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Statue and its Ghost: Myth of Giorgio de Chirico in the Surrealism

Daisuke SASAKI

7 Abstract N

It is well known that Giorgio de Chirico (1888-1978) played a role as a pioneer of surrealism with his “Meta-
physical painting,” but 1919 brought disillusion to it through his “return to classicism.” However, further research
is needed regarding the point that, despite constant accusations against him, surrealists continued to use his paint-
ings in their activities. This study reviews such a problem by taking the strange relationship of the human figure
to the frame in the Metaphysical painting and its repetition in surrealist media into account.

First, we examine the acceptance of de Chirico by André Breton. In an article published in January 1920, the
latter presented the Metaphysical painting in relation to an ominous anecdote on the painter: “Chirico didn’t sup-
pose that the ghost comes otherwise than through the threshold.” To fully understand such a strange acceptance,
we analyze some paintings, in particular the one titled The Vaticinator (1915), in which the statue is inside the
picture-within-a-picture but casts its shadow outside. We reveal that, for Breton, the ghost haunting de Chirico
was identified with the statue and its shadow that appears in his paintings.

We then analyze three cases, in each of which surrealists used the Metaphysical painting in their non-pictorial
media: the portrait photography of Breton with The Enigma of a Day I (1914) in the background; magazine pages
of The Surrealist Revolution No. 3, illustrated by Mystery and Melancholy of a Street (1914); the entrance door of
the Gradiva gallery, whose design evokes the couple’s shadow, as seen in several of de Chirico’s paintings, partic-
ularly The Philosopher’s Conquest (1914). Results reveal that such surrealist uses of the Metaphysical painting
functioned to repeat its attack on the border between illusion and reality outside the pictorial frame.
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