Question 2: ‘If ever one art movement consumed the entire illustration genre, it was surrealism’ (Heller: p70 2008). Discuss
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Surrealism is a twentieth century movement that originated in France which influenced art and literature around that time. According to some surrealists, surrealism grew from Dadaism in 1924, and only lasted a dozen or so years. Others say it was a reaction to Dada and Expressionist art. Another influence that played into the surrealist movement was Freud’s term “Automatism” which allows psychoanalysts to analyse the patients unconscious mind. Dadaism was a protest movement that became too politically motivated, all the work that came from it was angry, and yet, surrealism grew from it and dealt with it in a more pragmatic way. Patrick Waldberg suggested that Surrealism was not an art movement, but a state of mind. That you have to look past how something is externally but look internally. Adorno Marcuse and Walter Benjamin suggested that art, especially surrealism causes discomfort because it breaks down what is rational, so as the viewers brain tries to rationalize it, but can not, is what gives the viewer the discomfort feeling. Now, since the 1970’s, women who were surrealist poets and artists attracted a lot of critics and historical scholars. As there were no women back then that were listed is the original surrealist movement or signed any of the manifestos. Yet the male surrealist artists were aware of the women artists back then, as they were normally their lovers or spouses, and the males were typically older than the women, but the women typically made the most mature work after their relationships with their male counterparts ended or the movement itself ended. Some say that these women almost made their own second generation of surrealism and created a large body of work in the process.

Surrealism consumed the illustration genre, but that was not the intention of it. It consumed the illustration genre that it is still popular today. One of the artists who was the last artists in the surrealist movement was Leonora Carrington. Carrington actively studied Celtic myths, Fairy Tales, Alchemy ect, which may have influenced her work. At the beginning, Carrington had nothing to do with the surrealist movement, it was only when she met Max Ernst at a party in London in 1937 where she was introduced to it. As mentioned, her early work consisted of images taken from her upper-class English childhood.  Commonly showing an air of gentle narrative with animals and birds. One aspect from Leonora’s childhood which influenced her early work is horses. When she was young, she had a hobby horse that she had absolutely fell in love with. It was only later in her artistic career that her work started to focus more hybrid creatures. For example, part human, part animal hybrids. Leonora only came into full artistic maturity after going to Mexico, after Max Ernst was arrested in 1943. She created a lot of artwork pieces over the years, the earliest being mid to late 1930’s. The most important in this time was “The meal of lord Candlestick” (Figure 1) as this was the one she painted just as she was starting her affair with Max Ernst. Also, one of the very last pieces she did was painted the year she died, in 2011. This painting was called “Figuras fantasticas a caballo” (Figure 2). Some of her work is shown in galleries over the world, others are in people’s personal collections which shows its still looked at to this day. 
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(Figure 1)
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Salvador Dali is another artist what was popular in the twentieth century and continues to appeal to modern audiences today. Dali’s work is continuously displayed in museums and galleries, yet it has also been made into items such as egg cups, Jewlery, pins, you can even buy the melting clock from Dali’s painting “The persistence of Memory” (Figure 3). Dali’s work first got recognized in 1925 when he was only 21 years old, when his work was more focused on impressionism, cubism and fauvist. It was only two years later, after Dali finished his compulsory military service, that he started to turn to surrealism, completely abandoning his previous cubist work. However, Dali’s participation to the surrealism was in many different areas, not just art, one he also enjoyed, was film. In 1929, Dali took a trip to Paris, where he and Luis Brunuel collaborated in a seventeen-minute surrealist film called “Un Chien Andalou”. Dali had stated that he thought the surrealist movement was always quite unconditional, politically speaking and felt he needed to identify as a communist around the time where he was really involved with the surrealist movement. Fusing surrealism and communism was an aspiration for the Paris group which Dali was a part of, so it is assumed that Dali’s communism was linked to his affiliation with Surrealism. However, some people did not like Dali’s work and did not agree with it. Writer and novelist, George Orwell described Dali as “Antisocial as a flea” and “a disgusting human being” and his work was “Diseased and disgusting” However, not even Orwell can dismiss the value of Salvador Dali’s work, even if he does not like it, or the artist himself.
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(Figure 3)

Andre Breton is considered to be one of the founders of the surrealist movement, yet he considered the artist Andre Masson’s drawings akin to his poetry. Even going so far as to say he is the surrealist out of them all. The trauma that Masson suffered after he was injured from war was shown in some parts of his early work. Yet he joined the surrealist movements later on in 1924 after moving back to Paris two years before. He did leave the surrealists artists five years later after Andre Breton claimed he was the leader of them all. But re-joined them again in 1937 and became the leader of this new technique called automatism. This term implies that the person creates a seismographic piece without any rational control by the artist. Which could allow others to see inside the subconscious of the artist creating it. An example of automatism is in Masson’s work itself, it is described, that from first glance, may only seem like simple lines over the page, yet when you look and look closer, you will then get to see that these pieces include forms, some of which are human, some mere body parts, some animals ect. One of his pieces “La Femme Multiplee” (Figure 4) is a prime example, as it only looks like lines, yet when you really see it, you will begin to see that this piece is filled with different naked female forums. Andre Masson produced a lot of these types of work, but for Andre Breton, who he seemed to be quite close with, could of found some of these pieces to be gratuitously offensive.
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(Figure 4)

Lastly, one of the last artists which is considered the pioneer of Dadaism and Surrealism is Max Ernst. One of the ways he may be considered the pioneer of the surrealist movement is his experimental attitude towards making art, which came from his lack of training. Max Ernst played a very important role in the decisiveness of techniques and styles of the movement, and in turn, created a range of paintings and collages, cut from engravings from nineteenth century novels, and scientific prints from teaching manuals. Some even said he almost combined the technique of painting and collaging, having himself transitioned from dada’s use of collage to surrealisms distinct use of paint. He first got into painting after moving to Paris and being really impressed with Georgio de Chorino’s illustrations and therefore Max wanted to change his collages into painting terms. He made these pieces into quite surprising compositions. His paintings also keep the same style his collages do, with a lot of juxtaposed elements in it, which is seen in a lot of artists work after this. For example, one of Max Ernst’s paintings called “Celebes” (Figure 5) shows a range of this collaging aspect, yet it is all painted. This also helped in Ernst’s new artistic technique called ‘frottage.’ Where someone takes pencil rubbings, typically on rough surfaces, allowing the texture of the surface to make an interesting pattern on the paper. Max Ernst shaped surrealism into what is was and that is why his contribution to the surrealist movement is so widely recognized today. 
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(Figure 5)

Yet, if we want to look at illustration today, there are some contemporary artists which continue the surrealist legacy. One such modern artists is named Glenn Brown. Glenn Brown is known for reproducing other artists work, he transforms the appropriated images and changes aspects of them, sometimes he enlarges or shrinks aspects, he changes colours to look almost grotesque, and renders the images completely flat. He also sources from different things, in the 1990’s he made multiple works referencing to sci-fi novels. Some of his works are also said to allude Salvador Dali, another surrealist artist. His work often consists of thin, swirling layers of paint which gives the feeling of unease. Brown is often interested on how much an image can change when it is reproduced. For an example, Glenn Brown’s piece “The loves of shepherds” (Figure 6) was taken from a sci-fi book cover called “Doublestar” which he has then changed. 
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(Figure 6)
Another modern day surrealist illustrator is Inka Eissenhigh. Eissenhigh is most known for using Andre Masson’s technique of automation. Yet her goal for her work is to make painting relevant in modern day, or keep it relevant, in a time where digital art is so popular. She says that her artwork tells a narrative in the shapes and colours of the piece, and how both play equal interchangeable rolls. Inka’s work tends to feature a lot of landscapes, she says that her work focuses on what aspects of nature can be known and what is “Beyond our perception.” Her work is said to take inspiration from Jackson Pollock, and his rhythmic chaos. With the long fluid lines, the drip paint and ‘figurative blobs.’ For example, its Inka’s 2018 piece “New flowers” (Figure 7.) In this image, all the lines are very smooth, and the flowers do look like these figurative blobs. Also, this picture is a very mystical surreal piece, and does give that air of almost mystery to it.
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(Figure 7)

Another modern day artist which is very popular in modern day surrealism is Todd Schorr. Todd Schorr is popular in the art movement known as “Pop surrealism” Which is said to be an ongoing art movement which started in the 1970’s in Los Angeles California. As this Pop Surrealist art form has a short history, it is still developing, but it tends to involve very visually energetic and ‘Fantastical imagery,’ Todd Schorr, who started out as an illustrator, helped form the Pop Surrealist, or ‘Lombrow movement’ to become, almost a global phenomenon as it is today. Pop surrealism does follow the same style of original surrealism with containing some form of narrative in the artwork. Todd Schorr did a series of ape painting which does form some sort of narrative. For example, one of his ape paintings is called “Hunter Gatherer” (Figure 8) Shows a human like ape, walking around collecting old cartoon characters and putting them all into a bag. However, the narrative of the image isn’t always clear in these pop surrealist artworks, they are open for a lot of interpretation, and that is very common for this style. 
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(Figure 8)

Another artist which helped the Pop surrealist style today, is Mark Ryden. Mark Ryden is a painter who mixes styles from the Victorian era. His work is beautiful, showing cherub girls in beautiful outfits and the paintings are surrounded by elegantly carved frames, yet it hints at something darker, deeper down. As some viewers of his work may find the look of the cherub girls quite disturbing with their enlarged eyes. Pop Surrealist artists tend to make work for posters or music albums, and Mark Ryden is no exception as he designed Michael Jacksons ‘Dangerous’ album. Yet Mark Ryan also tries to show the problems with society in his pieces in an uncomfortable way. Combining historical, mythical and then Pop culture icons together to get his pieces. For example, his painting called “Katy Aphrodite” (Figure 9) shows his painting of Katy Perry with a lot of mythological symbolism in the background. Mark Ryden was named as the “Godfather of pop Surrealism” by Interview magazine as he continues to take inspiration from elements such as skeletons, toys and religious paraphernalia. 
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(Figure 9)

In conclusion, surrealism has played a big part in influencing how illustration is today, with the rise of pop surrealism becoming such a globally known art style. Even growing so popular to start showing up on albums, posters and other forms of media. Many of these artists took inspiration from Salvador Dali and how he produced his work. Surrealism was at its highest just after world war II, when the world, to some people, seemed irrational in itself. Yet today, almost 80 years after world war II ended, surrealism isn’t as popular as once was. However, one reason that surrealist art may not be as popular as what it once was, is because of the rise of digital art. Inka Eissenhigh is one artist that addressed this. She is trying to bring back painting surrealist artwork. However, whilst digital art may have declined the popularity of paintings, it has risen the popularity in other surrealist areas such art surrealist photography. 
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