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Surrealism’s Reluctant Spokesman: Gordon 
Onslow Ford 

A child of the British countryside and a naval officer assigned to the Mediterranean Fleet, Gordon Onslow Ford (born on 

this date) joined the Paris Surrealist group in 1938 shortly after his friend Roberto Matta. He deepened his connection 

with the group over the summer of 1939 as only the wealthy might by renting a chateau in Chemillieu in the Rhone Valley, 

where he was joined by Matta and his wife Anne, André Breton and his wife and daughter, Esteban Frances, Ithil 

Colquhoun (a British surrealist), Kay Sage, and Yves Tanguy. 

 

Propaganda of Love, 1940, by Gordon Onslow Ford 

The idyll was interrupted, however, by the September 2 declaration of war by England and France. Ordered by the Navy to 

return to England, he was struck by an illness that prevented him from joining the crew of a destroyer that became the 

first British ship sunk during the war. Instead, he obtained leave to sail for New York in June 1940 upon invitation by the 

Committee to Preserve European Culture to lecture in the U.S. 



 

Temptation of the Painter, 1941, by Gordon Onslow Ford 

In New York, Onslow Ford played a key role as ambassador of overseas surrealism, being the first member of the Parisian 

group to explain their ideas to American artists over the course of four seminars at the New School for Social Research in 

January and February of 1941. Relying on paintings borrowed from MOMA and the Rockefeller foundation along with 

slides, Onslow Ford gave Freudian readings of De Chirico, Ernst, Miró, Magritte, and in his final lecture shifted to more 

recent works by Delvaux, Brauner, Paalen, Seligmann, Matta, Jimmy Ernst, and Esteban Frances. These he gave a Jungian 

turn, drawing on the collective unconscious to explain their imagery and effect. Jung rather than Freud spoke to those 

present, several of whom (Jackson Pollock included) had undergone Jungian therapy.  



 

The Circuit, 1942, by Gordon Onslow Ford 

Yet Onslow Ford moved beyond the unconscious into territory that he and Matta had colonized, mapped out 

in Ouspensky’s Tertium Organum. Anderson notes in Pursuit of the Marvelous that “In Ouspensky’s cosmic view all 

things possess a psyche of their own and all phenomena is [sic] a manifestation of something higher, in another section of 

space, where it has wholly different functions: ‘Each stone, each grain of sand, each planet has its noumenon, consisting of 

life and of psyche, binding them into certain wholes incomprehensible to us.’” 



 

Future of the Falcon (Vera II), 1948, by Gordon Onslow Ford 

The audience numbers ranged from 15 to an overflowing hall (depending on the source), and included at times Pollock, 

Rothko, Gorky, Baziotes, David and Susanna Hare, Tanguy, Sage, Motherwell, and Jimmy Ernst, among others. And 

there’s no doubt that Onslow Ford’s lectures took surrealism out of the close confines of its official form. For Jimmy Ernst, 

Onslow Ford was “inspiring, generous, without a hint of condescension toward the small group of artists who formed a 

circle of friends and listeners around him after Matta introduced him to us….Onslow Ford talked not so much to us as with 

us. What we heard was less of the 'how’ of imagery than the 'why.’ We were not getting 'the last word from Europe’ but 

rather the possibility for a further horizon that implied individualism.” 

 

Instead of staying in New York, Onslow Ford moved on to Mexico that August, buying a large hacienda in Tarasca (find it 

on the Surrealist map), where he and his wife Jacquline Johnson, whom he’d met at on the lectures, could work without 

interruption. Leaving the surrealists in 1943, Onslow Ford later said: “Under a state of general mobilization existence was 

overshadowed by the demands of the nation. Surrealism as a movement could no longer function. The adventure could 

only be continued by individuals who were able to tap, at least from time to time, the spirit of inner freedom.” 
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