IRMA-DOMINIQUE DALOZO AND YVONNE BILIS REGNIER SURREALISTS
The founder members of the Surrealist movement were not noted for an enlightened attitude towards women. In Surrealist art of the interwar period women are present as models, muses and victims. Kiki de Montparnasse and Lee Miller began their careers as models and muses and Gala continued as Dali’s muse until the end of his career. It is striking how many of the most famous images of early Surrealism involve violence towards women – the notorious opening sequence of Dali/Bunuel film in which a woman’s eyeball is slashed with a razor, Giacometti’s “Woman with her throat cut”, Magritte’s “Rape” and the horrific tortured dolls of Hans Bellmer. When the poet Paul Eluard heckled the premiere of Jean Cocteau’s play “La Voix Humaine” in 1930 featuring the distraught  monologue of woman abandoned by her lover, he was plainly motivated by misogyny as much as by homophobic hostility to Cocteau himself. 
On the sixteen-member committee organizing the 1936 Surrealist Exhibition only the secretary was a woman and there were only seven women amongst the 59 artists represented. If anything, the Paris Surrealist exhibition two years later was even worse. Meret Oppenheim’s fur-lined coffee cup remains one of the more memorable images of that show, but otherwise women were largely visible as decorated or desecrated dummies and the climactic spectacle was of a hysterical naked woman chained to a bed. 
 It is all the more surprising then, that women were so prominent in what might be termed the second generation of Surrealists and in the continuing movement after World War II. Leonora Carrington (1917-2011), Lee Miller (1907-77), Dorothea Tanning (1910-2012), Dora Maar (1907-97) and Ithell Colquhoun (1906-88), Eileen Agar (1899-1991) Leonor Fini (1907-1996) have all received a lot of critical and popular attention in recent years whilst others such as Helen Lundeberg (1908-99) Lorser Feitelson  (1898-1978) and  Suzanne van Damme (1901-1986) have been rescued from near oblivion. There plenty more of these women surrealists to be re-discovered, notably the Argentinian Irma-Dominique Dalozo (1926-2017 and her companion Yvonne Bilis Regnier (1921-2017)
There are many questions to be asked about this proliferation of female surrealists – not least their truly astonishing collective longevity. We must also ask what it was that attracted them to an apparently deeply misogynistic movement. Clearly the anarchistic, rule-breaking ethos of Surrealism with its roots in Freudian theory was liberating for many twentieth century women. It is often said that the male surrealists suffered from a collective Oedipus complex, many of them notably Ernst and Dali having troubled relationships with their fathers leading them to challenge patriarchal authority and no doubt this was an aspect of Surrealism that would have appealed to independent-minded women. Dorothea Tanning’s “Family portrait” of 1954 and Ernst’s “Revolution by Night” both illustrate the baleful influence of the dominant father figure. We can only speculate about Irma-Dominique Dalozo’s and Yvonne Bilis Regnier’s relations with their fathers.  We do have one small piece of possible evidence, a photograph of the unsmiling child Yvonne amongst her family presenting exactly the image of stiff bourgeois rectitude against which many Surrealist poets and artists rebelled.
Dalozo and Regnier arrived in France from Buenos Aires by boat in 1946. The moment of their departure is captured in a photograph taken from the deck of the ship found amongst the effects in a suitcase along with many other photographs that document their intimate life and their political activism. 
The original members of the Surrealist movement had been dispersed by the fall of France in 1940 with many fleeing to the USA including André Breton, Max Ernst, André Masson and Yves Tanguy where they helped to kick start the modern art scene in New York. 

Dalozo and Regnier’s most important connection with the pre-war Surrealist movement was through Jean Cocteau who became a friend and mentor.

The influence of Cocteau is very evident in the linear figurative drawings of Dalozo and in her interest in Classicism. Throughout her life she continued to make studies after classical sculpture and that influence permeates much of her work as it had earlier on with Cocteau and Picasso. Picasso is another influence, though no doubt filtered through Cocteau. Dalozo clearly had a voracious appetite for other artists and we can pick up influences from De Chirico, Max Ernst, André Masson and many others. As Picasso liked to say “Bad artists borrow and good artists steal”. Dalozo knew how to absorb all these influences and make them her own. There are striking similarities with the works of their fellow Argentinian and adopted Parisian Leonor Fini and as Cocteau was a mutual friend it seems likely that they knew each other. 
On paper Dalozo experimented with a vast range of styles and techniques. There are free-flowing doodles in which she seems to be flirting with automatism of Masson and also tightly executed dream-like images that bring her closer to De Chirico, Magritte and Dali. Other experimental techniques look like the frottage and grattage of Max Ernst and the decalcomania or blot techniques used by several surrealists. Surrealist devices used by Dalozo and Regnier include unexpected juxtapositions, metamorphosis and the Arcimboldo effect. But what sets Dalozo and Regnier apart is the extraordinary iconography they devised for what seems to have been an invented, secret cult or religion. Stories and legends are being told that we can only dimly divine.  Some of the imagery is derived from Christian art. We find Madonna-like and saintly figures and angels. Angels, angels and more angels – sometimes individually visiting or intervening in the lives of mortals and sometimes interacting amongst themselves in flocks or vast multitudes hovering in the sky.  If this is Catholicism then it is the sweet, soft focus and slightly pagan Catholicism of Fauré and Duruflé and one can well imagine what these angels would sound like if they started to sing in sensuous, chromatic harmonies.
There are multifigured scenes of androgynous youths frolicking in what seems like a rather sexless paradise with magic fountains and fantastic creatures. But not all is sweetness and light. Like De Chirico, Dalozo knows how to evoke menace and unease, often through the manipulation of space. There are dark, infernal, multi-figured scenes with fractured and distorted cubist or expressionist perspectives. 
It is not always easy to tell one artist from the other. They worked in close symbiosis for seven decades. Dalozo would seem to have been the more varied and experimental artist. Regnier was possibly a better painter – at least in oils. Dalozo’s oil paintings are curiously varied in quality. While some are brilliant others are clumsy and crude. Of course, for hard core Surrealists such as André Breton, the “Pope”  and chief theoretician of the movement, aesthetic pleasures were never part of the equation and it maybe that Dalozo was deliberately eschewing the easy delights of “la belle peinture” in some of her harsher images. 
With brush and oils Regnier has a more felicitous touch. And many of her water colours have a rare delicacy. She was fascinated by nature and human interaction with it which is another factor that makes her seem modern while stemming from a tradition that goes back to Romanticism. Trees are anthropomorphic.  Rocks and trees metamorphose into human form. Her mastery of aerial perspective is magical. She creates a dreamlike atmosphere in which Max Ernst meets Claude Lorraine.
That one such artist can be picked up on the pavement of a Parisian flea-market for a pittance and another fetches millions at auction has nothing to do with artistic quality and vision and everything to do with chance and the machinations of the art market.

