
On Surrealism 
 

from “History of Surrealism” by Monica Sanchez: 

 

Veristic Surrealists saw academic discipline and form 

as the means to represent the images of the 

subconscious with veracity; as a way to freeze images 

that, if unrecorded, would easily dissolve once again 

into the unknown. They hoped to find a way to follow 

the images of the subconscious until the conscious 

could understand their meaning. The language of the 

subconscious is the image, and the consciousness had 

to learn to decode that language so it could translate it 

into its own language of words.  

 

*** 

 

from Le Manifeste du Surréalisme (First Manifesto of Surrealism) by 

André Breton (published in 1924): 

 

SURREALISM, n. Pure psychic automatism by which it 

is intended to express either verbally or in writing, the 

true function of thought. Thought dictated in the 

absence of all control exerted by reason, and outside 

all aesthetic or moral preoccupations.  

 

ENCYCLOPEDIA. Philosophy. Surrealism is based on 

the belief in the superior reality of certain forms of 

associations heretofore neglected, in the omnipotence 

of the dream and in the disinterested play of thought. It 

leads to the permanent destruction of all other psychic 

mechanisms and to the substitution for them in the 

solution of the principal problems of life.  

*** 

 

“The Vice of Surrealism” 

by Rene Magritte 

 

I have few illusions; the cause is lost in advance. As for me, I do 

my part, which is to drag a fairly drab existence to its conclusion. 

I despise my own past and that of others. I despise resignation, 

patience, professional heroism, and all the obligatory sentiments. I 

also despise the decorative arts, folklore, advertising, radio 

announcers’ voices, aerodynamics, the Boy Scouts, the smell of 

naphtha, the news, and drunks. 

I like subversive humor, freckles, women’s knees and long hair, 

the laughter of playing children, and a girl running down the street. 

I hope for vibrant love, the impossible, the chimerical. 

I dread knowing precisely my own limitations. 

Painting bores me like everything else. Unfortunately, painting is 

one of the activities--it is bound up in the series of activities—that 

seems to change almost nothing in life, the same habits are always 

recurring.  

I am unaware of the real reason why I paint, just as I am unaware 

of the reason for living and dying. 

 

*** 

 

Everything leads us to believe that there is a certain state 

of mind from which life and death, the real and the 

imaginary, past and future, the communicable and the 

incommunicable, height and depth are no longer 

perceived as contradictory. 

-- André Breton, Second Manifesto of Surrealism (1929) 
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Automatism is spontaneous writing, drawing, or the like practiced 

without conscious aesthetic or moral self-censorship. Automatism has taken 

a great many forms, from the automatic writing and drawing that was the 

initial automatism practiced by surrealism to later adaptations to the 

computer. There are many similar or perhaps parallel phenomena, such as 

the improvisation of free jazz. 

“Pure psychic automatism” was how André Breton, surrealism’s 

founder, defined surrealism, and while the definition has proved capable of 

significant expansion, automatism remains of prime importance in the 

movement. [Definition adapted from The Art and Popular Culture Encyclopedia.] 
 

(above) The Battle of the Fishes (1927) – Andre Masson 
 

Explanation and Analysis 
In this work Masson used the mechanism of automatism. 
Masson dribbled glue on the surface and then poured 

sand on top to see where it would land. This produced 
strange forms. 

Only in the last stages of the work are the images within 
the picture allowed to emerge. 

This work not only shows Masson’s invention of a visual 
automatism, but also shows a magical and autonomous 
world, with hints of mythic and anatomical imagery. 

The animal violence shown in this work becomes a 
powerful analogue of human passion. 

The artist had a preoccupation with his destiny, but also 
with the idea that there was a symbolic unity of all things. 

(above) The Persistence of Memory (1931) – Salvador Dalí 

 

Explanation and Analysis 
Dalí uses illusionist technique rather than automatism 

and spontaneity. 
His images often resembled “hand-painted 

photographs.” 
Dalí’s work used a sharp, crisp, meticulous way of 

painting. 
Though working consciously, Dalí was exploring the 

psyche and dreams. 
He wanted to “materialize the images of concrete 

irrationality with the most imperialistic fury of 
precision…” 

Dalí renders this dreamscape precisely, trying to make 
the world of his dreams/paintings as convincing as the real 
world. 

Dalí described the paranoiac-critical method he 
pioneered as a “spontaneous method of irrational 
knowledge based on the critical and systematic 
objectivity of the associations and interpretations of 
delirious phenomena.” 

                                                 
The analyses of the Masson and Dali works are culled from unpublished notes of a college lecture. 



 

from Abridged Dictionary of Surrealism (1938) 

 

Exquisite Corpse 

 

Game of folded paper which consists of having 

several people compose a phrase or drawing 

collectively, none of the participants having any idea 

of the nature of the preceding contribution or 

contributions. The now classical example, which gave 

its name to the game, is the first sentence obtained in 

this manner: 

 

The exquisite—corpse—shall drink—the young—wine. 

                                                 
 The original sentence was in French: Le cadavre -- exquis -- boira -- le vin – nouveau. 
For the examples above… 1 -- Dali, Gala, Breton, Hugo (1935) ; 2 -- Ray, Tanguy, Miró, Morise (1928); 3 -- Tanguy, Ray, Morise, Miró, (1926); 4 -- Oneiromantic Ambiguity Collective (1999-2000) 


