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“The Spectator Makes the Picture”: Optical illusions and Viewer Experience in Dalí’s and 
Duchamp’s Stereoscopic Works  
 
By Elliott H. King 

 

 

Abstract: 

Dalí and Duchamp shared a well-established interest in perception and optics that included a 

number of experiments with 3-D optical illusions. Using some of the same historical source 

materials, plausibly in dialogue, both artists created stereograms and anaglyphs, though 

ostensibly to different ends. Duchamp’s numerous stereoscopic works, beginning around 1918 

and extending to his last pieces in 1968, have been credited variously to his erudite studies of 

perspective, the fourth dimension, and the viewer’s role in “completing” the artwork; Dalí’s 

1970s stereoscopic canvases, by contrast, are generally framed facilely as somewhat gimmicky 

efforts at achieving heightened illusionism. This essay considers both artists’ stereo works in terms 

of the viewer experience Duchamp emphasized. I am especially interested in those pieces that 

create stereoscopic “dissonance” by combining two wholly dissimilar pictures. Though one might 

readily compare the resulting images to multiple-exposure photographs (as others have done), a 

viewer’s experience of “dissonant” stereoscopy and single-image photography is distinct. 

Arguably even more so than in traditional stereoscopy, these “dissonant” stereo works give rise to 

illusory colors and oscillating figures that underscore the role of the eye and brain in constructing 

(the illusion of) objective reality – a subject in which both artists, in their particular ways, were 

deeply invested.   
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Among a number of affinities that have come to light thanks especially to the 2017-2018 

exhibition Dalí/Duchamp and its accompanying catalogue, both Salvador Dalí and Marcel 

Duchamp shared an avid interest in perception and 3-D optical illusions, specifically stereoscopy. 

The scholarly reception of these works has varied significantly, however, generally following the 

stereotypical view that Dalí was ever the ‘consummate, wax-moustachioed showman’ of art while 

Duchamp was the more reserved and ‘cerebral’ of the pair.1 Duchamp’s stereoscopic works – 

beginning in 1918 with the readymade Stéréoscopie à la main and manifesting variously in films, 

objects, and anaglyphic drawings throughout his life – have been credited favorably to his erudite 

studies of perspective, the fourth dimension, and the viewer’s role in completing ‘the creative 

act,’2 while Dalí’s stereoscopic paintings – beginning in the late 1960s, when his critical 

reputation was on a sharp decline3 – tend to be dismissed as somewhat gimmicky efforts at 

heightened illusionism.4 Affronting this discrepancy, this essay considers both Dalí’s and 

Duchamp’s stereoscopic works as ‘cerebral’, highlighting in both the emphasis on viewer 

experience that Duchamp consistently emphasized. Stereoscopy in art is, after all, particularly 

viewer-centric: The human brain perceives depth by obtaining cues through the eyes that gauge 

and interpret distance. It is therefore the viewer who takes in the raw visual data and interprets it 

mentally; without this interaction, the final work is literally unrealized. Duchamp was well aware 

of this, and when it came to the role of the spectator in completing his stereoscopic works, it 

would seem that Dalí, too, was closer to Duchamp than he is typically understood.  

Stereoscopy was first described in 1832 by Sir Charles Wheatstone, who developed a 

mirror stereoscope that created three-dimensional images from drawings offset according to the 

angles of vision. The ‘Wheatstone mirror’ system used a pair of mirrors at 45-degree angles to the 

user's eyes. When the viewer presses his or her nose to the mirrors’ joined edge, each eye receives 

its own image that the brain fuses and interprets as depth – a process Wheatstone termed 

stereopsis. Wheatstone mirrors are a rather cumbersome apparatus, though one of their 

advantages is that the source images can be quite large. Indeed, when Dalí began making 

stereoscopic pairs of paintings, he exhibited them at the Knoedler Gallery using Wheatstone 

mirrors to accommodate the paintings’ size; his stereoscopic pair The Chair (1976), for example, 

depicting the artist’s hand in the process of painting Gala’s hair, measures a full 4 x 2 meters, but 

the 3-D effect can easily be achieved using Wheatstone mirrors (Fig. 1).  
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Fig. 1. Salvador Dalí, Preparatory drawing for The Chair (1976) 

 

The Teatre-Museu Dalí in Figueres still uses the Wheatstone mirror system in most of its 

stereoscopic displays, though unfortunately visitors rarely press their noses against the mirrors’ 

edge in a way that allows them to experience the works’ 3-D effect.  

The next stage in stereoscopy’s historical development was the ‘Brewster-type’ 

stereoscope, named for Sir David Brewster. Constructed without lenses or mirrors, this was 

basically a wooden box through which one could view stereoscopic images – initially drawings 

but later daguerreotypes – side-by-side on a single support, which came to be called a 
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stereogram.5 The Brewster stereoscope was demonstrated in London at the Great Exhibition of 

1851, launching a worldwide craze for stereoscopic images. Within three months, nearly 25,000 

stereoscopes were sold in London and Paris.6 Though wildly popular, the Brewster stereoscope 

was already antiquated by the 1860s, when it was largely replaced by a hand-held version created 

(but explicitly not patented) by the American writer Oliver Wendell Holmes with improvements 

added by Joseph L. Bates (Fig. 2).  

 

Fig. 2. Holmes-Bates-style stereoscope (1861) 

 

The ‘Holmes-Bates stereoscope’ was widespread well into the twentieth century, and it is most 

likely this type of stereoscopic device that was used to view Duchamp’s rectified readymade, 

Stéréoscopie à la main (Fig. 3).  
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Fig. 3. Marcel Duchamp, Stéréoscopie a la Main (1918) 

 

Duchamp created Stéréoscopie à la main in 1918 in Buenos Aires, though the work was 

not published until 1941, when the artist included it as part of the Boite en Valise. That 

Duchamp titled this work ‘hand-made stereoscopy’ highlights the fact that by the early twentieth 

century stereoscopy was largely a photographic enterprise, though again, the earliest stereoscopic 

pairs had been drawings predating the advent of photography. In Stéréoscopie à la main, 

Duchamp took an existing stereogram of a boat on the ocean – thus two images of the same 

scene offset according to the angles of vision – on which he drew two inverted diamond-shaped 

forms with slightly offset placement. The result is unusual and, in terms of stereopsis, somewhat 

disappointing: The boat is so small and far away that it is easily missed, while Duchamp’s 

drawings are correct distances from the edge of the frame to facilitate the illusion of depth but are 

otherwise identical. Since their perspective is not also stereoscopic, when Stéréoscopie à la main 

is viewed through a stereo viewer, the sea and boat recede into the background while the 

pyramidal form advances but itself remains flat. 
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One of the unique challenges of describing stereoscopic effects distinct from usual, 2-D 

images is that it requires a viewer’s participation to perceive the work’s depth. With practice, 

some viewers may be able to combine stereo images simply by ‘freeviewing’ – looking ‘through’ 

the images so that they combine into one, or crossing one’s eyes to achieve that same effect –, but 

most people require some type of optical device to combine the image and thereby create the 

illusion of stereopsis (and to reiterate, stereoscopy is fundamentally an optical illusion – it 

effectively tricks the brain into seeing depth in two-dimensional images). To encourage more 

active participation with the images illustrated in this essay, I have created red and cyan 

anaglyphs of certain works using an online program, Anaglyph Maker ver1.08 by Takashi 

Sekitani (Fig. 4).  

 

Fig. 4. Anaglyph of Marcel Duchamp’s Stéréoscopie a la Main 
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To be clear, these anaglyphs are not the original images (unless otherwise noted) but are my own 

creations that combine the two stereoscopic pictures to facilitate depth perception and active 

participation on the part of the reader/viewer. They should be viewed through red/cyan glasses, 

which can be purchased easily and very inexpensively online. Note that for correct viewing of 

these images, it is very important that the red lens cover the left eye and cyan the right. This is 

the standard configuration, though some models inverse the colors, as can be seen in examples 

exhibited in Dalí’s studio at Portlligat (Fig. 5).7  

 

Fig. 5. Salvador Dalí’s studio at Portlligat, featuring anaglyph glasses. Photograph by the author. 

Red and cyan anaglyphs function by the same principle as stereograms: Each eye receives 

a single image, and the two fuse mentally to create the illusion of depth. When using a pair of 

red/cyan glasses to view an anaglyph that overlaps two stereoscopic images, the red lens cancels 

out the red image so the viewer sees only the cyan through that particular eye (which it reads as a 
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very dark grey), while the cyan lens allows the respective eye – in this case, the right eye – to see 

only the red image. The brain then reconciles the disparity by combining the images, creating 

depth. Red and cyan anaglyphs date to as early as 1835, though they were a relatively fringe 

technology until the 1950s, when films, comics, newspapers and magazines popularized 

anaglyphs to the mass market. I chose to illustrate this essay with anaglyphs for many of the same 

reasons that anaglyphs largely replaced stereoscopes after the Second World War: They are 

easier to use and far more economical than mechanical apparatuses. One obvious drawback, 

particularly in the case of Dalí, is that anaglyphs alter color: the red and cyan invariably tint 

everything in view. According to Jean Clair, Duchamp particularly liked anaglyphs’ 

indeterminate color,8 though this is probably a large reason that Dalí preferred the Wheatstone 

mirrors, which allowed him to control the hue in a way that was impossible using red and cyan 

lenses. 

Both Dalí and Duchamp created at least one deliberately anaglyphic work, both quite late 

in their lives. For Dalí, it was Cybernetic Odalisque (c.1978) (Fig. 6) – not a stereogram, but a 

single square canvas measuring 200 x 200cm painted chiefly in hues of red and cyan.  

 

Fig. 6. Salvador Dalí, Cybernetic Odalisque – Homage to Bela Julesz (c.1978). Fundació Gala-Salvador 

Dalí, Figueres. 
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Dalí appropriated the patterned image from the 1970 book, Foundations of Cyclopean 

Perception, by Bela Julesz, a seminal optical science study in which Julesz aimed to illustrate that 

depth cues did not need to be recognizable images and that the eye can still perceive depth in a 

grid of so-called ‘random-dots.’9 The dots in Cybernetic Odalisque are far from random, 

however: If one views the painting through red and cyan lenses, one readily makes out a receding 

circular area in the center of the canvas.10 The silhouetted figures, inspired by Velázquez’s Las 

Meninas (1656), are flat but stand out with some depth from the rest of the image, much like the 

geometric form in Stereoscopie à la Main.11  

Duchamp, meanwhile, employed an anaglyph for what has been described as his final 

work, Cheminée anaglyphe (Anaglyphic Chimney) (Fig. 7), a design for a rounded corner 

chimney in his apartment in Cadaqués.12  

 

Fig. 7. Marcel Duchamp, Anaglyphic Chimney (Cheminée anaglyphe), 1968. 
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As inspiration for the chimney design, Duchamp had turned to anaglyphic drawings published in 

Henry Vuibert’s 1912 book, Les Anaglyphes géometriques.13 Duchamp had already created a 

three-dimensional wire model for his proposed chimney, photographed by Man Ray in 1968, but 

anaglyphs provided Duchamp with a more interactive means of conveying his design to his 

Catalan builder, Emilio Puignau.14 According to Arturo Schwartz, on the day of his death, 

Duchamp received a call from Librairie Vuibert informing him that the red and cyan glasses he 

had ordered from Librairie Vuibert to view his chimney drawings were available.15 

  Without anaglyphic glasses, stereoscopes, Wheatstone mirrors, or other optical devices, 

it is very hard to appreciate the effect of stereo works, and this brings me to my greater point 

about the role of the viewer in consummating what Duchamp described as the ‘creative act.’ In 

stereoscopy, that viewer engagement literally creates the image. The stereogram’s three-

dimensional effect cannot be statically represented in painting or photography, nor can it be 

separated from the experience of the engaged viewer. To quote Tim O’Riley, the spectator 

becomes ‘both producer and consumer of the illusion.’16 It is of course unsurprising that 

Duchamp would be attracted to stereoscopy’s cognitive element – in Stéréoscopie à la main and 

Anaglyphic Chimney, but also his Precision Optics of 1920, Rotary Demisphere of 1925, and the 

1930s Rotoreliefs. Jean Clair elaborates, ‘To Duchamp, who was repelled by the physicality, the 

odorous corporeality, of painting […] the stereoscopic image showed the way to a purely ideal 

configuration, the intelligible result of a synthesis certainly closer to the brain […] than to the 

retinal effect.’17 Far more than easel painting, stereoscopy explicitly activates what Duchamp 

called the ‘grey matter’18 in its reception and interpretation. And yet Dalí’s stereo works are 

rarely seen as so technically or conceptually avant-garde. That same fascination with stereoscopy 

that scholars laud in Duchamp’s oeuvre tends to default in Dalí’s to allegations of hollow 

academicism, as if stereoscopy was only adding a third dimension to what Dalí had called in the 

1930s his ‘hand-painted dream photographs.’  

We owe much of this interpretation to Dalí himself. According to Dalí’s friend and model 

Amanda Lear, she and Dalí had attended an exhibition at the Petit Palais in 1969 of the Dutch 

Baroque master Gerrit Dou.19 According to Lear, after seeing the show, she asked Dalí why Dou 
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was depicting some of his subjects multiple times, to which Dalí answered that Dou might have 

been creating stereoscopic paintings. Soon afterwards, Dalí pronounced Dou definitively as ‘the 

first stereoscopic painter,’ relaying his hypothesis to writer Luis Romero that Dou’s pioneering 

stereoscopy in the seventeenth century developed out of a Dutch preoccupation with optics that 

had produced also Johannes Vermeer and Antoni van Leeuwenhoek, the inventor of the 

microscope.20   

Thanks to Jonathan Wallis’ research, it is clear that Dalí’s epiphany was founded in a 

gross misunderstanding.21 As Wallis argues convincingly, Lear and Dalí were very likely reading 

Wilhelm Martin’s 1913 monograph, Gerard Dou: des Meisters Gemälde, a book that contains 

eight pairings of paintings with identical titles and subjects (Fig. 8).22  

 

Fig. 8. Photograph of two-page spread in Wilhelm Martin’s Gerard Dou: des Meisters Gemälde (1913), 

displaying two versions of Die Mausefalle c. 1645-1650. (Photo: Jonathan Wallis)  
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This atypical layout – as well as Martin’s misattributions of works now recognized as fakes – 

encouraged Dali’s misinterpretation that Dou had the habit of painting the same subject many 

times from slightly different perspectives. To clarify, Dou was not painting stereoscopic works, 

but Dalí was no less inspired by this discovery to create several stereoscopic paintings of his own. 

It is perhaps easy to see why Dalí’s stereo works are more likely than Duchamp’s to be 

derided as kitsch. The paintings are clearly more figurative than Duchamp’s and generally based 

on photographs. In this sense, they are testaments to Dalí’s explicitly retinal achievements. And 

yet perhaps this is too straightforward. Dalí, like Duchamp, realized that stereoscopic vision was 

not a wholly ‘retinal’ phenomenon. He wrote in 1973: ‘Binocular vision is the Trinity of 

transcendent physical perception. The Father, the right eye, The Son, the left eye and the Holy 

Ghost, the brain.’23 Dalí injects his language with religious mysticism, but even here it is explicit 

that stereoscopy was, for him, not a uniquely retinal exercise. For an artist almost wholly 

obsessed with visuals, Dalí, too, acknowledged that the brain had to be in play in realizing 

stereoscopic images. They could not be taken passively; they required participation.  

It is with this more cerebral Dalí in mind that I would like to turn to examples by both 

artists that invoke another stereoscopic phenomenon: binocular rivalry. To clarify, stereoscopy’s 

illusion of depth is achieved through binocular disparity: The images cannot be exactly the same 

or they will not fuse, but equally they have to be similar enough that the brain reads the disparity 

as a result of distance and not two discreet images. Binocular rivalry occurs, then, when there is 

too much difference between the images. This leads to a competition between the eyes that the 

brain struggles to reconcile. Wheatstone explained this effect by putting an image of an S and an 

A into a stereoscope (Fig. 9, 10): When each eye is presented with a different letter, in this case 

an A and S, the two letters do not combine but instead oscillate as each eye struggles to 

dominate.  
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Fig. 9. S/A stereogram used to demonstrate binocular rivalry. 

 

Fig. 10. Anaglyph of S/A stereogram, demonstrating binocular rivalry. 

 

Quoting Wheatstone, ‘At the moment of change the letter which has just been seen 

breaks into fragments, while fragments of the letter which is about to appear mingle with them, 

and are immediately after replaced by the entire letter.’24 In depth perception, binocular rivalry 

is clearly undesirable, however its effect is quite distinct from normal stereo images: In cases of 
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binocular rivalry, there is not only an absence of depth, but also the images are constantly in 

movement. In fact, the Bibliothéque nationale de France houses thirty-five ‘motion study’ 

stereograms, dated 1861, by Charles Paul Furne, who attempted to use ocular rivalry to create 

the illusion of motion.25 Each stereogram presents two related photographs depicting the end-

points of a two-step action, e.g., churning butter, pumping water, and playing on a teeter-totter 

(Fig. 11). When put into a stereoscope, the two images shift back and forth due to binocular 

rivalry, appearing to move as the viewer imagines the motion between the two endpoints. 

Fig. 11. Charles Paul Furne, Stereoscopic pairs (1861) 
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It is possible that this implication of motion attracted Dalí and Duchamp as well, as both 

artists experimented with cases of binocular rivalry. A contested example is Duchamp’s rectified 

readymade, Wanted: $2000 Reward (Fig. 12).  

 

Fig. 12. Marcel Duchamp, Wanted Poster, 1923 

Originally created in 1923, Duchamp purportedly based the work on a farcical wanted poster 

that he found in a New York restaurant. Beneath the bold, red ‘WANTED’ notice, Duchamp 

pasted two headshots of himself, the right facing forwards and the left in profile, comparable to a 

traditional mug shot. Astutely noting that each portrait is contained by a red rectangle containing 
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a differently sized blue rectangle, Rhonda Roland Shearer advanced the possibility that Wanted: 

$2000 Reward could be an unacknowledged stereogram:  

When seen in stereo, the two asymmetrically shaped boxes in the Wanted Poster 

unexpectedly fuse into one symmetrical box. I now could see a single Wanted 

Poster image of Duchamp’s head that allowed me to see the front and side of his 

head all at once -- a single viewpoint that would not be possible for 3D eyes in 

3D space.26  

Shearer goes on to compare Wanted to Victor Obsatz’s famous 1953 double-exposure 

photograph of Duchamp, taken in the artist’s New York apartment at 201 West 14th Street, in 

which Duchamp’s smiling face and profile merge together into a single amorphous figure (Fig. 

13).27  

 

Fig. 13. Victor Obsatz, Portrait No. 29 (Double-Exposure: Full Face and Profile), 1953 
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Shearer’s hypothesis that Wanted may be a stereogram is intriguing, though I would like to think 

differently about her conclusions related to both Wanted and Obsatz’s Portrait of Marcel 

Duchamp. In Wanted, the disproportionate boxes do not, as Shearer contends, fuse into one 

symmetrical box when the images are viewed stereoscopically; the blue squares are not 

perspectival according the angles of vision (Fig. 14).  

 

Fig. 14. Anaglyph of Marcel Duchamp, Wanted Poster, 1923 

More importantly, however, if one views the two mugshots through a stereoscopic device, as 

Shearer suggests, one cannot, in fact, see the front and side of Duchamp’s head simultaneously as 

in Obstaz’s photograph. In Portrait of Marcel Duchamp, the viewer takes in the entire image at 

once. The stereo experience of viewing Wanted is very different. As Rosalind Krauss observes, 
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when viewing a static painting or photograph, the eye scans the surface of the image on a single 

plane, whereas in stereoscopy one is constantly refocusing one’s eye, moving not only back and 

forth but also forward and back.28 This is even truer in cases of binocular rivalry, where the eye 

finds difficulty focusing on both images and refocuses erratically between them. Viewing Wanted 

through a stereoscopic device, the two unstable images dissolve into fragments and reform, but 

never can one see both images at the same time in their entirety.  

It is attractive but ultimately speculative whether Duchamp’s intended Wanted to 

capitalize on the phenomenon of binocular rivalry. Dalí’s interest, however, is overt. In his 

stereoscopic pair, collectively titled Athens is Burning (1979) (Fig. 15), for instance, Dalí depicts 

an effective stereoscopic image of multi-colored squares projecting forwards from the picture 

plane but places these geometric shapes against two radically different backgrounds: Raphael’s 

School of Athens and Fire in the Borgo.  

          

Fig. 15. Salvador Dalí, Athens is Burning – stereoscopic set featuring Raphael’s School of Athens and Fire 

in the Borgo (c.1979). Fundació Gala-Salvador Dalí 

 

Thanks again to binocular rivalry, the two images cannot fuse – one becomes dominant, or they 

break into fragments and reassemble (Fig. 16). In either case, the effect is entirely based in the 

viewer’s perception.  
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Fig. 16. Anaglyph of Salvador Dalí, Athens is Burning – stereoscopic set featuring Raphael’s School of 

Athens and Fire in the Borgo (c.1979). 

 

One of the most curious of Dalí’s dissonant, allegedly stereoscopic pairs is The Golden 

Fleece (c.1979), two irregular pentagons – one black and white, the other yellow on blue 

background – containing a field of ostensibly randomly placed dots (Fig. 17).  

 

Fig. 17. Salvador Dalí, The Golden Fleece (c. 1977), Fundació Gala-Salvador Dalí, Figueres 
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In the yellow field, there is also the faint orange outline of a figure – presumably the mythical 

Jason grasping for the elusive Golden Fleece. The pair is typically described in Dalí literature as 

an unfinished stereo set based on a random-dot correlogram,29 though the paintings are not, in 

fact, stereoscopic in the traditional sense and, at best, exemplify binocular rivalry. Once again, 

Dalí appropriated these figures from Bela Julesz’s Foundations of Cyclopian Perception, in which 

Julesz wrote that by superimposing the two dot fields ‘a hidden figure will become apparent.’30 

As Julesz cites, these patterns were created by a Harvard graduate student, John O. Merritt, who 

never envisioned them as stereoscopic. Rather, as part of his graduate thesis, Merritt devised the 

dot patterns to test photographic memory:31 an individual would be instructed to look at the first 

dot field for a few minutes and then the other, and if the person possessed true photographic 

memory, he or she would be able to superimpose the two fields mentally to see a ‘hidden figure’, 

in this case the number ‘63’ (Fig. 18).  

 

Fig. 18. Composite image of The Golden Fleece dots revealing the ‘hidden figure.’ Courtesy of John O. 

Merritt. 
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Merritt’s dots, originally created by the simple method of using a pencil eraser dipped in ink, 

were therefore not at all random but specifically positioned so that the number sixty-three would 

appear when the images overlapped.32 Evidence suggests that Dalí did not wholly grasp this 

concept: he habitually depicted the dot fields in precisely the same offset configuration as they are 

illustrated in Julesz’s book and marked his black and white version ‘dreta’ – Catalan for ‘right’ – 

despite that their sequence and position would not impact a memory test.33 I raise them here 

chiefly because, if one puts the two paintings into a stereoscope, they will not superimpose to 

reveal the number sixty-three. In yet another case of binocular rivalry, the patterns instead flicker 

until one dominates. 

Dalí’s interest in binocular rivalry most likely derived, once again, from his misreading of 

Gerrit Dou via Martin’s text. In one case, Martin illustrates two versions of the painting Scholar 

Sharpening a Quill (c. 1630–35) (Fig. 8).  The right-hand version, now lost, differs from the left in 

its octagonal format and the angle of the open book, but also it does not include the hourglass 

and compass on the table or the column and hanging lamp in the background. These images are 

not stereoscopic, but if one were to view them through a stereo viewer, those discrepancies would 

become instances of binocular rivalry: The hourglass and compass, for example, would 

alternately appear and disappear from view. This is in fact similar to the viewing experience of 

Dalí’s stereoscopic pair, Battle in the Clouds (1974) (Fig. 19).  

 

Fig. 19. Salvador Dalí, Battle in the Clouds (1974). Museo Nacional Centro de Arte Reina Sofía, Madrid. 
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Dalí depicts the eponymous battle scene in only one painting, making the combat overhead 

ephemeral, almost hallucinatory when viewed stereoscopically. This is made even more 

disorienting by the highly effective depth of Gala in the lower-right corner wearing a tiger-print 

jacket. 

It is perhaps because Dalí’s stereoscopic paintings are so meticulously crafted and that 

they were executed so many decades after Duchamp’s that Dalí’s are more likely to be dismissed 

as superficial. Yet Dalí, like Duchamp, directly cited the viewer’s role in completing these pieces 

– explicitly in terms of perceiving color. In Battle in the Clouds, part of the stereoscopic 

experience is the illusory colors that emerge when each eye is presented with a different hue – 

pink or blue. Unfortunately I cannot recreate this effect with an anaglyph because of the red and 

cyan lenses, but when seen stereoscopically, the blue and pink sky flickers, giving birth to new 

combinations of colors in the periphery, and suddenly Dalí begins to sound more like Duchamp. 

He told Amanda Lear: ‘Do you realize that one can create colors which don’t exist, color which 

the brain is only imagining? You paint a sky in blue-grey tones on the right and on the left you 

paint the same thing using pale-pink and apricot shades. These two skies superimpose in your 

brain and you see a viable image of an extraordinary amethyst and eau-de-Nil tint which does 

not exist.’34 Dalí emphasizes that the colors are not blended on the canvas but in the brain of the 

viewer.  

Most of Dalí’s stereo pairs date to the 1970s, though I would like to conclude with the 

tantalizing possibility that The Christ of Saint John of the Cross (1951) may have a stereoscopic 

element as well. This is not in the finished painting in the Kelvingrove Art Gallery and Museum 

but in its gouache study (Fig. 20).  
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Fig. 20. Salvador Dalí, Study for The Christ of Saint John of the Cross (1950). Kelvingrove Art Gallery 

and Museum, Glasgow, Scotland. 

 

Though never before interpreted as a stereogram, it is tempting in light of this examination to 

want to combine the right-hand triangular figure with the left-hand nuclear explosion. If one 

were to do so, there would be a case of binocular rivalry, and the two images would alternate on 

top of one another. Intriguingly, Dalí writes in the lower-right margin that upon seeing St. John 

of the Cross’s sixteenth-century drawing of Christ, he decided to ‘put my Christ in that triangle.’ 

Viewing the two drawings on the study stereoscopically would indeed place the circle and 

triangle representing Christ into the glowing golden flames. It also would have the effect of 
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making the more transient and ‘spiritual,’ as in St. John of the Cross’s original vision. Again, I 

have no evidence that Dalí imagined this study might function as a stereogram, but the possibility 

opens the work to new and intriguing interpretations.  

In the end, as fervently ‘retinal’ as Dalí certainly was, his many experiments with 

stereoscopy, like Duchamp’s, are a reminder that this ‘wax-moustachioed showman’, too, was a 

‘cerebral’ artist for whom vision was not a purely optical affair. Dalí provides in his stereo pairs 

what Duchamp called the art in its ‘raw state’: According to Duchamp, that raw material was 

then refined by the viewer ‘as pure sugar from molasses’35 to create something new – in this case, 

colors and images that exist spatially but only as figments of the viewer’s misled perceptions. 

During his Surrealist period, Dalí wrote of imposing paranoiac-critical images onto his viewers in 

an effort to destabilize their sense of reality, but stereoscopic images cannot be forced onto a 

passive audience. By activating the ‘grey matter,’ the engaged viewer becomes both conjurer and 

receiver of these intangible images. 
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