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Surrealism: An Exploration into the Abyss of the Mind  

The artistic and cultural movement known as Surrealism began in the early twentieth 

century in the aftermath of World War I. The term “Surrealism,” was first revealed by the French 

poet Guillaume Apollinaire in 1917. The movement was formally established and led by the 

French Poet, Andre Breton, who wrote the Surrealist Manifesto of 1924, in which he claimed 

surrealism would “resolve the previously contradictory conditions of dream and reality into an 

absolute reality, a super-reality” (Chilvers). Deriving its style from imagery of the unconscious 

mind, much of the artwork featured intertwining connections between visual fantasies and 

reality. Although the main center of the surrealist movement was Paris France, some of the most 

renowned surrealist artists came from all over Europe, including Pablo Picasso and Salvador 

Dali, who were both from Spain.  

Pablo Picasso was born in Malaga, Spain in 1881, but spent most of his adult life in 

France. Some of his famous paintings in the surrealist style include the Weeping Woman, The 

Kiss, and Maya with Doll, displaying abstract images combining geometrical shapes, bright 

colors, and distorted images of humans.  

His dramatic painting, The Weeping Woman, portrays a teary-eyed woman in distress, 

holding a handkerchief to her face and gritting her teeth. The Weeping Woman is an artistic 

protest of the bombing of Guernica, a town in Spain, by Germany in the Spanish Civil War. The 

painting is symbolic of the violence and horrors inflicted by war by the individual and is the final 

painting of Picasso’s in a series of war protest paintings he produced. This painting, with its 

bizarre fusion of dream-like imagery with the harsh, painful realities of life, “silences those who 
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try to suggest that there can be no such thing as Surrealist painting. It transcends all normal 

categories. His paintings are the equivalent of the dream-life, each one” (Cowling 92). 

Salvador Dali, born in Figueres, Spain in 1904, was a surrealist artist revered for his 

fantasy-based imagery which were strongly representative of the Surrealism movement. One of 

his most famous and recognizable paintings is, The Elephants, which portrays two absurdly tall 

elephants with elongated legs facing one another, each at one end of the painting. Each elephant 

is carrying heavy obelisks, which are stone pillars, typically set up as monuments of landmarks. 

Another one of Dali’s great works is the Corpus Hypercubus, which features Christ’s 

body during the crucifixion, on a cubic representation of the cross. In an attempt to “reach out 

into transcendental realms,” Dali’s painting “does stand effectively for an age-old striving in art, 

theology, mathematics, and cosmology for access to those dimensions that lie beyond the visual 

and tactile scope of the finite spaces of up-and-down, left-and-right, and in-and-out that imprison 

our common-sense perceptions of our physical world” (Kemp 27). Complex, far-reaching works 

like Corpus Hypercubus, speak truly to the surrealist movement and its ability to dig further into 

our universal minds and extract the abstract while artistically portraying it in an almost 

psychedelic fashion.  

The surrealist movement is most recognized in modern times through artistic 

representations, such these paintings by Pablo Picasso and Salvador Dali. For some, the art can 

turn the stomach and disturb the mind, while others might find its historic necessity as vital for 

the progression of the human mind. With such an extensive exploration of the unconscious mind 

and imagination, these artists were able to capture inexplicable channels of existence and 

recreate them in paintings, poetry, literature, cinema, and music alike. This exciting endeavor has 

enhanced artistic expression and influenced contemporary art as we know it today.  
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