
The Secret of the Hanging Egg 
Salvador Dalí at the Menil

The Menil Collection
November 5, 2015–June 19, 2016

THE MENIL COLLECTION
1533 Sul Ross Street    Houston, Texas 77006    713-525-9400    menil.org

The Secret of the Hanging Egg is curated by Clare Elliott,  
Assistant Curator.

This exhibition is generously supported by the City of Houston.

PUBLIC PROGRAMS

The World of Salvador Dalí
Wednesday, November 11, 7:00 p.m.
Independent scholar Danielle Johnson explores both 
Dalí’s work and his often flamboyant life. 

Film Screening
Un chien andalou (1929) and L’âge d’or (1930)
Friday, February 12, 7:00 p.m. 
Written by Dalí and directed by Luis Buñuel, these two 
classics of Surrealist cinema retain their ability to shock 
and confound nearly a century after their release. 

All public programs are free and open to the public.  
Menil members enjoy additional programs and events, 
including a December 4th noontime gallery talk with 
exhibition curator Clare Elliott. Visit the museum or 
menil.org for more information.

Front: Salvador Dalí, Eggs on the Plate without the Plate (Œufs sur le Plat sans  
le Plat), 1932. Oil on canvas, 23¾ × 16½ inches (60.3 × 41.9 cm). Collection  
of the Salvador Dalí Museum, Inc., St. Petersburg, Florida. © 2015 Salvador Dalí, 

Gala-Salvador Dalí Foundation/Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York



T
he Menil Collection, with its extensive holdings of work by 
artists such as Victor Brauner, Max Ernst, and René Magritte, 
is deservedly renowned for its selection of Surrealist art. Yet, as 
visitors are often surprised to learn, the museum has no paint-
ings by Spanish artist Salvador Dalí (1904–1989), one of the 

movement’s most familiar characters, not to mention one of the most recog-
nizable artists of the twentieth century. (The Menil does have a drawing by 
Dalí, Gangsterism and Goofy Visions of New York, 1935, but it is seldom on  
display due to the conservation concerns inherent to works on paper that limit 
their exhibition.) The generous loan of Eggs on the Plate without the Plate 
(Œufs sur le Plat sans le Plat), 1932, from the Dalí Museum in St. Petersburg, 
Florida, allows the Menil to show this important artist’s work in the context 
of its Surrealist collection. 

During the early 1930s, when Dalí painted Eggs on the Plate without  
the Plate, he visited Paris often and was in close contact with Ernst, Magritte, 
Man Ray, and others. Dalí had been introduced to the Surrealist group by 
fellow Spanish painter and close friend Joán Miró and was quickly accepted 
by the movement’s leader, André Breton. Breton wrote the preface to the 
catalogue of Dalí’s first solo exhibition in Paris, in 1929, and in turn one of the 
artist’s drawings was used as the frontispiece of Breton’s second Surrealist 
manifesto the following year. Dalí and Breton shared the belief that through 
the subconscious they could access a “superior reality” and, captivated by the 
theories of Sigmund Freud, both had a strong interest in dreams, desires, and 
taboos. Ideological differences, and perhaps Dalí’s penchant for publicity, 
however, eventually drove the two apart. Breton officially excommunicated 
the Spanish painter from the group in 1939. Dalí’s fame grew in the decades 
following his official break with the movement and, paradoxically, by the end 
of the twentieth century his name was almost synonymous with Surrealism.

Eggs on the Plate without the Plate, at once an eerie landscape and an 
even more disquieting still life, includes one of Dalí’s most familiar motifs:  
a watch that appears to be melting. It hangs beneath an ear of corn and beside 
a plate of fried eggs, all meticulously rendered. A third egg hovers, suspended 
by a string like the timepiece. The slippery softness of the eggs and the droop-
ing timepiece contrast starkly with the angular building that serves as the 
setting for the strange assemblage. The building’s only visible opening reveals 
two figures, tiny when compared to the eggs and corn, gazing out onto a deso-
late, sulfurous landscape. The painting’s rich imagery and masterfully realist, 
almost miniaturist, style of painting typify Dalí’s approach to Surrealism, 
which adapted Old Master techniques to depict hallucinatory visions. 

Eggs on the Plate without the Plate is one of several paintings Dalí made 
in 1932 that include images of fried eggs. He would continue to incorporate 

eggs, both in and out of their shells, in his work throughout his career. They 
are closely associated with maternity, and the feminine as generative of life 
was an ongoing source of fascination for Dalí. At the same time, the form 
can be ambiguously masculine; in Spanish the word huevos (eggs) is slang for 
testicles, a confusion that the artist no doubt enjoyed exploring. In his 1942 
autobiography, Dalí expounds at length on the subject of this painting,  
which he maintained was a hallucination recalled from prior to his birth  
that continued to provoke him throughout his life:

[T]he intra-uterine paradise was the color of hell, that is to say, red, orange, 
yellow and bluish, the color of flames, of fire; above all it was soft, immo-
bile, warm, symmetrical, double, gluey. Already at that time all pleasure, 
all enchantment for me was in my eyes, and the most splendid, the most 
striking vision was that of a pair of eggs fried in a pan, without the pan; to 
this is probably due that perturbation and that emotion which I have since 
felt, the whole rest of my life, in the presence of this ever-hallucinatory 
image. The eggs, fried in the pan, without the pan, which I saw before 
my birth were grandiose, phosphorescent and very detailed in all the folds 
of their faintly bluish whites. The two eggs would approach (toward me), 
recede, move toward the left, toward the right, upward, downward; they 
would attain the iridescence and the intensity of mother-of-pearl fires, only 
to diminish and progressively at last vanish.1 

In this exhibition, Dalí’s painting is put into dialogue with an array of 
works that includes small, egg-like painted rocks by Brauner and Miró and 
enigmatic, unreal landscapes by Yves Tanguy and Joseph Cornell. A painting 
attributed to Giuseppe Arcimboldi, a sixteenth-century Italian artist that Dalí 
admired, provides an antecedent for his surreal imaginings. Dalí’s fascination 
with food is echoed in simulacrums of cheese made by his contemporary 
Magritte and by living artist Robert Gober. Works by the latter, as well as by 
David McGee and Steve Wolfe, attest to the continuation of the Surrealist 
tradition both in present-day artistic practices and at the Menil Collection. 
Also on view are examples of Dalí’s many collaborations with Surrealists in 
Paris in the 1930s in the form of a selection of rare publications from the 
museum’s library, including Violette Nozières (1933) and a 1937 portfolio of 
twenty-one Surrealist postcards. The generous loan of Eggs on the Plate  
without the Plate not only brings this important work to Houston audiences, 
it has allowed the Menil to create a new framework through which to view  
its Surrealist holdings.  

       —Clare Elliott

Note
1.  Salvador Dalí, The Secret Life of Salvador Dalí (New York: Dial, 1942), 27.


