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so-called “Dernier poeme,” which he did not in fact write but which French
national memory has preserved as an enduring myth—and as a kind of mem-
ory site—with the power to evoke the triumph of the marvelous and of the
imagination over the horrors of World War II. Perhaps because of its mythical
status, it remains a fitting memorial to him.

Surrealist, poet, journalist, lover, radio personality, and Résistant—Desnos
embodied what it meant to be young and French in the first half of the
twentieth century. His professional and personal trajectory through French
history between 1900 and 1945 defines surrealism. His place in the surrealist
“conversation” has been modified, retrospectively, by his place in history and
by the myth that has enfolded him and unfolded around him. Yet the myth is
also a reality. For “Spring” has confirmed Desnos’s, and surrealism’s, enduring
commitment to “change life” in a way that moves from poetry to politics and
from love to hope, the hope for the future of humankind.

INTRODUCTION

The Automatic Sibyl

as Rrose Sélavy

1922: Near Place Blanche, in the apartment of André Breton, the
lights are out. Only the flashing neon signs from the nightclubs
on the Boulevard Clichy eerily illuminate the room. Suddenly
the young man, his long hair combed back, slumps in the chair
where he has fallen asleep. He electrifies his audience with short
aphoristic poems in the style of Marcel Duchamp, whom he has
never met. He inspires one participant, Louis Aragon, to describe
the assembled group as “surprised utensils” confronted by a poetic
voice resonating as profoundly as the voice of the sibyl at Delphi,
to which they all feel connected as though by a huge underground
sea. (See fig. 15)"

Robert Pierre Desnos was born on 4 July 1900 at 6 a.m. His father, Lucien, had
moved to Paris from Normandy at sixteen. By age twenty-eight he owned his
own poultry and game stand at Les Halles, the huge market in central Paris,
and was prosperous enough to propose marriage to Claire Guillais, whom he
admired and considered above his station. “Have I perhaps raised my sights
too high?” he mused in his letter of proposal. “I was not thinking about the
distance that separates us” (DsN 416). She accepted. Their first child was a
daughter named Lucienne after her father. The family lived on the Boulevard
Richard Lenoir in the eleventh arrondissement until 1902, when they moved
to the Rue Saint-Martin in the Marais, at the heart of medieval Paris. The
apartment building at number 11, Rue Saint-Martin rises five stories above the
ground-floor store—where today books are sold—to end in a roof punctuated
with dormer windows. When Desnos was thirteen, the family moved around
the corner to the Rue de Rivoli, to a more elegant building reflecting Lucien
and Claire Desnos’s financial stability and solid middle-class status. The Halles
was just a few blocks to the west;? to the east the curved streets of the old
Jewish quarter wound their way toward the Bastille. As an adult, Desnos wrote
about the magical properties of this neighborhood.

Desnos went to neighborhood schools through the age of sixteen and just
missed the draft in World War I, unlike his surrealist friends André Breton,



