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Task 1 

 

 

Dissertation proposal  

 

For my dissertation I want to explore the relationship between surrealism art movement and the 

subconscious mind. In regards to surrealism I want to explore the move from art to photography and 

discuss how well photography can relay the subconscious mind. I find the interaction and influences 

between psychology and photography interesting and want to explore this further. Questions that I 

want to be included is; 

• How marginal surrealism is through the framework of its uses in photography and other 

creative fields? 

• How coherent is photography to the aims of surrealism? 

 

 With Lucian Freud being the godfather on the subconscious mind, I want to start by exploring his 

methodologies on the subconscious, psychoanalysis and his dream movement. Would surrealism exist 

without the notion of the subconscious mind. Influence by Sigmund Freud the movement of 

surrealism created a revolution against the boundaries of the rational mind. Various techniques 

created by Freud and others where explored to bring the subconscious thoughts of their patients to the 

surface, surrealists borrowed such techniques like automatisms which is Involuntary actions and 

processes not under the control of the conscious mind. Surrealists were also deeply interested in 

interpreting dreams as conduits for unspoken feelings and desires. 

In regards to psychologist theories and their connection to surrealism ‘Surrealist Manifesto’ by Andre 

Breton is a book that will heavily influence my dissertation. Breton described what effect the 

unconscious mind can have over art seen by renowned artists such as Salvador Dali. Also researching 

the book ‘Andre Breton and the first principles of surrealism’ by Franklin Rosemont I want to 

research how the surrealists influenced by Freud (with their desire to merge the unconscious and 

conscious) led to their subversive beliefs.  



‘It is not the unconscious I seek in your pictures, but the conscious. Your mystery is manifested 

outright. The picture is but a mechanism to reveal itself’ (Ades 1974 p.49) 

That was Freud’s comment on Salvador Dali’s work when he first met him. Freud believed that it was 

a mistake to regard surrealism artwork as direct manifestation of the unconscious mind as they were 

proceeded and highly shaped by the ego. Throughout this dissertation I want to follow the question 

how well surreal art can actually portray the subconscious mind. What happened when surrealists 

where creating art. How was the use of Freud’s theory of dreams in order to manifest the libertarian of 

the unconscious used in their artworks? 

Focusing on photography's role in surrealism an essay by Rosalind Krause on surrealism and 

photography I found very interesting as a basis to explore. Questioning how well photography can 

portray the subconscious. Photography almost has a stigma to being ‘straight’ and objective but artists 

such as Man Ray and Dali took surrealism across from art to photography. Many out of camera 

techniques and process take away this ‘straightness’ and welcome it to the world of abstraction. 

Processes such as photograms introduced by Man Ray create images that are questioned. Surrealist 

photographers managed to overcome these limitations creating images that are symbolic depictions of 

the subconscious. These images have an underlying meaning which takes surrealism across the artistic 

board. This movement then allowed for experimentation and new artistic techniques; multiple 

exposure, montage etc. These techniques are now common across photography shown in artists such 

as Wolfgang Tillman’s with his abstract gestures shown in Blushes (2003).  

Exploring how objective surrealism can be I want to explore how far it can be stretched across artistic 

fields. Not only does Surrealism occur in art, but can be seen throughout all creative fields, especially 

in Fashion. For example, Jean Paul Gaultier’s 2006 fall collection titled ‘Les Surrealistes’ where he 

adapted Schiaparelli’s’ skeleton dress. He also accessorised with a hat appearing to be made from the 

models own hair. 

 

The initial layout plan of my dissertation goes as follows;  

Ø Freud’s ‘interpretation of dreams’ 1990 and how this strongly influenced the movement of 

surrealism, providing a theoretical bass unravelling the unconscious and freeing imagination  



Ø The introduction of surrealism movement and their initial influence by Freud 

Ø Robert Desnos – poet whose work was highly appreciated by surrealists – where he orally 

followed his thought  

Ø Bretton- Bretton believed that the barriers between the conscious and unconscious could be 

broken down leading to a new reality – surreality  

Ø Artistic movement within surrealism; max Ernst, Salvador Dali, Luis Bunuel , whose 

automatic drawings of 1923 reflect the ideas of the subconscious mind  

Ø Man Ray- the crossover exploring surrealism and the subconscious mind throughout art and 

photography  

Ø How well photography fits within the surrealist field – reference to Rosalind Kraus essay 

Ø Out of camera techniques and processes that take photography away from being ‘straight’  

Ø Introduction of Surrealist Fashion photography – Tim walker, Nick Knight etc. and the 

expansion of surrealist fields. Introduction into Fashion influenced by surrealism, initially 

introduced by The subconscious. 

 

 

The brain is mindful of reality, creating its own inner realities. This for me is an interesting point and 

the whole idea of the subconscious and how it interacts and influences everyday life shown through 

art is interesting to explore. 
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