
 

Surrealism 

Being developed in the 1920s, the Surrealists began to explore ways of expressing art in the world of dreams and the 

subconscious. They believed that dreams and the subconscious were things all humans could relate and where they could be 

free from the societal constrictions. The Surrealists would build uncanny canvases and assemblage artworks with almost 

nonsensical titles that somehow seem humorous and disturbing at the same time. Surrealism had resonated deeply in the 

culture then, as there was a revolution opposed to the society ruled by rational thoughts. Having similar notions and 

characteristics with the Dada, many formal Dada artists had began to work in the literary movement of Surrealism that was 

being adapted into the visual arts. 

Surrealism officially emerged as a movement in 1924 with the publication of a manifesto by the French poet André Breton. 

According to Breton, the main idea was to express “thoughts that are being dictated in the absence of all control exercised by 

reason”, where the technique of Automatism was introduced. Having largely influenced by the ideas of the Austrian 

neurologist Sigmund Freud and his interest in the nature of dream and psychoanalysis, this new technique was a generic term 

referring to create new forms without the conscious control to assess the subconscious. Some Surrealists even used drugs to tap 

into the subconscious although many of them discouraged it. An example of Surrealist Automatism would be the Automatic 

Drawing by the French artist André Masson in 1924. This was something that Masson pioneered and was later practiced by 

various Surrealists. By simply putting ink onto paper subconsciously, the hand was allowed to move freely and randomly 

across the page, which corresponded to the techniques employed by Dada where the element of chance was presence and the 

things being composed were beyond the unusual. Besides, the drawing produced was attributed in part of the subconscious that 

might reveal uncanny or sexual desires of the psyche, which would otherwise be subdued by the conscious mind.  

Apart from that, Breton also mentioned that the Italian artist Giorgio de Chirico was already practicing Surrealism 

unknowingly such as The Child’s Brain in 1914. Although Chirico termed it as Metaphysical Art, this painting possessed a 

dream-like quality that was significance in Surrealism. The whole composition of this painting looks familiar but feels a little 

odd with the unusual scale, perspective and color portrayed, perhaps this is what it looks like in the child’s mind. Various 

Surrealists later adopted his stark color contrasts and illustrative styles. The man being depicted was commonly interpreted to 

be Chirico’s father in his mind when he was a child, while the book on the table representing his parents' lovemakings that 

perhaps witnessed by Chirico at some point of time where the bookmark was positioned. This idea of Oedipus complex was 

related and explored similarly by Freud’s studies of psychoanalysis, where a resentful relationship possesses between sons and 

fathers of having the desire to have sexual relations with the mother, leading to feelings of confusion, shame and guilt about 

sex in adult life.  
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Moving on, as mentioned many formal Dada artists started working in the movement of Surrealism and became the thresholds 

of Surrealism such as the German artist Max Ernest. His famous Two Children Menaced by a Nightingale in 1924 serves as a 

breakthrough from Dada to Surrealism with the combination of flat painted surfaces and wood constructions being portrayed to 

be emerging out of the canvas, which extended the strategy of collage. This was an early Surrealism painting that deviates from 

the typical Western Art painting aspects, which was a very rare approach at that time along with the fascinations in dreams and 

their subconscious meanings. The title was inscribed in French at the base of the painting with words of warning that evoke 

emotions causing an anticipation of the possible horror ahead. Two children, one with a small knife fending off the nightingale 

in the air, the other fainted on the ground, while a man at the top of the roofs with his hand outstretched to grab the knob as if 

trying to escape from the painting itself. This painting was inspired by the quixotic imagery out of Ernst’s subconscious after 

the death of his sister in 1897 and being contracted measles that experienced hallucinations of various figures, most notably the 

menacing nightingale. The conventional linear perspective of the landscape together with the wood portion, awaken the 

viewer’s eye from a curious gaze into the dreamy distanced city, conforming that the frame is to be interpreting as part of the 

painting that resemble a window depicting the real scene. As the movement of Surrealism progresses, we could see Surrealists 

instilling their personal subconscious and portraying it as a work of Art, stimulating viewers to disconnect from the reality. 

As Surrealism began to flourish, Surrealists began to introduce uncanny as well as illogical scenes, creating strange creatures 

and unreal relationships by combining everyday objects and developed painting techniques that allowed dreams and the 

subconscious to express itself. Being one of the most prominent Surrealists, for his astonishing and bizarre images, was the 

Spanish artist Salvador Dali. The Persistence of Memory in 1931 was one of his most renowned Surrealism artwork of all time. 

Despite of its small dimensions, it was packed with an exploding of ideas about time, dream, fantasies and fears. The stark and 

eerie landscape in the background resembles a familiar dream-like atmosphere or dreamscape. The cliffs are believed to be the 

cliffs in Dali’s hometown Northern Spain, Catalonia in which Dali might be referencing to his childhood memory. The melting 

clocks respond to the environment as in such a of dessert landscape, where time doesn't matter anymore, one would just wither 

there and die easily even though there is water in the background. There is unbearable sense of quietness in an absurd 

environment with very naturalistic renderings but things that Dali rendered are not naturalistic at all such as the dead tree 

growing out of a tabletop, which is unnatural. There are ants eat away a timepiece that appose to a rotten flesh, symbolizing the 

decomposition of time. Lastly, there is this strange creature that looks like a profile of a face that was made out of extremely 

long eyelashes with a nose and tongue. It is believed to be Dali's self-portrait that he used to represent himself in the irrational 

mind. The closed eye suggests that the creature is in the state of dreaming. Dali was trying to portray that time is not simply 

something being measured by the clock, but something that was more subjective and it alters according to our experience. 

These clocks are merely just a human attempt to measure time and assume that we understand it but actually we don't. 



A couple of years later, the concept of Surrealism had proceeded further. Another prominent Surrealist was Belgian artist René 

Magritte, whose works were meant to shock viewers' system by subverting their expectations and common sense. Being 

specialized in commercial art and graphic design, Magritte's paintings often display the use of ordinary objects besides what 

they seem to be typified. The Treachery of Images in 1929 was a revolutionary painting that sort of challenging the entire 

illusionistic history of Western Art. The painting portrayed a realistically rendered pipe with a sentence in French underneath it 

claiming that “This is not a pipe.” One would either resemble the pipe via the representation of the image or acknowledges the 

reminder by the sentence that this is not a pipe but a painting of a pipe. Hence, is the iconic representation of the pipe stronger 

or the linguistic symbol that deny it? There was balance and struggle between the representation and the rejection of the 

representation. It was clear that Magritte was challenging the notion of which and what that was surrealistically playful. He did 

a great job in dissolving the image and its meaning via the juxtaposition of text that reminds the viewer of the two 

dimensionally with realistically rendered image in three dimension. Besides, he was trying to show that there is a danger on 

relying in logic when dealing with images, as they are simply just images. This concept named Semiotics was previously 

examined by the famous Swiss linguist Ferdinand de Saussure who saw that a thing and its name has a total arbitrary 

relationship. After so many centuries of trusting language in the history of mankind, we connect the iconic image and to its 

linguistic symbol inevitably for their resemblances. Besides, it is that inevitability that was made real in every aspect of our 

lives. Magritte made this point by using our false premises and shatters them within his painting, revealing that images have a 

dependency on language and vice versa. In fact, the sentence “this is not a pipe” is simply scribbling of lines and the image is 

merely oil on canvas. Neither of them is a pipe, not to mention the indexical “this” and “pipe” in the sentence. With that being 

said, all of these pulls the whole painting apart and makes it utter nonsense. At this point of time, we could see that Surrealists 

began to implode the minds of viewers by evoking mystery and challenging our mind of thoughts and what we see.  

Apart from paintings, being regarded as the founder of Surrealism, Breton proclaimed a new form of sculpture, called 

assemblage. Similarly by tapping into subconscious mind, the Surrealists would combined various mass-produced mundane 

objects in uncanny and provocative configurations that somehow elicit new resonances when being arranged. This might look 

similar but considered as different level to the readymade coined by French artist Marcel Duchamp, who loosely associated 

himself with Dada and Surrealism. An example of assemblage would be the Gift in 1921 by Man Ray. It consists of a 

conventional flat iron with the addition of fourteen nails glued at the bottom. Ray’s Gift was considered dysfunctional as not 

only the configuration rendered the iron non-functional in regards to its utilitarian function but also altered its function into a 

destructive one with the resemblance a weapon that is potentially threatening and stimulating violent possibilities. Moreover, 

the title of the work, Gift, indicates the erotic aspects and sadistic implications that Ray was trying to portray. He even 

proclaimed that he used it to tear a dress and asked a young girl to wear it with her body being revealed through as she danced. 

Ray’s sadistic intentions had strongly illustrated the systematic derangements and bewilder sensational characteristics of 

Surrealism.  



In conclusion, Surrealism simulates artists spiritually, tapping into their subconscious to portray their inner self’s desires, 

experiences and intentions that were usually disturbing, sexual and uncanny in which the conscious self may be unknown to, or 

sadistically and ashamed to reveal in reality. As Surrealism was mainly influenced and grew out upon earlier Dada movement, 

its emphasis was not on negation but on positive expression while preserving the spirit of absurdity and playfulness. Surrealism 

had a concept which was to create uncanny visual imagery from the subconscious mind and the intention of making works 

illogically and provocatively yet comprehensible. But Surrealists never stops exploring ways to portray their unconscious self 

and invent new techniques to astonish or even challenging viewers to reflect on what they are viewing and how it relates to 

them. They exposed the psychological truth by stripping our everyday objects off their usual significance, to produce 

compelling images that were beyond our typical and formal perceptions. Being one of the most bizarre art movements in 

Western Art history, Surrealism truly inspires and invites viewers to rethink about the relations of our spiritual and humanistic 

nature, and perceive what they have portrayed to be empathetic and relatable. 
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