
INTRODUCTION

Surrealism, a revolutionary cultural movement that

began in the early 1920s, tried to unlock the creative

potential of the unconscious mind. It was officially

founded by André Breton with the publication of his

“Manifesto of Surrealism” in 1924. Surrealism emerged

as a response to the horrors of World War I, seeking to

transcend the rational and the mundane to explore deeper,

more fantastical realms. Key figures in the movement

included artists such as Salvador Dalí, known for his

dreamlike, often bizarre imagery; René Magritte, whose

work featured ordinary objects in unusual contexts; and

Max Ernst, who used techniques like frottage and grattage

to create textured, abstract works. These artists, along

with poets and writers, aimed to disrupt traditional

perceptions and unlock the unconscious mind through

dream imagery, free association, and fantastical elements.

Surrealism focuses on exploring dreams and the

unconscious by combining unexpected elements to

provoke thought and emotions. Techniques such as

automatism, where the artist suppresses conscious control

to allow the unconscious to guide their handand the use
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of symbols and metaphors to reveal hidden meanings,

are central to surrealist practice. The movement’s

emphasis on breaking free from conventional aesthetic

and societal norms has made it a lasting and influential

force in various artistic disciplines.Surrealism had a

profound impact on various art forms, including literature,

cinema, photography and painting (Grant, 2005; Kim and

Kan, 2011).

Surrealism’s influence extends beyond painting and

literature into the realm of textiles, where its principles

can be vividly manifested. Textiles offer a unique medium

for surrealist expression due to their tactile and visual

qualities. The fluidity and versatility of textiles allow for

the incorporation of surrealist techniques such as

unexpected juxtapositions, dreamlike imagery, and

metamorphic transformations. Artists and designers

working with textiles can create immersive, three-

dimensional work that engage the viewer on multiple

sensory levels.The application of surrealist principles in

textiles can be seen in the use of bold, fantastical patterns,

unconventional materials, and innovative construction

techniques. Textiles can be manipulated to create surreal

effects, such as fabric that appears to melt or change
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form, or patterns that challenge the viewer’s perception
of reality. This fusion of surrealism and textiles not only
enriches the visual arts but also opens new avenues for
exploring the boundaries between art, design, and
functionality.

Objectives of the Review:

The objectives of this review paper is to explore the
integration of surrealist principles in textile art, examining
both historical and contemporary applications. This study
aims to provide a comprehensive overview of how
surrealism has influenced textile design, highlighting key
examples and notable artists who have contributed to
this intersection. Additionally, the paper will investigate
the techniques and materials used to achieve surrealist
effects in textiles and the thematic elements that resonate
through these works. By analyzing examples from the
early 20th century to the present day, this paper seeks to
illuminate the enduring significance of surrealism in textile
arts and its impact on both artistic expression and
commercial design

Origins and Evolution of Surrealism:

Surrealism emerged in early 20th century in Paris
as a revolutionary cultural movement aiming to liberate
human thought from rationalism and societal norms.
Sparked by André Breton’s “Manifesto of Surrealism”
in 1924, the movement was heavily influenced by Sigmund
Freud’s exploration of the unconscious mind through
dreams and free association. Surrealism extended from
the Dada movement, which reacted against World War
I’s horrors with anti-art and anti-rationalism, but it sought
a more constructive transcendence of reality, aspiring to
“surreality.” Prominent artists like Salvador Dalí, Max
Ernst, and René Magritte used detailed dreamscapes,
innovative techniques, and thought-provoking
juxtapositions to challenge perceptions and explore the
mind’s deeper layers. Writers such as Paul Éluard and
Louis Aragon, filmmakers like Luis Buñuel and Jean
Cocteau, and photographers like Man Ray and Lee Miller
expanded surrealism’s influence across literature, filmand
photography, ensuring the movement’s profound and
enduring impact across various disciplinesm (Mundy,
1987).

Surrealism in Textiles:

The integration of surrealist concepts into textile art
and design began in the early 20th century, paralleling

the broader surrealist movement. Textile design’s inherent
flexibility and capacity for diverse artistic expressions
provided a fertile ground for surrealist experimentation.
In the 1930s, designers like Elsa Schiaparelli played a
pivotal role in incorporating surrealist imagery and
techniques into fashion. Collaborating with artists such
as Salvador Dalí and Jean Cocteau, Schiaparelli created
whimsical and provocative garments. Notable examples
include the “Lobster Dress” (1937), featuring a large
lobster painted onto the fabric, and the “Tear Dress,”
designed to give the illusion of rips and tears in the fabric.
These designs exemplified the surrealist fascination with
unexpected juxtapositions and dream imagery, blending
art and fashion in innovative ways.

Surrealism’s influence on textiles evolved through
the mid-20th century, especially in the post-World War II
era, which saw renewed interest in surrealist aesthetics
due to the psychological impact of the war and a deeper
exploration of human consciousness. Designers began
experimenting with new materials and techniques, such
as synthetic fibers and digital printing, to create intricate
and fantastical designs. This period also saw the rise of
textile artists who used surrealist principles to create
unique, non-functional art pieces, blurring the lines
between art and craft. Pivotal exhibitions like the 1942
“First Papers of Surrealism” in New York, organized by
André Breton and Marcel Duchamp, established
environments where surrealist ideas could permeate
various artistic domains, including textiles. Today,
advancements in technology have enabled even more
complex and imaginative designs, with contemporary
designers like Iris van Herpen using 3D printing and
innovative materials to push the boundaries of textile art
and design, continuing the legacy of surrealism in new
and avant-garde ways (Evans, 2008; Grant, 2005;
Fijalkowski, 2021).

Key Figures and Works: (Table 1)

Techniques and Material:

Surrealist textiles often employ a range of innovative
techniques and materials to achieve their distinctive,
dreamlike effects. These approaches allow artists and
designers to push the boundaries of traditional textile art,
creating works that challenge perceptions and evoke the
fantastical.

Digital printing has revolutionized textile design by
enabling the creation of precise, complex patterns that
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were previously difficult to achieve. This technology

allows for the reproduction of detailed surrealist imagery

with vibrant colors and intricate details directly onto

fabrics, supporting the creation of highly detailed,

photorealistic designs featuring surreal elements such as

melting objects, impossible architectures, and fantastical

creatures. For example, contemporary designer Mary

Katrantzou utilizes digital printing to craft intricate and

colorful patterns incorporating surrealist themes, including

trompe-l’œil effects and fantastical landscapes.

Embroidery, a traditional technique, has been adapted

to create surrealist effects in textiles by adding texture

and dimension to intricate designs on fabric. This method

allows artists to bring surrealist imagery to life, creating

both detailed, realistic images and abstract, dreamlike

patterns. For example, Jean Cocteau and Elsa

Schiaparelli’s collaboration on the “Evening Jacket”

featured detailed embroidery that brought Cocteau’s

surrealist drawings to life, adding a tactile dimension to

the visual design.

Weaving techniques can create complex patterns

and textures that embody surrealist principles by

integrating different materials and colors to distort

traditional patterns and imagery. Sheila Hicks, known for

her innovative use of fiber and color, often incorporates

surrealist elements into her woven works, evoking

dreamlike landscapes and organic shapes with abstract

forms.

3D printing is a cutting-edge technique that allows

designers to create intricate, three-dimensional structures

for garments and other textile works, enabling the addition

of unexpected forms and textures that challenge

conventional notions of fabric and clothing. Iris van

Herpen’s “Voltage Dress,” for example, utilized 3D

printing to create a complex, lattice-like structure evoking

both organic and futuristic themes, embodying the

surrealist fascination with transformation and

metamorphosis.

Surrealist textiles often involve manipulating fabrics

to create unusual textures and forms, with techniques

like pleating, folding, and draping transforming ordinary

materials into extraordinary pieces that evoke movement

and fluidity. Designers such as Issey Miyake employ these

techniques to craft garments that change shape and form

as they move, producing dynamic and unexpected effects

that challenge traditional notions of clothing.

Surrealist textiles frequently incorporate a range of

symbols and motifs that carry deeper meanings and evoke

the dreamlike, fantastical nature of surrealism. These

symbols often draw from the unconscious mind,

mythology, and personal symbolism to create rich, layered

works of art (Hyun-Zin, 2005).

Eyes are a recurrent motif in surrealist art,

symbolizing perception, consciousness, and the inner

workings of the mind. In textiles, eyes can be used to

create a sense of being watched or to evoke the surrealist

fascination with the hidden and the mysterious.Surrealism

often features fantastical animals and hybrid creatures

Table 1 : Key Figures and Works 

Artist/Designer Description Key Works 

Elsa Schiaparelli (1890-1973) Pioneer in integrating surrealist art with 

fashion, collaborated with Salvador Dalí and 

Jean Cocteau to create whimsical garments 
challenging traditional norms. 

- Lobster Dress (1937): Large lobster motif 

painted onto organza fabric, embodying 

surrealist fascination with unexpected imagery. 

- Tear Dress (1938): Trompe-l'œil print of rips 

and tears on translucent fabric, creating illusion 

of destruction and ethereality. 

Jean Cocteau (1889-1963) Multifaceted artist and writer who collaborated 

with Schiaparelli, embroidering his linear, 

whimsical drawings onto garments, 

transforming clothing into surrealist canvases. 

Evening Jacket (1937): Line drawings of faces 

and plants embroidered onto a jacket, merging 
fashion with surrealist art. 

Iris van Herpen (b. 1984) Contemporary designer known for innovative 

use of technology and materials, heavily 

influenced by surrealism, challenging 

perceptions of fashion, art, and science. 

Voltage Collection (2013): Utilized 3D printing 

to create otherworldly garments with dynamic 

forms. - Hypnosis Collection (2019): Featured 

undulating patterns reflecting surrealist ideas of 

metamorphosis. 

Manish Arora (b. 1965) Indian designer known for bold use of color and 

eclectic designs, incorporates surrealism into 

textiles, blending traditional Indian techniques 
with modern imagery. 

Spring/Summer 2010 Collection: Bright, 

surreal prints with motifs like multi-eyed faces 

and fantastical creatures, challenging fashion 
norms with vibrant imagery. 
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that blur the lines between reality and imagination. These

motifs can symbolize the merging of the conscious and

unconscious, the natural and the supernatural.

Metamorphosis is a central theme in surrealism,

representing transformation and the fluid nature of reality.

Textiles that feature changing forms, such as patterns

that shift and morph, embody this theme (Kim, 2004;

Kertakova, 2019; Mundy, 1987).

Organic forms and natural motifs are common in

surrealist textiles, often used to create a sense of harmony

and fluidity. These elements can symbolize growth, decay,

and the cycles of nature, reflecting the surrealist interest

in the deeper, often hidden, aspects of life.

Unexpected juxtapositions are a defining feature of

surrealist art, where seemingly unrelated elements are

combined to evoke surprise and wonder. In textiles, this

effect can be achieved through patterns and motifs that

clash or harmonize in unexpected ways. For instance,

Elsa Schiaparelli’s collaboration with Salvador Dalí often

featured unexpected motifs, like pairing a refined evening

gown with a large lobster motif, creating a striking and

surreal effect.

Fashion and Interior Design:

Surrealism’s influence transcends the boundaries of

fine art, extending into both fashion and interior design,

where it continues to inspire innovation and boundary-

pushing creations. In the realm of fashion, designers like

Iris van Herpen have made significant impacts with avant-

garde designs that incorporate surrealist themes and

advanced technologies like 3D printing, pushing the limits

of what is possible with textiles. Similarly, Thom Browne’s

theatrical runway shows often feature surrealist elements

such as exaggerated proportions and whimsical motifs,

challenging traditional fashion norms. In interior design,

Christian Lacroix Maison’s collections frequently

showcase surrealist-inspired patterns and motifs, blending

bold colors and intricate designs to evoke a sense of

wonder and imagination in living spaces. Meanwhile,

Fornasetti, the Italian design house founded by Piero

Fornasetti, continues to produce home decor items that

incorporate surreal themes, including plates and furniture

adorned with whimsical and fantastical imagery, further

cementing surrealism’s influence in the realm of interior

design (Lee, 2019; Kertakova, 2019).

Technological Advances:

Modern technology has significantly expanded the

possibilities for surrealist expression in textiles, enabling

designers to create more complex and intricate works.

Technological innovations in textile design have

revolutionized the possibilities for surrealist expression.

3D printing technology allows designers to create

intricate, three-dimensional structures that were

previously impossible to achieve, enabling surreal,

otherworldly forms that transform the human silhouette,

as seen in Iris van Herpen’s groundbreaking work. Digital

printing technology further enhances surrealist textile

design by enabling the precise reproduction of detailed

and intricate designs, facilitating the creation of textiles

featuring photorealistic surrealist imagery. Mary

Katrantzou’s use of digital prints showcases how this

technology can bring surreal visions to life on fabric,

pushing the boundaries of imagination. Moreover,

advances in smart textiles, incorporating electronic

components into fabrics, offer new avenues for creating

interactive and dynamic works. By integrating sensors

and LED lights into textiles, designers can create pieces

that change appearance based on environmental factors

or user interaction, adding an additional layer of surrealist

transformation and engagement for viewers (Hong and

Bae, 2018).

Critical Analysis:

Surrealist textiles have profoundly impacted both the

art and design worlds, challenging traditional boundaries

and inspiring innovative approaches. The integration of

surrealist principles into textile art has broadened the

scope of what textiles can represent, transforming them

from mere functional objects to powerful artistic mediums.

Designers like Elsa Schiaparelli revolutionized fashion by

incorporating surrealist elements, such as whimsical

motifs and unexpected materials, into haute couture,

challenging conventional design norms and paving the

way for future avant-garde designers.

Additionally, the use of surrealist imagery in textiles

has inspired numerous artists to explore new techniques

and materials, pushing the limits of what can be achieved

in textile art. Contemporary artists and designers, such

as Iris van Herpen and Nick Cave, continue to expand

the possibilities of textiles through their innovative and

surrealist-inspired creations (Daly, 2024; Grant, 2005;

Kertakova, 2019).

The reception of surrealist textiles has been varied,

with some works being celebrated for their creativity and

innovation, while others have faced criticism for their
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unconventional approaches. Overall, surrealist textiles

have garnered significant attention and admiration for

their ability to captivate and provoke thought. Many

surrealist textiles have been praised for their artistic merit

and originality, with Schiaparelli’s collaborations with

Salvador Dalí standing out for their daring and imaginative

designs, which broke new ground in both fashion and

art. Additionally, surrealist textiles have often resonated

with audiences due to their ability to evoke emotional

responses and provoke curiosity. The dreamlike and

fantastical elements inherent in surrealist designs

captivate viewers, encouraging them to explore their own

subconscious and question reality.

Cultural and Social Implications:

Surrealist textiles often convey complex cultural and

social messages, challenging societal norms and reflecting

broader themes within the surrealist movement.

Challenging Societal Norms:

Gender and Identity: Surrealist textiles frequently

explore themes of gender and identity, challenging

traditional norms and stereotypes. Designers like

Schiaparelli used surrealist elements to create garments

that defied conventional gender expectations, promoting

a more fluid and inclusive understanding of identity.

Subversion of Reality: By incorporating surreal

and fantastical elements, these textiles subvert reality,

encouraging viewers to question their perceptions and

consider alternative viewpoints. This subversion often

serves as a critique of societal structures and

conventions, promoting a more open and imaginative

approach to life.

Reflecting Broader Themes:

Exploration of the Unconscious: Surrealist textiles

delve into the realm of the unconscious, reflecting the

movement’s emphasis on dreams and the subconscious

mind. These works often feature imagery that evokes

deep-seated emotions and thoughts, providing a window

into the inner workings of the human psyche.

Social Commentary: Many surrealist textiles serve

as a form of social commentary, addressing issues such

as consumerism, the human condition, and the relationship

between technology and nature. Through their imaginative

and often provocative designs, these works encourage

critical reflection on contemporary society.

Conclusion:

This paper has explored the rich intersection of

surrealism and textile art, highlighting key themes,

techniques, and figures. Surrealist textiles represent a

unique fusion of artistic imagination and technical

innovation, challenging traditional boundaries and offering

new ways to engage with both art and fashion. Key

themes such as dreams and the unconscious,

metamorphosis, and juxtaposition are central to these

works, which continue to captivate and inspire audiences.

Future Directions:

Future research could explore the continued

integration of advanced technologies, such as smart

textiles and augmented reality, into surrealist textile design,

offering new possibilities for creating interactive and

dynamic works. Additionally, investigating how surrealist

textiles are influenced by and integrated into different

cultural contexts could provide deeper insights into the

global impact of the movement, examining how traditional

textile techniques and motifs are reinterpreted through a

surrealist lens.

Emerging Trends:

As the fashion and textile industries move towards

more sustainable practices, exploring how surrealist

principles can be applied within this framework could

yield innovative and environmentally conscious designs.

Additionally, interdisciplinary collaborations between

textile artists, technologists, and other disciplines are likely

to continue, pushing the boundaries of what can be

achieved in textile art and design. Surrealism’s enduring

significance in textile art lies in its ability to transcend

conventional boundaries and evoke profound emotional

and intellectual responses. By merging the fantastical with

the tangible, surrealist textiles offer a unique lens through

which to view and understand the world. As artists and

designers continue to draw inspiration from surrealist

principles, the movement’s influence on textiles will

undoubtedly evolve, reflecting the changing landscapes

of art, technology, and society.
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