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Is surrealism still popular with ‘current’ illustrators?
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Fig1: fear and loathing in Venice, Emanuel De Sousa
[bookmark: _Int_H2Xcna3c]The surrealism art movement was a 20th century avant-garde movement that aimed to release the creative potential of the unconscious mind, blending dreamlike visuals into an ‘absolute reality’. The movements founder, André Breton, claimed the aim of the movement was to ‘resolve the previously contradictory conditions of dream and reality into an absolute reality, a super-reality'.(The Fuse Pathway,2023) The surrealism movement emerged from the Dada movement just after World War 1, it was heavily influenced by Sigmund Freud’s dream analysis and theories on the unconscious, as well as Marxist politics. André Breton, along with a small group of French men, had their minds set on exploring different ways of creating art and expressing oneself. They wanted to reach ‘the unconscious parts of the mind and reveal one's true nature’ (Curious Muse, 2021) some even turned to drugs and hypnosis in order to reach he depths of ‘one’s true nature’. André Breton was very inspired by Freuds theoretical ideas, labelling him as ‘the human explorer’ (Curious muse,2021) he was so inspired that he used Freuds ideas to help develop and establish the philosophy of surrealism. Surrealism has been described as ‘a pure psychic automatism, through which artists expressed their thoughts with no control of the mind’ (Curious Muse, 2021) surrealism is an art form that allows artists to explore their true desires, thoughts and fears, Freuds theories suggest that dreams are the direct expressions of the unconscious, reinforcing the dreamlike semiotics in surrealism.  
Surrealism has shared much of the anti-rationalism of the Dada movement, of which it grew out of. The original Parisian surrealists [ a radical, interdisciplinary based group in Paris during the 1920-60s] had used art as a reprieve from political situations and to address the unease they felt about the world’s uncertainties, surrealism surfaces as a form of escape and expression.
Surrealism artwork is currently experiencing a ‘major resurgence’ and is immensely popular, primarily because of the market value of the pieces rising. After ‘almost’ ‘100 years after André Breton’s first manifesto of surrealism (1924), surrealism has never been more seen’ (apollo magazine,2023) and ‘between 2018 and 2024, Surrealism’s market share nearly doubled, rising from 9.3% to 16.8%, helped by numerous artist records set in 2024’ (Art Basel, 2023) the sudden rise in popularity of the movement in the last decade insinuates how timeless art movements can be, an art movement may never fully fizzle out. ‘There’s an excitement around a much broader group of artists… those artists who exist beyond Surrealism, but who seemed to have a natural connection with it, like the Lalanne phenomenon’ (Art Basel,2025) 

 [image: ][image: ]
Fig2: creation of birds, Remedios Varo                         fig3: surrealism and painting, Max Ernst
 ‘Visual communication relies on semiotics, where the audience interprets and translates signs and symbols often by association.’ (Alan Male, n/a) Semiotics in surrealism involves deconstructing how irrational, dream-imagery acts as signs to bypass rational thought, unlocking the unconscious mind. Usually, when semiotics is presented in an art movement, they have something in common or are similar one way or another. Surrealism is the one acceptation to this rule as instead of every piece having something in common, each artist has their own semiotics. For example; René Magritte focused on the semiotics of language and visual representation, often creating puns between words and images, Max Ernst employed techniques such as frottage [involving placing paper over textured surfaces such as wood, leaves, or fabric, and rubbing with pencil or crayon to transfer the texture] and collage into his work, and Salvador Dali used hyper realistic techniques to paint dreamlike, irrational scenes, often incorporating paranoid critical interpretations of society. 
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[bookmark: _Int_zYouSZlG]Fig4: jeunes gens piétinant leur     Fig5: the persistence of memory,       Fig6: Golconda, René Magritte
Mère, Max Ernst                                     Salvador Dali

[bookmark: _Int_bEeBUASQ][bookmark: _Int_4X1PoU5w]Placing artists into the surrealism category can be a difficult task, especially with newer illustrators as the surrealism style isn’t as obvious as it used to be when the movement first came to life. Surrealist artists used to stick to automatism or hyperrealism when creating their pieces, i.e Dali, Tanguay, Magritte, while newer illustrators do it differently. An example of a more recent illustrator is Shaun Tan, Tan is an artist, writer and film maker based in Melbourne. He is best known for his illustrated books that deal with social and historical subjects through dreamlike imagery which may be heavily influenced by surrealist styles. Although Tan uses dreamlike visuals in his pieces, visuals that are the baseline for surrealism pieces, it is up to debate on whether or not Shaun Tan can be labelled as a surrealist artist. In his book ‘Rules of Summer’, Tan truly taps into the settings that ‘lie beyond the realms of our wildest imaginations’ [Tales for Tadpoles,2017] with his stunning visuals and surreal topics. Tan uses recognisable elements like open skies and landscapes and weaves them into bizarre worlds to tell a story with little words, in ‘Rules of Summer’ the lack of text may leave a large space for interpretation from the reader, ‘never leave the door open overnight’ ‘never eat the last olive at a party’, seem pretty simple and inoffensive, his illustrations do a great job at showing the consequences of the actions stated in the story, ‘if you leave the door open a spontaneous growth of lizards and glowing fungi will take over your living room. If you eat the last olive at a party an army of humanoid hawks will devour you’ [Tales for Tadpoles, 2017]. His work shows that surrealism is still used in newer illustrations, and how its slowly gaining its popularity back, his links to surrealism truly push him further and further into the small list of surrealist illustrators.
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Fig7: The rules of summer (grasslands), Shaun Tan

[bookmark: _Int_3Ul3BCHJ]Another example of a more recent illustrator is Emanuel De Sousa; his work is completely up to interpretation. He is a mixed media artist whose work ‘bring[s] together traditional portrait stylings, such as ornate furnishings and props, with flourishes of the absurd.’ [artsy, 2026]. It could be argued that his work falls into the surrealism category strictly based off the visuals he uses, Emanuels work is full of bright colours and dreamlike- almost questionable characters and figures. The figures and behaviours presented in his work ‘cannot be transferred to words, and only come to expression by visualisation’ [Lohme art gallery, 2021] perhaps Emanuel isn’t reinforcing a story behind his pieces and is leaving it up to the consumer, almost juxtaposing Shaun Tan’s narrative spreads. His use of fantastical elements, such as antiques and animals, frequently accompany and compliment his precisely styled portraits really push his work into the surrealism category based on visuals alone. Most of his pieces have a certain randomness to them that is difficult to describe, Emanuel includes different animals, furniture, objects, and backgrounds in his pieces that seem to have no correlation. This ‘randomness’ mixed with his use of bright colours and complex composition really make us question if he can be classed as a surrealism artist. Emanuels work is very unique, his use of colour and visuals make his work unconventional because of the randomness, this makes us question if some figures in his pieces are significant as they often dhow up in different paintings. For example, it could be argued that the cow figure in his piece ‘Perdy’, is the same character in another one of his pieces, the same thing could be said about the strawberry head man, seen in ‘Perdy’ and ‘Strawberry’. Emanuels work is another example of surrealism gaining popularity again based off visuals alone, with the dreamlike ideologies and the uncanny themes that accompany the surrealism movement. Despite this, trying to place Emanuels work into the surrealism category can be a difficult task as he's been described as a ‘postwar and contemporary artist’ [Mutual Art,n/a] and a ‘contemporary figurative artist’ [artistscan, 2020], although this is primarily based off his older pieces, has he turned a new leaf perhaps?  
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[bookmark: _Int_Eb7RqZEW]Fig8: Strawberry, Emanuel de Sousa  fig9: Perdy, Emanuel De Sousa

[bookmark: _Int_iVT8Q6Ov]Can artwork be placed into the surrealism category based off visuals alone? Or is there a baseline that must be followed? For surrealism, the baseline for the artwork is that it explores the unconscious mind and dreams, blending the visuals into an absolute reality. This baseline may make it difficult for newer illustrators to be categorised as surrealist artists because they may not follow this baseline 100% of the time. Can artwork be classed as surrealism art strictly based off visuals? While visuals are a very important part of surrealism work, the dreamlike visual is the main aspect, there are many other techniques that should be used in order for it to be classed as ‘true surrealism’, for example; automatism, exploration of the unconscious mind, juxtaposition and the absurd. Although newer surrealism pieces may not follow the same rules as the set baseline, the dreamlike visuals of surrealism are gaining more popularity and attention as more illustrators explore different movements and styles. To conclude, surrealism itself may not be the most popular, but the visuals are making a slow comeback.
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