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MAGRITTE 
by HERBERT READ 

R E N E M A G R I T T E is quickly assuming a pivotal position in the modern 
movement. He has dared to take a step which neither Picasso, nor Klee, 
nor Miro—not even Max Ernst—has yet dared to take. He has dared to assert 
the self-sufficiency of the poetic idea in painting. I do not mean that he is 
necessarily indifferent to technique; but technique is only important for 
the directness and adequacy with which it expresses the imaginative unity 
of the picture. Visual unity—the sensuous qualities which still intrigue a 
Picasso or a Miro—these he rejects along with all the babble about form 
and ' facture ' . A painting by Magritte is a statement, just as a romanesque 
fresco or a painting by Van Eyck is a statement: the statement of an idea, 
a poetic idea. In the case of the medieval artist it is difficult to disengage the 
poetry from the religion, the idea from the symbol; the modern artist is 
free to create his own symbols, to exercise the metaphorical activity without 
restraint. I say 'without restraint ' , but there is always the restraint which 
is the unity of the work of art: that cohesion or counterpoise of forces which 
is the vital suspense isolating the work of art from the chaos of existence. 
The imaginative process, to be valid, must be logical. Like the logic of 
reasoning, the logic of imagination has its syllogism, which is an instrument 
for making judgements or discovering truth. Some day, no doubt, we shall 
learn to dissect the imaginative syllogism, but to what end? To distinguish 
the true from the false? Poetic truth is not in need of such mechanical aids. 
I possess a beautiful drawing by Magritte. A stream or canal cuts diagonally 
across a flat landscape; on the right bank, reflected in the water, a curtain— 
a very bourgeois curtain, hitched up with a girdle—hangs in the sky; on the 
left bank a tree rises, and its foliage, shaped like one immense leaf, consists 
of a brick wall; to the left of the tree lies a cannon-ball; there is a vague 
object at the point where the canal meets the distant horizon. It is not 
difficult to point out a few terms in the syllogism: the straight and horizontal 
flowing of the canal and the free and vertical flowing of the trunk and 
branches of the tree; the wide open plain and the hard concentrated sphere 
of the cannon-ball; the transition from leaves to bricks, both countless, 
cohering but detachable, tree-wall, wall-tree—it is comparatively easy to 
reveal this metaphorical activity, just as it is comparatively easy to analyse 
the iconography of a medieval picture, or the images in one of Shakespeare's 
sonnets. In that way we project our minds into the picture. But the picture 
itself is producing a synthesis; its imaginative logic has resulted in a poem, and 
that poem, unless our senses are dead, we accept in all its compelling unity. 










































