
In June 1934, writer André Breton addressed a public audience in Brussels and asked the 
question ‘What is Surrealism?’ 
 
Considered as the founder of Surrealism, his own answer to this question was ‘pure 
psychic automatism’. Essentially saying that Surrealism is simply spontaneous behaviour, 
often having no-purpose and no self-censorship. Beginning in the early 1920’s, 
Surrealism wasn’t just an art movement, but also a cultural one. It started off as being 
very literature based but in 1924 there was sudden turn to photography. Photography 
was currently showing the world socially and politically; something surrealists wanted to 
oppose against. Surrealists used a range of mediums from postcards and film stills to 
experimental montages and dark room techniques, creating work they considered 
artefacts of philosophy. With previously a very clear line between fantasy and reality, they 
wanted to express their own subconscious by creating illogical scenes and strange 
creatures from everyday objects. It was all about the unexpected juxtapositions.	  	  
 
Today when we think of Surrealism, the name that crops up immediately is Salvador 
Dalí. His most recognisable painting is ‘The Persistence of Memory’, the iconic image of 
melting stopwatches. The concept of the ‘dream’ is essential in understanding surrealism, 
with Dalí once describing his artwork as ‘hand-painted dream photographs’. The image is 
full of symbolism in one form or another, creating discussion between critics and 
admirers, resulting in it becoming such a well-known piece. Dalí also worked closely with 
Photographer Phillipe Halsman, after 28 attempts they created ‘Dalí Atomicus’. Dalí has 
left behind a legacy and become an inspiration for many contemporary artists like Till 
Rabus whose body of work ‘Surrealist Camping Lunch’ is homage to Dalí himself. With 
every great art movement comes the voice of critics, and many people did not 
understand Surrealism. Neurologist Sigmund Freud thought that artists should paint the 
conscious mind and stop wasting their time painting the imagination. 
 
“Trying to create an image that does not exist, except in one’s imagination, is often an elating game.  I 
particularly enjoy this game when I play it with Salvador Dalí.  We were like two accomplices” – 
Phillipe Hallsman 
 
Man Ray dominated the movement with his work and made Surrealism popular. He 
strove to blur the boundaries between different mediums, photographing what came 
from his imagination, particularly focusing on the female form through darkroom 
manipulations. The most famous example being ‘Le violin d’Ingres’ , portraying how Man 
Ray thought women were being treated as passive playthings- much like the violin. 
Despite connotations of gender un-equality, the famous image has been reproduced and 
copied in various forms throughout popular culture, an example of the impact that Man 
Ray is having on the past, present and future world.  
 
Surrealism is still an influential style explored within contemporary art. Take Erik 
Johannson, a Swedish photographer who creates realistic photographs of impossible 
scenes. Rather than faking the entire scene in Photoshop, he uses a mixture of physical 
objects and retouching techniques, ‘For me the realism has always been very important…when 
you learn the basics of the tools it’s just the imagination that sets the limits’. The visual illusions 
draws the viewer in, separating this image from the hundreds of pictures we see 
everyday. Another upcoming photographer is Lara Zankoul, who mixes together the 
weird and wonderful to create new stories. Her work ‘The Unseen’, blends together 
elements that wouldn’t usually be seen together, therefore creating bizarre fantastic 
scenarios. Her use of colour also helps to create these dream-like fantasies, with pastel 



palettes and soft lighting each image is tinted with a selective colour. Neither of these 
photographers explicitly label themselves as surrealist artists, but you can see evidence of 
the movement within their work, the juxtaposing objects and people to create imaginary 
situations.  
 
With technology advancing as quickly as it is and the art world growing larger with more 
experimental ways of working. In the past decade, Photoshop has made photo 
manipulation incredibly easier, allowing artists to push the limits and blend the lines 
between reality and fiction, breaking all established boundaries. As Andre Breton once 
said: ‘surrealism is not just an art movement. It is a way of thinking, a way of life and a 
way of transforming existence’. 
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1)	  Salvador	  Dali	  ‘The	  Persistence	  of	  Memory’	  1931	  
2)	  Man	  Ray	  ‘Le violin d’Ingres’ 1924	  
3)	  Erik Johannson ‘Fishy Island’ 2009	  
4)	  Lara	  Zankoul	  ‘The	  Unseen’	  2013	  
 
 
	  


