
Abstract 

During Magritte)s ((linguistic period))) com­

pleted in Paris ( 192 7-1930)) the first inscrip­

tions of words appear in his paintings. But this 

period should not be arbitrarily isolated from the 

rest of the painter)s production and from the to­

tality of his preoccupations. Magritte)s experi­

ments with words and images are preceded by 

other experiments with his surrealist friends in 

Brussels) notably the production of advertising 

brochures which demanded the association of the 

name of the product with the image of it. His 

first inscription of words in a painting) ccnaked 

woman)) written on a tree trunk) seems to stem 

from a preoccupation of Magritte and of the 

male surrealists: How to represent woman? This 

obsession gives a key to understanding the ((in­

scriptions)) series: because they fail to adequately 

represent women) Magritte treats both images 

and words as mere representations) subject to an 

equally radical splitting from the ccreat) thing 

they are supposed to represent. 
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Magritte)s Words and Images 

Georges Roque 

Magritte's attitude concerning words is well known: they 
are "slogans" that must be considered with some diffidence 
because they arbitrarily direct the interpretation of the images 
with which they are juxtaposed. This explains his caution, 
particularly when dealing with titles. 

It is remarkable that this painter, who was accused so many 
times- in France, particularly- of producing a "literary" sort 
of painting, always protested that he never painted ideas and 
toward that end developed a strategy of "unbinding" ( detiai­

son) in order to dissociate words and images.1 His objective 
was to prevent the often mystifYing force of his painting from 
being annihilated by a title making for the easy reassurance of 
the observer.2 This accounts for his claim that "the titles of 
paintings are not explanations, just as paintings are not illus­
trations for titles. "3 Of course, the same is true concerning 
the very concept of "illustration" which Magritte abhorred: 
Instead of the concept ((illustration))) I would tend to prefer 

paintings that would merely accompany texts. Such pictures 
would not be ((triggered )) or ((inspired)) by the text but might 

encounter it felicitously (le rencontrer heureusement). 4 

Even a superficial examination of Magritte's work demon­
strates the complexity of the relationship between words and 
images. Although the painter spoke of pictures that would 
stand independently of words, one is struck by the presence 
of a number of paintings in which the delineation of actual 
words within the image itself is the very condition for their 
poetic effect. Thus in the series entitled L)art de Ia conversa­

tion (The Art of Conversation), blocks of stones create the 
letters of the word REVE (dream), or the irregular outlines of 
a pond delineate the letters of AMOUR (love). A starry con­
stellation in the sky is grouped to constitute the word DESIR 
in Le travail cache (The Hidden Toil). 

Another interesting case is that of the Seducteur (The Se­

ducer): a painting shows a boat entirely made of water. The 
rhetorical equivalent for such a procedure might be the 
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hypallage, or literally understood antanaclase. (The "ba­
tEAU" contains EAU ["water"] alphabetically as well as 
phonetically. )5 This leads to the question of a possible un­
conscious rhetoric at work in the creative process itself, an 
idea that the painter himself had briefly evoked when reflect­
ing on the genesis of his own work, despite his aversion to 
psychoanalysis: 
Other images may stem from what one calls ccthe Unconscious))? 

L'art de la conversation is linked to the Seducteur through the 

water which forms the word amour as well as to another picture 

which is also entitled L'art de la conversation in which two 

characters are engaged in a discussion in front of a huge heap 

of stones some ofwhich delineate the word REVE. 6 

It is, therefore, legitimate to ask whether Magritte's poetic 
"discoveries," his figures, do not frequently exist as words 
or expression taken literally, either consciously or uncon­
sciously.7 This preoccupation appears explicitly in a letter 
Magritte wrote Paul Nouge in May 1930: 
When I have more time) I shall draw a few pictures with a title 

placed in a visible manner underneath the figures. They will be 

of the kind: the figure represents the breasts of a woman) the 

title is the following : Secret Drawing. For another drawing 

representing a schoolboy bored by the lesson he is studying) the 
title would be:ccthe unpleasant sound/) etc . ... 8 

When Magritte had more time, the two drawings were in­
deed drafted and were eventually published with two others 
in the first issue of the journal Vinvention collective (figure 
l ).9 

Though the importance of the letter and the drawing should 
not be overrated, they, nevertheless, are contrary to the pre­
vious attitude adopted by Magritte concerning the relation­
ship between words and images. They also raise a problem­
atic issue: What about the status of the figurd One may 
observe that the first of these figures associates-precisely­
the body of a naked woman to the idea of the hidden repre­
sentation of this body. Is there not at the heart of the con­
cept of figure-taken literally as "word" or "expression"­
something which associates woman and representation, the 
naked body and its figuration, the words and the pictures, all 
of them condensed in this "secret drawing" that embodies in 
itself a great number of the questions raised by Magritte's 
images. Moreover, one of the above-mentioned four pub­
lished drawings shows a hand holding a bird accompanied by 
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FIGURE 1 

Rene Magritte drawing from L 'invention collective, no. 1, Fevrier 1940. 

a title placed underneath it in a visible manner: Maintenant 
(Now). This title may provide the key for the motif of the 
hand holding a bird which recurred several times during the 
turning point of his early work; it is possible to decipher 
behind it another figure: "catching the motif. " 10 

After this brief introduction, I can approach the broader 
issues of the development of the work- what has been called 
the "linguistic period" of the painter (1927-1930)-com­
pleted during his stay in Paris. Yet this period should not be 
arbitrarily isolated from the rest of the painter's production 
and from the totality of his preoccupations. As I see it, too 
many studies devoted to the question of the inscriptions in 
his pictures have ignored the general context within which 
these works are inscribed. 11 

It is a fact that Magritte's experiments with words and im­
ages are preceded by other experiments with surrealist 
friends in Brussels, notably the production of advertising 
brochures which demanded the association of the name of 
some product to the image of it. In the case of the cata­
logues for the furrier Samuel, the totality constituted by the 
coat and its name was laid out in the midst of poetic texts 
which subverted its advertisement function . The first text 
was written by Camille Goemans and the second by Paul 
Nouge. 12 

223 ROQ UE 



It is significant that the second catalogue was completed 
during the summer of 1927, precisely when Magritte was 
about to leave Brussels to take up his residence in the Pari­
sian suburbs (at Perreux -sur-Marne). Another significant 
fact: it was just before this leaving that another brochure was 
prepared as the result of his collaboration with Nouge, a 
joint publication published under the name Clarisse Juran­
ville (who had been the author of a grammar primer, La con­

jugaison enseignie par la pratique) . This book, Quelques 
ecrits et quelques dessins (Some Writings and Some Draw­
ings-whose title reveals the content), associated texts by 
Nouge which are a parody of grammatical paradigms and 
drawings by Magritte attributed, like the text itself, to the 
author of the primer; these drawings are said to "have been 
recently discovered by Monsieur Rene Magritte" (figure 2). 
In the anonymous introduction dated September 1927 and 
presented as a "Foreword" by the publisher, Nouge writes: 
One may observe) further) that these writings and drawings 
reveal bizarre preoccupations)· that current ideas concerning 

poetry and language seem absent from the text or appear to 
have been modified in a curious manner . . .. If one stops for a 

moment to consider this phenomenon a few facile explanations 

seem to account for it. One passes without difficulty from the 

life of Clarisse ]uranville to her drawings and writings)· or 
from the latter to her more exciting adventures. Some sort of 

secret resemblance joining gestuality and word (]oignant le 

geste a la parole) becomes evident. 13 

One of these not very well-known texts has something fasci ­
nating about it because it condenses the poetical effect re­
sulting from the repetition of one and the same grammatical 
structure (punctuated by the repetition of the third person 
plural pronoun), the description of the hypo textual interven­
tion and a metaphor for the sexual act: 
Its ressemblaient a tout le monde 

Its forcerent la serrure 
Its remplacerent l )objet perdu 

Its amorcerent les fusils 

Its melangerent les liqueurs 

Its ont seme les questions a pleines mains 

Its se sont retires avec modestie 

en effa~ant leur signature. 14 

(They looked like everybody 
They forced the lock 
They replaced the lost object 
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FIGURE 2 

Nouge et Magritte, Quelques ecrits et quelques dessins, 1927. 
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They cocked the guns 
They mixed the liquors 
They sowed the questions by the handful 
They withdrew modestly 
and erased their signatures.) 

This poem is not only a manifest of the "poetics" ofNouge 
(based on a minimal distortion of texts with a view to invest 
them with poetical value, exaltation of anonymity, etc., but it 
represents also the literary equivalent of pictorial procedures 
Magritte will use repeatedly in his work: the mutual associa­
tion not of sentences but of objects, or the modification of 
the name of specific objects. As to the sexual metaphor, it 
evokes the drawing Dessin secret. This makes it also a meta­
phor for artistic creation which we will trace in other works. 

Words within Images 

According to the chronological essay by David Sylvester,15 

the first of the pictures containing words is La cle des songes 

(The Key of Dreams), which was painted in October 1927-
that is, at the time when Magritte received his own compli­
mentary copies of Quelques ecrits et quelques dessins. It is easy 
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FIGURE3 

Rene Magritte, La cle des songes, 1936. 

to recognize the continuity of the poetic relationship of 
words and images and their association in Le cle des songes: a 
woman's handbag is associated to the word "sky," a penknife 
to the word "bird," a leaf to "the table"; only the fourth 
object, the sponge, is related to its "true" name. In a later 
version of the picture (figure 3 ), the things painted are a 
horse associated with the word "the door," a clock to the 
word "the wind," a pitcher to "the bird"; only the fourth 
object, a valise is related to its "true" name, just like the first 
version of the painting. 

It is probable that Magritte painted Les traces vivantes (The 
Living Traces) a few months later. This is a picture of"bi­
omorphic" forms in a landscape, only one of which is identi­
fiable: a tree bearing on its bark the inscription "naked 
woman" (figure 4). It has been surmised that this enigmatic 
canvas was perhaps a caricature of the contemporary ten-
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FIGURE 4 

Rene Magritte, Les traces vivantes, 1927. 
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dency toward abstraction in the work of some surrealist 
painters; it has been said, also, that this was an iconographic 
allusion to the metamorphosis of Daphne, who turned into a 
laurel tree in order to escape the amorous desire of Apollo­
and why not. 

Actually, the inscription "naked woman" on a tree trunk 
seems to stem from a more general preoccupation common 
to Magritte and to the male surrealists: How was one to re­
present "woman?" 16 Indeed, in a parallel manner to the pic­
tures containing inscriptions, Magritte painted a number of 

canvases showing a series of distortions affecting the bodies 
ofwomen: mutilations, extreme elongation ofthe limbs, 
metamorphic, teratologic or acephalic creatures. It seems to 
me that the "inscriptions" series cannot be disconnected 
from this strictly modern obsession. The whole philosophical 
question of representation-such as it is made manifest in 
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pictures and inscriptions-may perhaps be considered as a 
reflection on the problem of how to turn woman into a 
figure, how to represent her. Hence the necessity not to sep­
arate the series of paintings in which a face, a body, is dis­
figured and the complementary series exposing the power­
lessness of representation when it comes to representing ex­
actly woman, naming her, and making her picture and her 
name coincide. 

La femme introuvable (The Woman that Cannot be Found), 
1927-1928, shows four hands that have been cut off and are 
embedded forever in a stone wall beside the naked body of a 
woman they are unable to seize. Tentative de fimpossible 

(The Attempt at the Impossible), 1928, might be construed as 
a variation on the Pygmalion theme dealing with the plastic 
properties of the image: the painter has represented himself 
in the act of painting his model, thereby bringing it to life. 
Even a much later work of 1937 testifies to the omnipres­
ence of this particular obsession: La representation shows the 
naked belly of a woman inserted into a frame which follows 
exactly its outlines. 

Curiously, a response to this obsessive question-contempo­
rary of the Les traces vivantes-was given by the painting 
Decouverte (Discovery). If one cannot adequately represent 
woman through words or pictures, one can at least transform 
her. Magritte had commented upon this possibility to his 
friend Nouge in an important letter ofNovember 1927: 
I have made an extraordinary discovery concerning painting: . 
. . I have hit upon a new possibility inherent to things: they are 

capable of becoming gradually something else: an object may 
fuse into another object that it is not ... Through this technique 

I obtain paintings in which the eye is compelled to ccthine' in 

quite another way than usual; things are concretely represented 

and yet some wooden boards become gradually transparent in 

specific spots; or else a naked woman is en-dowed with body 

parts which change into a different substance.17 

~et everything would tend to indicate that this discovery, 
this "secret drawing," remained for the moment untapped, 
as though the painter must go to the bottom of all the possi­
bilities before returning to the first evidence, namely that it is 
only through the transformation and metamorphosis of the 
body of woman that he may be able to represent her­
thereby achieving recognition as a painter, in his own eyes 
and in that of the other painters. 
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Before proceeding further yet in the direction of this discov­
ery as "uncovered woman" and toward this secret drawing 
produced by painting a "wooden" woman, Magritte contin­
ued his research in associations, linking woman and tree or 
forest sometimes through the agency of an inscription: "hu­
man body (or forest)" located in one of the four "pigeon­
holes" that make up Le masque vide (The Empty Mask) of 
1928. In another drawing, the word "tree" is projected over 
the drawing of a naked woman standing beside two other 
bodies on which are written ombre portee (shadowing) and 
mur (wall) a drawing from Varietes No. 8, 15 December 
1929. Another technique in association is the juxtaposition of 
figurative elements in contiguous pigeonholes, as in Les six 

elements (The Six Elements). The same juxtaposition appears 
in Au seuil de la liberte (On the Threshold of Liberty), 1930. 

Let us now go a little backward in order to trace the traces 

vivantes of the inscriptions. Following his associations, Mag­
ritte painted, in 1928, a canvas that seems to me of funda­
mental importance, L)usage de la parole (The Use ofWords), 
the generic title for a whole series of pictures (figure 5). In 
it, two blurred shapes with somewhat rounded outlines, and 
ostensibly painted in an unskillful manner, stand out over a 
background that seems also overtly botched-and painted in 
rather dirty hues. Under these shapes are two inscriptions 
which stand out still more than the rest as they are empha­
sized by a line which explicitly links the inscription on the 
left to the word miroir and that on the right to the words 
corps de femme. 

Again, the dimension of the works should by no means be 
reduced to a parody of non-figurative abstraction or of por­
traits in the Picabia manner done some ten years before (for 
instance, Voila la femme [Here is the Woman], 1915). Rather 
than a parody on abstraction, one should see in them a set­
tling of accounts with representation itself, an intention of 
rupturing the link between the image and the idea of similar­
ity so that-once this link is abolished-the superior reign of 
"resemblance" may be established. One may also see in them 
the echoing of an inner conflict concerning non-figurative 
abstraction as a possible solution to the harrowing problem 
of the representation of woman (a solution that may, indeed, 
have appealed to Magritte as the beginning, as his first works 

testifY. 
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FIGURE 5 

Rene Magritte, L'usage de Ia parole, 1928. 

One must also observe the humorous rejection both of word 
and picture as incapable of representing woman adequately. 
The use oflanguage, here, is less a consecration than a chal­
lenge. If various words can designate as well-or as poorly­
as they can two shapeless but similar stains, one as "reflec­
tion" (mirror) and the other as "picture" (woman's body), 
the reason for this is the very functioning of classical repre­
sentation that is questioned through two of its principal 
elements: mirror and words. This is not due to chance but to 
the essential Magrittian dissociation of pictorial and verbal 
representation-if one bears in mind that for Leonardo (for 
instance) the mirror is the master of the painter, and the 
Logique de Port Royal illustrates the traditional distinction 
between natural sign and conventional sign through the 
paradigm of the mirror as a natural sign, whereas the written 
work is the paradigm of the conventional sign.18 Magritte 
throws discredit on both of them through his rejection of 
representation. Hence the disintegration that follows. 

In Le monde perdu (The Lost World), 1928, in a situation 
when there are neither longer words to designate nor mir­
rors to reflect, the character on the canvas loses his memory, 
his "living trace," the memory trace of the body of woman 
that is lost forever (figure 6). Thus the confrontation be­
tween character and the woman, or between painter and 
model, takes place under the aegis of the selfsame impo­
tency: impotency of words in failing to designate the body, 
or of memory in failing to remember it or of shapes in failing 
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FIGURE 6 

Rene Magritte, Le monde perdu, 1928. 

to represent it. What is left is blocks of hollow and empty 
words-"character in the process of losing his memory," 
"woman body"- blocks of words that remind one of sacs, 
two shapeless word-sacs linked together through a narrow 
pipe, an echo, perhaps, of the vital cord which seems to link 
the character to the body of woman. 

Similarly, Le miroir magique (The Magic Mirror) of 1929 
shows a body trying to achieve some consistency through a 
reflected image, an image which might be able to provide 
it with some solidity or unity through the agency of reflec­
tion itself. Yet nothing happens. The human body has disap­
peared, its reflection has also vanished, and at the very center 
of this mirror without stain that nobody is holding one reads 
only these words "human body" (figure 7). 

This also explains the famous collage entitled ]e ne vois pas 

la . .. cachee dans la foret (I don't see the ... hidden in the 
forest), at the center of which is the picture of a naked wom­
an surrounded by the photos of sixteen surrealists with 
closed eyes-an illustration of the collective answer of the 
group to a "quiz" about love published in La revolution 

surrealiste) No. 12, December 1929. The whole picture em­
bodies a visible paradox: for the observer, the naked woman 
painted on the canvas is fully visible, but not so the forest 
which is supposed to conceal her from our gaze. (Inciden­
tally, this picture also represents a recurrence of the associa­
tion woman/forest, enhanced still further by the symbolic 
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FIGURE 7 

Rene Magritte, Le miroir magique, 1929. 

analogy: pubic hair= forest .) And yet, this paradox loses its 
enigmatic character when all the elements of the game are 
examined-and especially the Magrittian reflection on repre­
sentation: one does not see the naked woman precisely be­
cause one sees the image of it, and this is the very reason 
why the naked woman is painted between the two compo­
nents of the sentence (which are also pain ted on the canvas). 
Perhaps we have here the idea that woman can be seen in her 
true nakedness only through a painting of it (extending the 
discovery of The Discovery), a concept that can only emanate 
from a true man and a true painter in his meandering medi­
tations on love. Thus, in the same way as the tree hides the 
forest, the representation of woman hides her so that she 
may only be captured through imagination, that is the clos­
ing of the eyes, through the allegorical blindness of Cupid. 

The essential obsession of the painter-to represent the 
beloved one despite the fact that her idealization, neverthe­
less, transcends all representation-coincides with the mythi­
zation of woman through Andre Breton and his friends. 19 It 
should be noted that at the same time Magritte first contrib­
uted to La revolution surrealiste) he left Paris and the surreal­
ist group. 

In the same issue of La revolution surrealiste) Magritte also 
signed an important manifesto, Les mots et les images (Words 

and Images)) which summarizes a large part of his Parisian 
activities during his long stay in this city. As a matter of fact, 
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FIGURE 8 

Rene Magritte, Les mots et /es images, in La Revolution Surrealiste, No. 12, decembre, 1929. 
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our conclusion will be largely a commentary on this latter 
work and on the propositions it contains (figure 8). 

Words and Pictures 

An obJect does not stick to its name to the extent that an­

other and better one cannot be found for it. 

This refers us directly to the paintings in the series La cle des 

songes (The Key of Dreams)) in which the picture and the 
name of the object are dissociated. (In the 1927 Ctes des 

songes) the painted leaf is associated to the word "la table .") 
It must be observed, however, that the written propositions 
are often quoted while the drawings they accompany are 
ignored even though they are by no means an "illustration" 
of the texts-unless the word "illustration" is taken, as Mag­
ritte himself suggests, as meaning "that which makes one 
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illustrious." Ignoring the fact that this manifesto sees itself 
as its own object would mean neglecting the rich Magrittian 
reflection on representation: the majority of the images, 
indeed do not illustrate a sentence but "double" its content 
through their foregrounding the common denominator 
between the word and the picture, that is, the fact that both 
are representations confronting a "reality." Thus, the sen­
tence "an object does not stick to its name .. . "is illustrated 
by the image of the leaf. 

Hence the second proposition: There are objects which can do 

without a name. The corresponding drawing does not repre­
sent an object but a drawing of a boat. It is precisely because 
this drawing is recognizable as a figurative representation of 
the object-boat that it would be meaningless to reinforce it 
through the verbal representation"boat." This, in turn, 
implies a third proposition: Sometimes a word can be used to 

designate itself which brings to the fore the sort of short 
circuit by which the word "sky" refers to the drawing of the 
sky which encompasses it. 

Hence the following proposition: An object encounters its 

own image) an object encounters its own name. It may happen 

that the image and the name of this object encounter each 

other. It would be difficult to emphasize more strongly the 
fact that the image and the name are both possibilities of 
representing the object and that it is only this quality that 
enables them to encounter each other-by virtue of their 
belonging to the sphere of representation and their common 
opposition to the object. Thus, it is not by chance that the 
picture of the forest is juxtaposed to the word "forest": one 
never knows what a forest may hide; a forest may hide an­
other forest, just as it may conceal the body of a naked 
woman, just as the single unit tree may hide the forest, 
which is itself hidden through the picture or the word that 
designates it .... In this respect word and image are essen­
tially equal: and the image is liable to lose its privilege (its 
similarity function), for it is only, like the word, a way of 
representation.20 

A word may stand for (((take the place of)) an object in reality. 

Reality here, again, is the reality of representation in which, 
truly, words stand for the objects ofwhich they are signs. 

A picture may stand for (((take the place of')) a word in a 

proposition .... doubtlessly, ifby "proposition" one means 
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an artistic proposition made possible only by virture of the 
visual possibilities inherent in pictorial space. This implies a 
double degradation of the object since, l) the word "takes 
its place," and 2) the word itself is hidden by the picture. 
Yet, contrary to Plato's paradigm of the three beds, the 
status of the image is endowed with value by Magritte's 
perspective, according to which the object is hidden by its 

own image. 

The proposition the/sun/ is hidden by the clouds enhances the 
idea that the object is hidden by its own representation so 
that the sun never appears but as an entity which is hidden 
behind the clouds- these clouds, being, conversely, the pic­
ture of the sun .... 

It is this sun which "illuminates" the proposition: I cannot 

see the . . . hidden in the forest. It is not that it is impossible to 
represent woman, but in the same way that the sun would 
blind anyone who looks at it, woman is in fact hidden by her 
own image, which is demonstrated by the pictures belonging 
to the series La condition humaine (The Human Condition) 

and La belle captive (The Fair Captive) . All representation, 
because it becomes opaque, necessarily hides the object it 
represents . 

Everything suggests that there is scarcely any relationship be­

tween an object and what stands for it . ... a proposition im­
mediately contradicted by the accompanying drawing: noth­
ing can differentiate the image of the "real object" from the 
image of the represented object (a light line on canvas is the 
only link between the represented object and a drawing of it) 
for both are images. Indeed, both drawings testify to the gap 
that has been created between the object and what stands for 
it insofar as they belong to the space of representation. 

Words used to designate two different objects do not reveal what 

may separate each one from the other. I see here, rightly or 
wrongly, one of the central propositions of the set: all those 
that follow are subordinate to it or are merely a development 
of its implications. What characterizes the hi-dimensionality 
of represented reality is precisely the impossibility of bringing 
to the fore "what may separate the objects from each other" : 
the gap between words will never express that which sepa­
rates one being from another. Whether this drawing - a 
"remake" of Le monde perdu (The Lost World)-is a reminis­
cence (as has been suggested) of the drama Magritte lived 
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through in his youth (the suicide of his mother)21 or 
whether the theme is the more general one of the task the 
painter has taken upon himself (representing woman-or his 
wife,) this comes to the same thing: we have here the repre­
sentation of a radical splitting which words are powerless to 
express and memory too unfaithful to overcome. 

As for the image, however much one may exalt its capacity 
for similarity when confronted with words, this similarity is 
only a poor privilege which is lost as soon as one brings to 
the fore what the manifesto implies: that images are just like 
words-representation subject to an equally radical splitting 
from the "real" object they are supposed to represent. They 
hide this object through the very act by which they are sup­
posed to reveal it, whether it is the body of woman hidden 
by the forest or the sun hidden by the clouds. 

Once the difference between words and objects is abolished, 
the space between their possible interactions becomes wide 
open. This is a world in which representation has freed itself 
from all reference to the thing per se and in which, through 
its becoming opaque, it has left open the possibilities for 
words and pictures to combine freely so that the figure, now 
liberated from similarity, may reign supreme under the aegis 
of resemblance. 
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