograph of a uterine, sensual 

ocean where there is ‘infinite life, trees rising from the coral depths, covered … with the greedy 

orange-yellow mouths of polyps, darting silvery fish, and … the medusa, the most enchanted of all 

children of the sea. … Myriads of quivering souls. … All is one vast chain of life, one vast chain of 

love.’65 

How disappointed Breton must have felt when he opened the first copy of the first edition of 

Mad Love and found that magnificent, detailed, vibrant underwater photograph become a dim and 

imprecise copy. Yet possession of the photograph gave him an image of life underwater every bit as 

strange and theatrical as Jean Painlevé’s photographs of sea creatures published by Georges Bataille 

in Documents in 1929.66 In the late 1920s surrealists celebrated Painlevé’s photographs for probing 

the ‘optical unconscious’ of underwater space. It is interesting to speculate whether Painlevé and J.E. 

Williamson, working in two different countries but both practicing at the intersection of science and art, 

knew each other’s work. I would make the observation that while the long, picturesque view in Mad 

Love’s underwater image stands in contrast to the defamiliarising close-ups of Painlevé’s crustacean 

‘monsters’ in Documents, the similarity lies in the suggestion of alien life materialising from the deep. 

Both photographers amplify the mystery of nature underwater while also expressing, in the manner of 

science fiction, anxiety about the sea, that new geographical frontier opened up by modern science.67 

André Breton admired the mimicry of coral, and consciously or unconsciously, by titling the 

photograph ‘Great Barrier’ he created another type of mimicry; that of title and image imitating each 

another. Because the general resemblance of image and caption are so close and because it is 

difficult to tell one reef from another, the error has long gone undetected. Most of us would struggle to 

place the geography of the Bahamas simply by looking at the image in Breton’s book. However, 

today’s marine scientists have no difficulty identifying the peculiar nature of Caribbean reefs and the 

distinctive Nassau grouper (Epinephelus striatus) in the lower right of the photograph.68  

Whether Breton came to be in possession of J.E.Williamson’s extraordinary underwater 

photograph by chance or design, it is a vision maximally opposed to urban, machine culture. It is 

certainly true that in 1937 the underwater photograph reproduced in Mad Love indexed technological 
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innovations. But the gaze of nature returned by ‘The treasure bridge of the Australian “Great Barrier”’ 

effects a return of the repressed. To the thousands of readers of Mad Love who, across time and 

space, have put image and caption together to form a mental picture of the ocean floor at the Great 

Barrier Reef – one that, while mistaken, rates amongst the earliest global impressions of the Reef 

obtained through mass reproduced photography – it has presented a vision of nature unruly and 

other; yet an otherness also enthralling, belonging to a jewel in the sea at the edge of the world that 

magically bridged, as coral reefs do, past and present, life and death, animate and inanimate, and the 

thresholds of sea, land and sky.  
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