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As a metaphor for the
unconscious mind, the
Minotaur represents
the repressed, instin
ctual
aspect of human de
sire lurking in the da
rke
st
place within the cons
cious mind. The surre
alists
sought to liberate thi
s ‘beast’ from the do
gma
of rationalist thought,
religion and morality
.
• Why did the surre
alists wish to liberate
this
‘beast’?
• How could the fig
ure of the Minotaur
apply
to the unconscious mi
nd?

Dorothe
a Tannin
g is one
surrealis
of the fe
t artists
w
s
till living
be 101 th
. She wil
is year a
l
n
d is curr
working
ently
on her s
e
cond an
of poem
thology
s Comin
g to Tha
t.

Above: Minotaure (journal cover), no.5, May 1933 / James C Sourris Collection / Collection: Queensland Art
Gallery Research Library / Photograph: Natasha Harth
Hulton Archive / Theseus and Minotaur / Image courtesy: Getty Images

Recalling her childhood in Galesburg,
Illinois, Dorothea Tanning once remarked
that it was a place ‘where nothing
happens but the wallpaper’.
Jennifer Mundy, ‘Quiet mystery’, Tate Magazine, no.6,
July–August 2003.

How does Tanning’s description of her
hometown apply to you? Discuss the
artist’s remark and create a small quote
about your bedroom.

Dorothea Tanning
tells of her need an
d
desire to create sc
ulptural forms:
‘An artist is the su
m of his risks, I th
ought,
the life and death
kind. So, in leagu
e with
my sewing machin
e, I pulled and sti
tched
and stuffed the ba
nal materials of hu
man
clothing in a trans
formation proces
s
where the most as
tonished witness
was
myself. Almost be
fore I knew it I ha
d an
“oeuvre”, a family
of sculptures that
were
the avatars, threedimensional ones
, of my
two-dimensional
painted universe.’

Dorothea Tanning,
Between Lives: An
Artist and Her Wo
W. Norton & Com
rld, W.
pany, New York, 200
1, p.282.

• W
 hat do you think
Tanning means by
this statement?

• What spurs your
own

creativity?

 hy is it considered a surrealist film?
W
What visual effects have been used?

From Dada to Surrealism

1919–1924

The French writer, André Breton, established
Surrealism as a distinct movement in 1924,
advocating experimentation with language and
image association, all free of conscious control.
 hich world events do you think influenced the
W
surrealists’ new way of thinking about life?

Menacing Times

1929–1939
The eye is a friend of the conscious mind —
‘seeing is believing’, as the saying goes.
 hy did the surrealists reject the idea of rational
W
thought in their work?

 hat does this saying mean? Explain whether you
W
feel it is still applicable today.

From One Manifesto to Another

1924–1929

		


The
surrealists hoped that through their art they
could make people question their experience
of the ordinary world. In Victor Brauner’s Sur le
motif (‘Copied from nature’) 1937, the brushes are
literally working as eyes, ‘seeing’ and painting at
the same time.
What is Brauner suggesting here?

Labouring to create a realistic picture was
contrary to some surrealist goals. Surrealist
games and activities, such as the ‘Exquisite
Corpse’, were developed and widely practised
in an attempt to expand the realm of the
imagination.
In the exhibition space, find the film Un chien
andalou 1929. Observe visitors’ reactions to this
film and list below a few words to describe their
experience.

Is the image on the canvas anything other than the
interior vision of the artist?

Surrealism in Exile

1939–1946

A number of the Paris-based surrealists were
interned, conscripted or moved abroad to the
United States and Mexico as a result of World
War Two. With a number of artists, including
Breton, now active in North America, the
surrealists began to influence American artists,
such as Jackson Pollock and Arshile Gorky.
Find the work by Jackson Pollock The Moon-Woman
Cuts the Circle 1943.

LAST FLAMES

1946–1966
The surrealists liked to use unexpected or
unusual combinations to shock, disturb or make
people laugh. Sometimes they replaced things,
or added things, to ordinary everyday items.
When the conscious mind is too shocked to
think, the unconscious is more clearly revealed.
 rite a definition of Surrealism in your own words.
W
What does it mean to you?

Describe the elements which suggest the artist
has used automatism in this work.

 an you think of any present-day artists who use
C
surrealist elements in their work?
Pollock was fascinated by non-Western cultures.
What imagery can you see in this work which
reflects this?

 ind Alberto Giacometti’s Femme égorgée
F
1932/1940. When you first saw this work, what
reaction did you have?

Although not an artist, André Breton
eagerly explored techniques requiring
minimum artistic skill, such as collages
and assemblages. He called these
works ‘poème objets’.
Using Breton’s Poème Objet (Poem-Object)
1935 as an example, as you leave the
Gallery collect the first item for your poem
object on your way back to school.

 hat materials and imagery has the artist used
W
to elicit this reaction?

 ind a work in the exhibition that explores the
F
themes of women, violence and desire.

André Breton / Poème Objet (Poem-Object) 1935 / Collage of object and
inscribed poem on card on wood / Image courtesy: National Galleries of Scotland
Collection / © Andre Breton ADAGP. Licensed by Viscopy, Sydney, 2011

In 1926–27, André Masson produced his first ‘sand
painting’ — a painterly equivalent of the graphic
automatism of his drawings — in which glue
and sand were freely applied to a canvas and
manipulated, producing images merging organic
forms with symbolic content.

Imagine Tanning’s installation Chambre 202, Hôtel
du Pavot coming alive.
H
 ow would you describe the space? (i.e. What
would move? What sounds would you hear?)

Find the work in the exhibition where Masson has
incorporated sand.
W
 hat organic shapes and forms has he created?
D
 o you think Tanning was attracted to
particular materials?

W
 hat do you think these shapes and forms
symbolise?

 hy do you think sand was important to
W
Masson in his work?

‘These sculptures represent for me two or three
kinds of triumph; the triumph of cloth as a material
for high purpose, the triumph of softness over
hardness — for how can a hard sculpture have
the tactile voluptuousness of a soft one and the
triumph of the artist over his volatile material, in
this case living cloth.

D
 o you think her sculptures represent objects
which are fetish-like in nature?

D
 oes the room make you feel slightly
uncomfortable?

Poem tile:
Written by:
Date:

There is another smaller triumph — that of defining
the real meaning of la haute couture — for la haute
couture should mean, a priori, the invention and
execution of an object which could not be made
or invented by anyone else. It should, like high
anything, be a unique and primal object.’
Dorothea Tanning, Between Lives: An Artist and Her World,
W. W. Norton & Company, New York, 2001, p.282.

Try creating a poem with two classmates.
• What are the first words that come into your
mind when you start to write your poem?
Write these down and tell your classmates
• What other phrases do you think of once you
have written down your initial thoughts?
This educational resource was developed by Melina Mallos and Caitlin Pijpers (Access, Education and Regional Services, 2011)

