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For this essay, I have decided to look into surrealism. I will be mentioning some artists that relate to my practice that I really enjoy. I will also discuss some writers from this movement when discussing the contextual and theoretical aspects of this art and cultural movement.
    Surrealism is a twentieth century cultural and art movement. This movement delved into the “workings of the mind, championing the irrational, the poetic and revolutionary” (Tate, 2017). Which was vastly different to the usual, somewhat mundane, “normal” classical art at the time. Surrealism began roughly in 1920. The Surrealist Manifesto was written in 1924 by Andre Breton (b:1856, d:1939). He is considered as one of the fathers of Surrealism. The contents of the Surrealist Manifesto really solidify the works of surrealists, and the actual idea of surrealism as more of a movement culturally “with an agenda” instead of just an art style. Though, as an art style itself this had a huge impact- it still impacts us today, in everyday life. As it has allowed artists and people to express themselves and their feelings more freely and more openly in a way that, usually, would not be harshly judged but instead seen as thought provoking and interesting when it applies to the feelings are emotions that have been expressed through usually creative means- such as painting, collage, photography, films, printing, sculptures and many more methods to aid self expression in the most freeing way possible.
    Many surreal works could be seen as confusing or some people might not like them or the look of them as they do not find them attractive, as they are drawn to a different kind of aesthetic, which is not a surreal looking king of aesthetic. “Let us not mince words; marvellous is always beautiful. Anything marvellous is wonderful, in fact only the marvellous is beautiful”. (Breton, Surrealist Manifesto, 1924) Beauty does not have to be “perfect” and “pretty”, beauty is endless and can be found in many, many forms. Surrealism and the aesthetic of the art was also heavily influenced by it’s predecessor, Dadaism and also Abstract art/Abstractism.
    Some of the simple acts for Surrealism and surrealists’ to do, as written in the Surrealist Manifesto were “dashing down the street, pistol in hand, and firing blindly, as fast as you can pull the trigger, into the crowd.” (Breton, Second Manifesto of Surrealism, 1930) which like most surreal-esque things, is somewhat exciting and ridiculous and out of the ordinary and the norm.
    Surrealism was also influenced by Sigmund Freud’s (b:1856, d:1939) theory on the unconscious mind, he believed and mentions in his theory that a majority of our feelings and emotions (and desires) are hidden and repressed out of our general awareness. He believed that every so often, these feelings and urges come to the forefront of our consciousness and our minds through an odd slip of the tongue, or through dreams. He referred to these as “Freudian slips” (named after himself as he discovered it). Sigmund Freud did not invent or create this theory of the unconscious mind; I could not find who initially created this theory for some reason. However; he did popularize this theory. This theory offers evidence that some things (feelings, emotions, desires, urges etc) that we are not aware of/ conscious of now may still have an effect and influence on our actions. About the unconscious mind, surrealism is described as “psychic automatism” (in the Surrealism Manifesto) this essentially means that drawing or writing without thinking or having any sort of judgement in regards to how something created this way happens to look, or will inevitably look, as the unconscious mind is essentially in control. Psychic automatism refers to “creating art without conscious thought” (Tate, 2017) This allows a person to create art while unlocking material from part of their mind that is normally somewhat unconscious, or even largely un-used, essentially background information. This is basically “art rooted in the subconscious” (My Modern Met, 2016) Andre Breton, among many other people, used this idea of psychic automatism to produce fast, rapid pieces and writings. They would collectively write as quickly as possible with as little interference as possible, almost as if their body was set to an automatic setting.
    Some characteristics of this art movement are vivid, dream-like visuals, the general surreal aesthetic is also “outlandish, perplexing, and even uncanny, as it is meant to jolt the viewer out of their comforting assumptions.” (Art Story, Surrealism, 2016). The use of symbolism is very strong and very present in many surrealist works and pieces. In some ways, for those artists they used their art to express themselves and their feelings, but they did not want to be too obvious about how they were feeling. The use of symbols and symbolism to convey messages and/or emotions in surreal pieces. Using symbols and symbolism can add an element of mystery and add a need of extra thought and consideration, this can get the message to the viewer without it being too obvious or “on the nose” which could be a bit patronising sometimes. As it does not allow viewers to think about the meanings for themselves instead of being told things bluntly, as it can be more rewarding to think about the meanings and the messages for yourself. 
    An example of the vast use of symbolism in art pieces are the works of Frida Kahlo (b:1907, d:1954) specifically her pieces, “Self Portrait with a Thorn Necklace and Hummingbird” (1940)
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                                                                                                                (Figure 1)              
This painting is thought to be about her constant suffering (especially after her bus accident that happened when she was 18, it affected her life massively and left her in constant physical and mental pain). The thorn necklace is supposed to symbolise (or reference) Christ’s crown of thorns- this represents the pain and anguish that she had felt after her bus accident and after her failed relationship with Diego Rivera (b:1886, d:1957). Diego Rivera was also a Mexican artist, whose most prominent medium was painting. The large fresco paintings he created helped establish and popularise the Mexican mural movement greatly. The bird in this painting (it is a hummingbird) it is often a symbol used for freedom and life, and is normally white. However; in this painting the bird is black and lifeless- which is possibly a symbol for Frida Kahlo herself as she spent most of her life in physical pain- which can be very, very draining. She was “patiently enduring the pain” (Fridakahlo.org) I believe that this pain must be from various things such as, her failed relationship with Diego Rivera, the physical and mental pain (from her accident) and the operation on her spine that she had after the accident- as she spent a lot of time after this operation being and remaining bedridden. I read on the Frida Kahlo Wikipedia that she may have had the chronic illness, Spina Bifida (I have this) and it can be very painful and draining as it is a constant thing to live with. The pain of this is lingering and constantly looming, almost like the cat behind Frida Kahlo in this painting. All the symbols in this painting offer very important clues that are quite specific to Frida Kahlo’s mental state at the time. Such as, the black, lifeless hummingbird, as mentioned previously, and the black cat looming over her on the right side- that I also mentioned previously. The monkey on her left, behind her also, is pulling at her necklace of thorns, hence why she is seen to be bleeding at the neck; and higher chest/ clavicle area. Some believe that this is a symbol for her ex-husband, Diego Rivera. I read online on various places, that some believed that he had given her a pet monkey while they were together, hence why she used a monkey to possibly symbolise or reference him in this painting. I think that this self-portrait is very important because, one of the main “symbols” in this piece is her very sad, solemn expression. Staring outwards, directly at the viewer. Which brings forth and brings out a very emotive reaction. I feel that I can feel her pain and sympathise with her.
   As she was bedridden, after her accident, creating these paintings that expressed how she was feeling and what she was going through mentally, were therapeutic for her. She used symbolism in almost all of her 55 self portraits that she had created. Most, if not all of them had the common theme of her harsh life. “I paint self-portraits because I am so often alone, because I am the person I know best.” (Kahlo, I could not find the date or year that she had said this.) I feel that this quote also gives off the tone and the general feeling of sadness. As she states that she was often alone, probably due to the fact that a large portion of her time was spent bedridden.
    One of the surrealist artists that I like and that also relates to my practice and interests is, Rene Magritte (b:1898, d:1967). He is most well-known for his painting the “Treachery of Images” (1929)
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This is a painting of a pipe, however; the text in the painting says “ceci n’est pas une pipe” which translates to “this is not a pipe” in fact, it is a painting of a pipe. It also seems like a semiotic art piece. As we see this painting and immediately label it as a pipe instead of a painting, of a pipe. This was not made to confuse people, I feel that he made this in order to challenge people by presenting viewers for something challenging and also slightly humorous. Similar to when we see the colour red, for instance, usually our brains seem to automatically register this as danger or anger, instead of labelling it as just a colour, that is red. Or when we see green or a tick mark we think of “go” or eco related things. Or when we see a “?” symbol our minds know that this is referring to questions and questioning. This includes popular signs such as this sign. 
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             (Figure 3, https://www.treadscc.co.uk/road-biking/dorset-gravel-dash-week-off/)

This is the danger sign which is most commonly known in science classes, however; whenever people tend to see signs like this and signs like the stop signs and are instantly aware of the meaning- which is dangers, corrosive or stop. Which immediately lets us know to avoid these.
    Rene Magritte was a surreal artist born in Belgium. He is most well-known for his witty and thought provoking art pieces. “Magritte reimagined painting as a critical tool that could challenge perception and engage the viewers mind.” (MoMa, 2017) This quote shows me that Rene Magritte is an artist that used symbols and techniques like this to force viewers to think for themselves, which shows that he did not want to patronise the viewers of his art, he did in fact- challenge them, and continues to do that through his art pieces. This means that viewers will/ would look at an art piece, and various art pieces, for a longer amount of time, rather than just glancing at the art piece for a short while, and only taking it in aesthetically, at face value. Which is somewhat rewarding for the actual artist that made the piece of art that people happen to be puzzling over- it shows that people care.
    Surrealism as a cultural and art movement would have been very refreshing to the general public at the time when it initially began. I imagined it must have been somewhat boring and predictable to see these realistic and “perfect” pieces of art emerge frequently.  Surrealism allows artistic freedom, more than other kind of art movements. Surrealism also allows the viewers and the artists to relax a bit more and to not take things as seriously. It shows that the “imperfect” can also be viewed and perceived as beautiful too. The movement itself is a solid stance against the usual and the norm. I think that surrealism is exciting and a rawer form of art- as it mostly tends to come from the subconscious rather than a very thought out conscious string of artistic decisions. It is just as much a political movement as it is an art movement. It was incredibly influential, and it was a very important art movement with a strong creative effort and act to fuel the liberation of people’s imaginations. Though this movement was created many, many years ago (created in1924) it is still flourishing, alive and still ever-growing during the present, current time- and will continue to do so forever, I assume. As an art movement, surrealism pushed freedom in art- as it also taught people to see art, not only at an aesthetic and literal level, but also on a subconscious level too. This shows that we are, in a way, constantly thinking about the meanings and feelings in surrealist art works and imagery that we see, either every so often or every day.  Surreal art sought to reject the “normal”, “mundane” rational, straight thinking process, as surrealists thought that this would unlock and lead to more superior expressions and ideas and thoughts. Which is something that psychic automatism would, and can aid, as mentioned previously, because it is creating using your mind at a somewhat raw, unfiltered state. Therefore; it is also somewhat honest, or an honest way to create art and express yourself and your feelings and emotions.
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Leci nest pas une fufie.
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