
 

 

The world in which an artist lives in or has experienced influences their style of work. Surrealism is a 

Modern Art movement during the 20th century, which sought to release the creative potential of the 

unconscious mind such as the irrational juxtaposition of images. The avant - garde movement 

officially proclaimed its existence with the publication of the Surrealist Manifesto in 1924. The 

movement aimed to unleash a revolution in human experience, liberation of the individual from the 

domination of the rational in matters personal, cultural and social. Rene Magritte and Salvador Dali 

are examples of two artists who have been influenced by the movement. In fact, their works, The 

Lovers, The Son of Man, The Persistence of Memory and The Burning Giraffe evidently shows this.  

 

Rene Magritte (1898 - 1967) was a Belgian surrealist artist. After attending an art school in Brussels, 

he worked in commercial advertising to support himself while he experimented with his painting. In 

the mid-1920s he began to paint in the surrealist style and became known for his witty and thought-

provoking images and his use of simple graphics and everyday objects, giving new meanings to 

familiar things. Rene Magritte’s medium sized oil on canvas painting, The Lovers was made in 1928. 

Focalising two individuals locked in an embrace, the mysterious and intriguing figures are kissing one 

another through greyish veils that completely cover the faces. They are situated in a room with the 

blue – grey back wall, brick red side wall and white decorative ceiling showing. The male figure can 

be seen wearing a black suit and tie with a solid white shirt, holding a woman attired in a red, 

sleeveless garment with white trim. The woman’s face is tilted slightly to the left making her lover 

more prominent and revealing the distinct outline of his nose. Placing mundane objects in unusual 

contexts and juxtapositions, Magritte evoked themes of mystery and frustration to challenge the 

assumptions of human perception. 

 

The large oil on canvas painting, The Son of Man, made in 1946 is another artwork of Rene Magritte. 

The self-portrait illustrates a man in an overcoat and a bowler hat standing in front of a short wall, 

beyond which is the sea and a cloudy sky. The man's face is largely obscured by a hovering green 

apple. However, the man's eyes can be seen peeking over the edge of the apple. Magritte states 

“Everything we see hides another thing; we always want to see what is hidden by what we see. There 

is an interest in that which is hidden and which the visible does not show us. This interest can take the 

form of a quite intense feeling, a sort of conflict, between the visible that is hidden and the visible that 

is present." The world of Rene Magritte and the experiences he has encountered highly influenced his 

works. Settling in Paris, Magritte quickly fell in with some of surrealism’s brightest lights such as 

Salvador Dali, Max Ernst and Joan Miro. The Nazi occupation caused a split and the suffering and 

violence caused by the war led him away from the often dark and chaotic moods of surrealism. 

“Against widespread pessimism,” he stated, “I now propose a search for joy and pleasure”.  

 

Salvador Dali (1904 - 1989) was a Spanish artist. In 1916, Salvador Dali went to study at a drawing 

school in Spain. He was not a serious student, tending to stand out as the class eccentric, wearing odd 

clothing and long hair. Finishing the first year at the academy, Dali discovered modern painting in 

Cadaques while vacationing with his family, by which he also met Ramon Pichot. Dali’s father 

organised an exhibition at home of charcoal drawings and by 1919, he had his first public exhibition 

at the Municipal Theatre of Figueres. Salvador Dali’s medium sized oil and canvas painting, The 

Persistence of Memory was made in 1931. It illustrates a scene showing pocket watches, detached 

from their chains, melting slowly on rocks and branches of a tree, with the ocean as a backdrop. A 

part of the painting is basked in sunlight and a part is shrouded in a shadow. The orange clock covered 

with ants symbolises the decay of time and death. Dali frequently used the philosophy of hard and soft 

in his paintings. “The soft watches are an unconscious symbol of the relativity of space and time”, 

which is an allusion to Einstein’s Theory of Relativity. There is also a surrealist vision of Camembert 

cheese melting in the heat of the sun. The melting watches points to time being flowing and eternal, 

whereas the hard rocks are the reality of life and the ocean represents the vastness of the earth.  

 

The Burning Giraffe, made in 1937 is medium oil on wood panel painting, produced by Salvador Dali. 

The setting depicts an early evening atmosphere with a marina blue sky. Two female figures are in the 

painting. One of the figures has drawers coming out of her right leg and one coming out of her chest. 

The opened drawers refer to the inner, subconscious within man. Dali states "a kind of allegory which 
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serves to illustrate a certain insight, to follow the numerous narcissistic smells which ascend from 

each of our drawers." In the distance of the painting is a giraffe that is on fire. This image symbolises 

the premonition of war. His work employed a meticulous classical technique, influenced by 

Renaissance artists that contradicted the "unreal dream" space that he created with strange 

hallucinatory characters. Dali would use the method to create a reality from his dreams and 

subconscious thoughts, then mentally changing reality. The world of Salvador Dali and the 

experiences he has encountered highly influenced his work. During the 1920s, he made several trips 

to Paris, interacting with influential painters such as Pablo Picasso, Rene Magritte and Joan Miro, 

whom introduced Dali to Surrealism. The Persistence of Memory was a painting during his Freudian 

phase of life, before the Atomic bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki propelled him into his scientific 

phase. The Burning Giraffe shows Salvador Dali’s personal struggle with the battle in his home 

country (referring to him being exiled). 

 

The qualities of the artworks bring the audience into their deeper thoughts about what the painting 

actually means. It makes you wonder and also makes it okay and calming to feel confused. The 

artworks remind me of when you dream and somehow random objects appear out of nowhere. 

Surrealists, Rene Magritte and Salvador Dali were able to give meaning to their artwork as something 

liberating for them. They have come to represent a hope for humanity; showing that perverse and 

unconscious desires are not meant to be repressed and regarded as vulgar or un-human, but rather 

revered as a beautiful and natural. 


