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 n  Surrealism: from Giorgio  
De Chirico to Salvador Dalí

1. INTRODUCTION | Read this introduction to the Surrealist movement and match 
the first halves of the sentences in column A with their endings in column B.

A B

1. The founder of the Surrealist movement 
was

a. dreams and reality combining fantastic and 
realistic details.

2. This movement stressed the importance  
of the

b. provoke and shock the public.

3. Surrealist paintings wanted to blend c. Salvador Dalí, who was admired and 
attacked by critics at the same time.

4. Surrealist artists deliberately wanted to d. André Breton, who published a Manifesto 
in 1924.

5. One of the most controversial Surrealist 
artists was

e. unconscious and fantasy in art.

1. ...... 2. ...... 3. ...... 4. ...... 5. ......

Surrealism was a movement 
in literature and the fine arts, 
founded by the French poet 

and critic André Breton. Breton 
published his Surrealist Manifesto 
in Paris in 1924 and consistently 
dominated the movement. Surrealism 
grew directly out of Dada, an art 
and literary movement reflecting 
anarchic protest against all aspects 
of Western culture. Like Dadaism, 
Surrealism emphasized the role of 
the unconscious in creative activity, 
but it used the psychic unconscious 
in a more orderly manner. Surrealism 
extended the long tradition of fantasy 
in art, ranging from medieval images of hell to the metaphysical paintings of the Italian artist 
Giorgio De Chirico. Its goal was to fuse dreams and reality into a higher, “surreal” dimension. 
Surrealist art was deliberately intended to disturb, disconcert, and shock. Salvador Dalí, 
the most famous and influential Surrealist painter, used sexual and religious imagery to 
shock bourgeois society. The use of precise, carefully painted, factual details, reinforced 
the reality of the Surreal world. Other famous surrealist painters were Joan Mirò and René 
Magritte. Disseminated through exhibitions in Paris, New York, and elsewhere, the Surrealist 
movement was immensely influential, providing a new language of artistic expression that 
has inspired, amused, and revolted its public and its followers.

Surrealists in 1930. Front row: Tristan Tzara, Salvador Dali,  
Paul Eluard, Max Ernst, René Crevel. Back row: Man Ray, Jean Arp, 
Yves Tanguy, André Breton.
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2. VOCABULARY | The following words are contained in the texts about Giorgio 
De Chirico. Match them to their near synonyms.

In the text Synonym In the text Synonym

1. infused a. disturbing 6. squat f. increased

2. foreboding b. astonishing 7. almost g. emphasized 

3. troubling c. premonition 8. sadness h. short and thick

4. stunning d. deep 9. enhanced i. nearly

5. profound e. pervaded 10. heightened j. melancholy

1. ...... 2. ...... 3. ...... 4. ......  5. ...... 6. ...... 7. ...... 8. ...... 9. ...... 10. ......

 n  Giorgio De Chirico (1888-1978)
More than ten years before the publication of the Surrealist 
Manifesto, the Italian artist Giorgio De Chirico found a 
way to use the traditional language of painting to describe, 
not the external world, but a world infused by dream 
and feelings of melancholy and foreboding. He achieved 
this, he said, ‘by combining in a single composition 
scenes of contemporary life and visions of antiquity, 
producing a highly troubling reality’. He called this new art 
‘Metaphysical’ and from about 1912 to 1915, while living 
in Paris, he produced a sequence of stunning pictures 
which a few years later had a profound influence on the 
development of Surrealist art.
In The Red Tower the elements of ‘antiquity’ are provided by the equestrian monument 
and the crenellated1 tower, and the ‘contemporary’ by the low houses under the tower. In 

Ariadne the elements 
of ‘antiquity’ are 
the statue of the 
sleeping Ariadne, 
the arcade and the 
white squat tower. 
The ‘contemporary’ 
element is a 
distant train which 
approaches from 
the left. De Chirico, 

1 crenellated = merlata

Giorgio De Chirico, The Red 
Tower (1913), Oil on canvas, 
73.5 x 100.5 cm, Peggy 
Guggenheim Collection - Venice
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like his contemporary Futurists, was 
fascinated by trains, seeing them as 
an almost magical means of being 
removed rapidly from everyday 
reality to strange and exotic places. 
Trains can often evoke strong 
feelings of sadness or nostalgia. 
Both compositions show the artist’s 
famous deserted public squares 
which create a sense of enigma and 
dream-like atmosphere, further 
enhanced by the heavy geometric 
shadows cast by the arched 
buildings. The dream-like effect is 
heightened by De Chirico’s deliberate 
use of incorrect perspective.

3. DETAILED COMPREHENSION | 
Read the text again and look at the two pictures, then answer the questions.

1. Why was De Chirico said to anticipate Surrealism?
2. What name did he give to his art?
3. Would he be defined a figurative or an abstract painter?
4. What kind of images did he create?
5. How did he achieve the enigmatic and dream-like atmosphere of his paintings?
6. Describe the ‘antiquity’ and ‘contemporary’ elements in the two pictures.
7. Where are these elements set? What about the treatment of light?

4. READING AND WRITING | Read Dalí’s biographical notes and match the dates 
below with facts taken from his life.

 n  Salvador Dalí 
(1904-1989)

Salvador Dalí was born in the Catalan town of 
Figueras, Spain, in 1904. He was educated at the 
School of Fine Arts in Madrid, where he became a 
friend of Federico García Lorca and Luis Buñuel. 
In 1926 Dalí was expelled from the Academia and 
the following year he visited Paris and met Pablo 
Picasso. In 1928 Dalí produced his first Surrealist 
paintings. Though his work helped turn Surrealism 
into an important artistic movement, the leaders 
of the movement later denounced Dalí as too 

Giorgio de Chirico, Ariadne (1913), Oil and graphite on canvas; 135.6 x 180.3 cm, 
Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York.
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commercial, accusing him of being obsessed with money and fame. Dalí’s paintings 
from this period depict dream imagery and everyday objects in unexpected forms, such 
as the famous limp watches in The Persistence of Memory (1931, Museum of Modern 
Art, New York). Dalí moved to the United States in 1940, where he remained until 1948. 
His later paintings, often on religious themes, are more classical in style. They include 
Crucifixion (1954, Metropolitan Museum, New York) and The Sacrament of the Last Supper 
(1955, National Gallery of Art, Washington, D.C.). Dalí’s paintings are characterized by 
meticulous draughtsmanship and realistic detail, with brilliant colours heightened 
by transparent glazes. Dalí designed and produced Surrealist films, illustrated books, 
designed jewellery, and created theatrical sets and costumes. He died on January 23, 
1989, in Figueras.

1. 1904   ...........................................................................................................................................................

2. 1926  ...........................................................................................................................................................

3. 1928  ...........................................................................................................................................................

4. 1931  ...........................................................................................................................................................

5. 1940-48  .......................................................................................................................................................... .

6. 1954-55  ...........................................................................................................................................................

7. 1989   ...........................................................................................................................................................

5. READING | Read some of Dalí’s controversial quotations and say if the statements 
below are true or false:

“Each 
morning when I wake, I experience an exquisite joy – the joy of being Dalí.”

“My aim is to retrieve 
the lost techniques of 

the painters of the past.”

“The human body is full of secret drawers that can only be opened by psychoanalysis.”

“Amazing visions 

appear to me in 

the middle of the 

night and haunt 

me like dreams.”

“Just as I am astonished 

that the bank clerk 

never eats a check, so 

too am I astonished 

that no painter before 

me has ever thought of 

painting a soft watch.”

1. He seemed happy to be what he was. T F
2. He was not interested in the painting techniques of the old masters. T F
3. Apparently he did not sleep much at night and he had visions that 

troubled him. T F
4. Psychoanalysis did not have a deep influence on him. T F
5. He also said that it was not essential in art to depict objects of the 

exterior world. T F
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6. DETAILED COMPREHENSION | Read the texts and look at the two pictures, then 
answer the questions.

The Persistence of 
Memory

When this painting was first 
shown in 1931, it was hailed 
as a supreme example of 

Surrealism. Struggling to understand 
his own dreams and inner conflicts, 
Dalí discovered the ideas of analyst 
Sigmund Freud. Freud thought that 
people were ruled by their unconscious 
minds, and dreams were a link to this 
unconscious. In this work, the limp 
metal watches suggest the unreliability 
of the conscious world. One watch 
droops over the sleeping, amoeba-like 
head of the painter himself. Another 
watch is attacked by ants: ants, a 
common theme in Dalí’s work, represent decay. 
The scene is memorable; in the bleak and deserted 
dreamscape time loses all meaning. Setting the 
limp watches in this waste land, where the only 
vegetation is an olive tree, without leaves and 
with cut branches, Dalí intended to shatter the 
conventional concepts of reality and universe. Yet 
some reality is included: the distant golden cliffs are 
the coast of Catalonia, Dalí’s home.

Salvador 
Dalí, The 
Persistence 
of Memory, 
1931, Oil 
on canvas, 
24 x 33 cm, 
Museum of 
Modern Art, 
New York.

GLOSSARY

to hail  = to praise
ruled  = governed
limp  = soft
to droop  = to hang  
or lean downwards  
with no strength or 

firmness

decay  = decline, 
destruction 
bleak  = bare and 
unattractive
waste  = abandoned 
and wild
to shatter  = to destroy

Sleep

If Dalí’s art was largely 
devoted to making dreams 
concrete, in Sleep the 

artist created an image that 
represents the dominance of 
the sleeping world over the real 
one. A distorted, sleeping head 
– huge in scale – is propped 
up by crutches, a favourite Dalí 
symbol standing for emotional 
support. Held up only by 
tiny crutches, the giant head 
appears to float – or levitate – 
above the ground. To remind 
viewers that reality lies behind Salvador Dalí, Sleep, 1937, Oil on canvas, 50.2 x 76.7 cm, Private collection.
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1. How many years separate the two pictures? Do they belong to the same creative 
period?

2. Talk about the role of dreams and of the unconscious in Dalí’s paintings.
3. What are the limp watches a symbol of? And the ants?
4. What do crutches stand for in Sleep?
5. Are these paintings completely removed from reality or is there any reference to it?
6. What common elements can you find in these two paintings? 
7. What do they make you think of? Discuss.

our fragile dream state, the artist has juxtaposed (put together 
in unusual combination) a dog (supported by a crutch), a 
person, a small boat, and a large structure in the desert behind. 
About this painting Dalí wrote, “In order to sleep, we need a 
whole system of psychically balanced crutches.” Sleep is one of 
the most powerful and memorable images Dalí created. In this 
painting too, some reality is included: the beach is Rosas Bay 
beach and the structure is the miniature representation of the 
town of Cadaqués, both dear to Dalí.

GLOSSARY

huge  = enormous
propped up  = supported
crutches  = (it.  = stampelle)
tiny  = very thin
to float  = to levitate  
(it.  = galleggiare)


