
In June 1934, writer André Breton addressed a public audience in Brussels 
and asked the question ‘What is Surrealism?’ 
 
His own answer to this question was ‘pure psychic automatism’. Although that 
sounds like a mouthful, what he was essentially saying was that Surrealism is 
simply spontaneous behaviour, which often has no-purpose and has not been 
self-censored. Breton is often considered as the founder of Surrealism 
because he was so sure that it would be a revolutionary movement, and he 
was right. 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, and seeing as 
photography already had a function in representing the world socially and 
politically, Surrealists wanted to use it to undo that function. The use of 
photography in the Surrealist movement spanned a range of different 
mediums from postcards and film stills to experimental montages and dark 
room techniques. Up until this point there had been a very clear line between 
fantasy and reality but artists wanted to express their own subconscious by 
creating illogical scenes and strange creatures from everyday objects. It was 
all about the unexpected juxtapositions. It was non sequitur. It did not follow 
logically what had preceded it, and this didn’t matter! Many artists considered 
their work as artefacts of philosophy.  
 
Today when we think of Surrealism, one of the names that crops up almost 
immediately is Salvador Dalí. One of his most recognisable paintings (and 
perhaps one of the most well-known paintings to come out of the Surrealist 
movement) is ‘The Persistence of Memory’ the famous image of melting 
stopwatches that many of us have seen at some point in our lives. This is 
such a key surrealist piece because it depicts dream-like imagery and the 
concept of the ‘dream’ is essential in understanding surrealism, with Dalí once 
describing his artwork as ‘hand-painted dream photographs’. The unexpected 
juxtaposition and imagery poses a lot of questions and many art critics have 
differing theories on the meaning of the painting. Some think it shows our lack 
of control over time, whilst others believe it depicts Einstein’s theory of 
relativity- that time is so complex it cannot be kept track of through something 
so simple as a pocket watch. One thing that critics and scholars agree on is 
that Dalí’s work was often very auto-biographical and drew on childhood 
memories. Whatever the case, ‘The Persistence of Memory’ is full of 
symbolism in one form or another and this is why it has become such an 
iconic piece. He also worked very closely with Photographer Phillipe Halsman 
and after 28 attempts they captured their iconic ‘Dalí Atomicus’. Whilst he 
certainly wasn’t the only Surrealist painter who also dabbled in film and 
photography, he has left behind quite a legacy and has been citied as 
inspiration for many contemporary artists such as Till Rabus whose body of 
work ‘Surrealist Camping Lunch’ is a homage to Dalí himself.  



 
“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 was another iconic artist who dominated the movement with his 
work, which was very important in popularizing surrealism amongst the 
masses. Man Ray strove to blur the boundaries between different forms of 
media. He painted the things that could not be photographed, that came from 
his imagination. He was particularly interest in the female form and creating a 
surrealist version of this through various dark rooms techniques. The most 
famous example of this is ‘Le violin d’Ingres’ which at first may seem 
humorous but then takes on a second meaning when we realise that Man Ray 
is portraying how women can be seen as passive playthings- much like the 
violin. Despite the 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 had (and is still having) on the art world.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Nearly a century after the movement emerged, Surrealism is still a very 
influential style explored within contemporary art. Take Erik Johannson for 
example, a Swedish photographer who creates realistic photos of impossible 
scenes. Rather than faking the entire scene in Photoshop, he uses a mixture 
of physical objects and retouching techniques. It’s the visual illusions that he 
creates which really draw the viewer in, you can’t just look at his images and 
process them as quickly as you do with all the other images you see on an 
everyday basis.  
 
‘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’.  



He makes you take a second and then a third glance at his images, 
preventing you from become a passive viewer and instead gets your 
imagination turning.  
 
Lara Zankoul is another young and upcoming photographer who mixes 
together the weird and wonderful to create new stories. Her work, particularly 
‘The Unseen’ blends together elements that wouldn’t usually be seen together 
and therefore she is able to create these 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 elements of the movement within their work, juxtaposing 
objects and people to create imaginary situations.  
 

 
Of course with every great art movement comes the voice of critics, and many 
people did not understand Surrealism. Whilst his work was very influential for 
Surrealist artists, neurologist Sigmund Freud was not a fan. He had spent his 
life deciphering the codes of the unconscious mind so people could 
understand themselves better but he thought artists should paint the 
conscious mind and stop wasting their time painting the imagination. 
However, this did not stop artists expressing themselves and leaving a lasting 
impact that would influence current culture (take the brilliant Monty Python for 
example.) With technology advancing as quickly as it is and the art world 
growing larger with more experimental ways of working, it’s safe to say that 
things can only get weirder. 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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