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Just when I thought I had nothing more to say about Basil Pao’s work, 
he pulled me back in. After a particularly lively ‘Canteen’ session with 
a full contingent of the ‘usual suspects’ that he’d organized when he 
passed through London earlier this summer, he showed me his new 
work. So even though I am really busy preparing my new film, I agreed 
to write yet another introduction for his new book, which he is publishing 
to celebrate the 100th birthday of Surrealism. After all, it’s for surrealism.

To avoid repeating myself and for the benefit of those who are seeing 
his work for the first time, I have decided to include all the really really 
nice things I have said about his work before in my previous introductions. 
And for those of you who have seen it before, you can press [Skip Recap] 
by turning the page. 

Back in 2013, when he published The Universal Scream to mark the 
150th birthday of Edvard Munch’s and 120th anniversary of The Scream, 
I had famously said: "Basil Pao makes me want to scream!" 

To scream to the world, "He's absolutely brilliant!" 
Each time he hands me his latest book I start to swoon. Every image 

is gorgeous, surprising, and intelligent. His eye is infallible. Composition, 
scale, colour, light, detail; he manipulates them stunningly, intelligently, 
and sensitively – usually in a single snap.

How he manages to capture people going about their lives with-
out them being aware or angry at his invasion of their lives I know not. 
Perhaps he wears a cloak of invisibility or blends in with a passing shadow. 
Maybe he is just honest because all of his photos feel as if they have 
captured a truth without altering it in any way.

So. If he now chooses to drag around a weird inflatable nightmare 
and contaminate people by asking them to pose with it, that's his problem. 
I'm not going to judge.

I'll just continue to scream with envy.

I N T R O D U C T I O N  B Y  T E R R Y  G I L L I A M

I N T R O D U C T I O N
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Last year, for Carnival of Dreams, I had written: When Basil Pao 
asked me to write an introduction for this beautiful book I felt honoured 
to be included as a long-time supporter of his exquisite art.

For many years I have marvelled at his incredible and various talents: 
a sublimely talented graphic artist and brilliant photographer who, as a 
result of his visual acuity and deep personal empathy, is able to capture 
the unique lives of ordinary people wherever in the world they call home. 

However, when I saw the art in this book I recognised Basil had 
become an evolved master, one who had made a quantum leap into an 
exceptional, new world … a world steeped in mystery, sublimely spiritual 
and symbolically surreal.

Carefully reusing elements from his large personal collection of 
his original photos, Basil assembles the chosen parts into fascinating 
and elegantly fresh combinations, releasing new and more profoundly 
grounded meanings. I found his new work utterly mesmerising. 

And now for On the Steppes of Dreams:
I have always felt that Surrealism is a way for the Rational Mind to 

free itself from the shackles of Reason. 
As Goya etched it, “the dream of reason produces monsters”.
As a Chinese gentleman, Basil P. was a product of a long history of 

inscrutability… at least, to the Occidental mind.  However, as a modern 
artist he has always been very clear and precise, his art resonates with 
anyone, anywhere, who has an eye for beauty.

This book, however, shows a subtle shift, a definite slide into a more 
freely imaginative and surrealistic style.

His stunningly beautiful composite images surprise us by combining 
opposites, juxtaposing unlikely imagery and ideas that ask questions, 
make us smile, make us think, releasing us from the rigid restrictions of 
Reason.  

The portal is in your hands. Turn the page and float off into Basil’s 
endless universe of wondrous possibilities.

Terry (you guessed it) Gilliam, 30 July, 2024, London

I N T R O D U C T I O N
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PAUL KLEE (1879–1940)

GUILLAUME APOLLINAIRE (1880–1918)

PABLO PICASSO (1881–1973)

JEAN ARP (1886–1966) 

MARCEL DUCHAMP (1887–1968)

GIORGIO DE CHIRICO  (1888–1978) 

MAN RAY (1890–1976) 

MAX ERNST  (1891–1976) 

JOAN MIRÓ (1893–1983)

ANDRÉ BRETON  (1896–1966)

KAY SAGE  (1898–1963)

RENÉ MAGRITTE (1898–1967)

YVES TANGUY  (1900–1955)

ALBERTO GIACOMETTI  (1901–1966) 

SALVADOR DALÍ  (1904–1989)

FRIDA KAHLO (1907–1954) 

DORA MAAR  (1907–1997) 

DOROTHEA TANNING  (1910–2012)

MÉRET OPPENHEIM  (1913–1985)

LEONORA CARRINGTON  (1917–2011) 

A  T R I B U T E  T O 

T H E  S U R R E A L I S T S  &  F R I E N D S
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Guillaume Apollinaire was a French poet, art critic and playwright who 
was a major driving force in all the avant-garde art and literary move-
ments that emerged from Paris in the late 19th and early 20th century. 

Born in Rome on 26 August, 1880 to a Polish-Lithuanian noble-
woman and an unknown Italian officer, Apollinaire grew up in Rome and 
moved to Paris in 1900, where he began his bohemian life. He became a 
fixture of the Parisian avant-garde who haunted the cafés of Montmartre 
and Montparnasse, where his enthusiasm and the originality of his writing 
earned the admiration and respect of his friends and collaborators which 
included Henri Rousseau, Gertrude Stein, Marcel Duchamp, Marc Chagall, 
Jean Cocteau, Erik Satie, André Breton, and Jean Metzinger – who drew 
“the first Cubist portrait” of him in 1911. 

Early on, soon after he arrived in Paris, he met the penniless 19-year-
old Picasso and his roommate, French poet Max Jacob, the three became 
close friends and appeared together in Picasso’s 1921 painting Three 
Musicians. He was a passionate champion of Cubism and fierce defender of 
other controversial movements, and he set out to define the principles 
of a Cubist aesthetic in literature as well as painting. 

He enlisted in the French army in 1914 and served as an infantry 
officer in World War I, until he received a serious head wound and was 
discharged in 1916. He returned to Paris and underwent trepanation; 
the trauma caused a dramatic change to his personality and the emergence 
of a brand new style of writing. It was during his recovery in 1917 when 
he invented the term “Surrealism”. He wrote the play The Breasts of 
Tiresias which he subtitled as a “Surrealist Play”, and described the ballet 
Parade as "a kind of surrealism" in the programme notes.

He died of influenza during the Spanish flu pandemic on 9 November 
1918. He is recognised as the forebear of the Surrealist movement. u

G U I L L A U M E  A P O L L I N A I R E  ( 18 8 0 – 1918 )

“ T H E  F I R S T  C U B I S T  P O R T R A I T ”  -  É T U D E  P O U R  L E  P O R T R A I T  D E  G U I L L A U M E  A P O L L I N A I R E , J E A N  M E T Z I N G E R ,  ( 1 9 1 1 )   

“The act of creating must come from 
the imagination, from intuition, 

because it must be as close as possible 
to life, to nature, to the environment, 

and to the human being.” 

– Guillaume Apollinaire 
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My grateful thanks to Esther Jacobs for her patience, hard work and 
exceptional retouching skills, without which these images could never 
have been achieved. 

To Flora Ng of Hong Kong University Libraries for her help in initiating 
the project and for her early support; and to Michael Duckworth and the 
Hong Kong University Press team for their unstinting support. 

A very special thanks to the Studio 8 Editions team: to Pak Khei for his 
quiet efficiency and unwavering friendship, and Tim Huxley for his constant 
support and sagely advice. 

My heartfelt thanks to my idol Terry Gilliam for his kind words and 
encouragement, and a very special thanks to “Sir” Michael Palin for taking 
me along to discover all the amazing places around the world where I 
have gathered most of the images for these montages. 

And on behalf of the publication team, our sincere thanks to Garfield 
Lam for his encouragements, and to Eliott Suen and Artify Art Advisory 
Company Limited for their generous support, without which we could 
not have produced this book. 

Last but not least, my grateful thanks to Wikipedia, Britannica and 
Tate, who above all other sites, were my main sources of information 
on the lives of the Surrealist artists in this book. Thank you all for your 
contribution to this project.

Basil Pao, Cheung Chau, 2024 

A C K N O W L E D G E M E N T S

  F L I G H T  O F  T H E  C O N D O R  I I
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B I O G R A P H Y

Basil Pao began his photographic career in 1980 upon his return to Hong Kong after ten years in the United States, 

where he was art director for Atlantic Records and Album Graphics Inc. in New York, and Warner Brothers Records 

in Los Angeles. He first worked with Michael Palin when he designed the book, album and poster for the Monty 

Python film Life of Brian. They have since collaborated on 11 illustrated books based on the BBC travel series Pole to 

Pole, Full Circle, Hemingway Adventure, Sahara, Himalaya, New Europe and Brazil. He is the author of Hands, China 

Revealed, Yi’Jing – Book of Changes, Shan Shui – Mountain – Water, The Universal Scream, OM2 – Ordinary Moments+, 

Carnival of Dreams and The Last Emperor Revisited. His exhibition catalogues include Travels with Michael Palin for 

his exhibitions at the Fox Talbot Museum and the Royal Geographical Society in London and Around the World in 8000 

Days at the Hong Kong Maritime Museum. His corporate limited editions include A Tale of Two Ventures for 

Wah Kwong Maritime Transport; AMAN, Bhutan and AMAN2 for Amanresorts; OM – Ordinary Moments, CMYK – China 

and Blazing Shadows – A World of Black & Light for Printer Trento. Basil’s travel essays and other assignments, including 

his Special Stills photography for Bernardo Bertolucci’s The Last Emperor and Little Buddha, Terry Jones’ Erik the 

Viking, Terry Gilliam’s The Man Who Killed Don Quixote and other feature films, have appeared in publications and 

exhibitions all around the world.




