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Dreamscapes on Screen:
The Evolution of Surrealist
Imagery in French Cinema
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The influential Surrealist figure André Breton
Source- Wikimedia Commons
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The French surrealist movement, which began in Paris in 1920, is one of the earliest
artistic movements closely associated with cinema. Key figures such as Philippe
Soupault, and André Breton were instrumental in this development, with their work
Les Champs Magnétiques being one of the first of its kind. The movement's origins
in France were aided by the country's accessible film equipment, financing, and
thriving artistic community. Surrealism aimed to delve into the subconscious, using
unconventional techniques to create films that defied traditional narratives and
explored dream-like realities (Aryananoroozi, 2017).

Surrealism began as an art movement in post-World War | Europe and aimed to
create a ‘dreamlike superior reality’ through various artistic forms. This movement
was initiated by André Breton and soon extended to cinema, where it challenged
traditional storytelling norms and explored the boundaries of reality. Surrealist films

often subvert conventional narratives, delving into dreamlike or nightmarish realms
that encourage viewers to interpret meaning beyond straightforward plotlines. They @
are characterized by their use of abstract symbolism and metaphors, with visual é’
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effects and elaborate art design enhancing their abstract qualities. Even in films with
' color visuals, surrealist works often use stark, unconventional color palettes primarily
for symbolic purposes. Surrealist films frequently use non-linear narratives,
disrupting time and memory to deepen their dreamlike atmosphere. Thematically
they explore psychological themes through symbolic imagery and characters'
unconscious states (Clarke,2024).




Ballet mécanique (1924) by Fernand Léger
Source- Journey To The Center of The Cinema
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| From the 1920s to the late 1930s, French cinema was marked by significant artistic
and industrial transformations. This period saw the rise of avant-garde movements,
including Surrealism, Dadaism, and Cubism, centered in Paris, which was then the art
world capital. During this era, avant-garde filmmakers created provocative and
unconventional works that challenged societal norms and explored new cinematic
language. Films such as Ballet mécanique (1924) by Fernand Léger, Entr'acte (1924)
by René Clair, A propos de Nice (1930) by Jean Vigo, These films were designed to
disrupt conventional perceptions, critique materialism, and emphasize the
unconscious mind. Their bold experimentation with form and content was a
response to the disillusionment of the post-war era and economic depression
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Un Chien Andalou (1929) by Luis Buiuel and Salvador Dali
Source- Youtube/ Movie Matinee
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One of the standout examples of surrealist cinema is Un Chien Andalou (1929),
directed by Luis Bufiuel and Salvador Dali. This silent film captures the essence of
Surrealism with its disjointed narrative, striking imagery, and groundbreaking film
techniques. The film opens with an unforgettable image: the moon is sliced by a
cloud, immediately followed by a man using a razor to cut open a woman's eye. This
shocking scene sets the tone for the entire film and remains one of its most talked-
about moments. Other scenes include a man dragging two pianos, each topped with
rotting donkeys and accompanied by two priests in chains. This bizarre tableau
combines elements of religion, culture, and death in a surrealist fashion. Another
notable scene features a severed hand with ants crawling out of it, a recurring motif
in Dali's work that explores themes of fetishism, pain, and religious symbolism. The
film also portrays an unusual relationship between a man and a woman. It reflected
the film's exploration of desire and its surreal representation of human relationships
(Red Dot Films, 2017).
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Celine and Julie Go Boating (1974) by Jacques Rivette
Source- Youtube/ The aesthetic of the Image: [world] cinema clips
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Pre-war surrealism in French cinema was influenced by avant-garde movements.
Abstract visuals and unconventional storytelling marked it. Jean Cocteau’s The Blood
of a Poet (1930) is a prime example, featuring dreamlike imagery and fragmented
narratives that explore the unconscious mind. Post-war surrealism shifted to tackle
social and existential themes, as seen in Jacques Rivette's Celine and Julie Go
Boating (1974), a whimsical and dreamlike story exploring the subconscious. Even
Georges Franju’s Eyes Without a Face (1960) blends surrealism with horror, using
spooky visuals to impact genres beyond the avant-garde and showcase surrealism'’s
wider influence on cinema (Gill, 2015).
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‘Enter the Void’ (2009) by Gaspar Noé
Source- Youtube/ crzymalu

Although the surrealist movement as a dominant force in cinema waned by the
1960s, its influence persists in modern filmmaking. For instance, Gaspar Noé's ‘Enter
the Void’ (2009) exemplifies a contemporary approach to surrealism. The film drew
inspiration from ‘The Tibetan Book of the Dead’, a central 8th-century text in Tibetan
Buddhism that discusses death and the transitional states between death and
rebirth. The film explores a young man’s journey through the afterlife using cutting-
edge digital technology to create a psychedelic and immersive experience. The film's
first-person perspective and vibrant visuals push the boundaries of traditional
surrealism, merging new artistic techniques with the genre’s core themes of life,
death, and reincarnation. Noé’s work demonstrates the ongoing evolution of
surrealism, integrating modern technology with its foundational elements (Gil, 2015).
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Holy Motors by Leos Carax
Source- Youtube/ Rotten Tomatoes

Modern surrealist films, while retaining core themes, also address contemporary
issues like digital culture, existential crises, and the intersection of technology and
reality, reflecting today’s evolving concerns and advancements. One influential
example is Leos Carax'’s films which are known for their surrealist elements, but they
also blend other styles to create a unique cinematic language. His work often
features dreamlike, surreal imagery that defies conventional reality, as seen in ‘Holy
Motors’, where the narrative shifts through various genres and realities in a
hallucinatory and fragmented way. This shift from traditional to digital filmmaking
and the loss of traditional cameras highlights a broader difference between nostalgic
cinematic practices and rapid technological advancements. Contemporary surrealist
storytelling frequently defies linearity, weaving disparate narratives and styles
(Lépez, n.d).
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L'Age d'Or (1930) by Luis Bufiuel's
Source- Youtube/ The Magic Lantern

French cinema evolved dramatically from the 1920s to the late 1930s, showcasing a
shift from avant-garde experimentation to mainstream commercial pressures.
Surrealist films, which challenged societal norms with their provocative content,
often faced backlash, like Luis Bufiuel's L'Age d'Or (1930), which was banned in
France until the 1970s (Library of Congress, n.d ). As the industry dealt with financial
instability and the expensive transition to sound films, the focus shifted to more
commercially viable projects. In contemporary times, the globalized world has
expanded artistic exploration, allowing for a broader integration of art forms and
techniques. It's fascinating to see how an art movement, initially rooted in defiance,
has evolved and merged with other artistic realms, with cinema remaining a vital
platform for artistic experimentation and expression.
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