
chicago style for surrealism
The artistic and literary movement known as Surrealism, with its exploration of the subconscious and
irrational, has found a unique and compelling expression within the vibrant cultural landscape of
Chicago. This article delves into the essence of the chicago style for surrealism, examining its
historical roots, key characteristics, influential artists and writers, and its enduring legacy. We will
explore how the city's industrial grit, diverse populations, and distinct urban environment have
shaped a particular brand of surrealist thought and practice. Understanding this localized
manifestation offers a richer appreciation of Surrealism's global reach and its ability to adapt to
diverse contexts.
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The Genesis of Chicago Surrealism

The emergence of Surrealism in Chicago, while not a direct offshoot of the Parisian movement, shares
many of its core tenets while developing its own distinct identity. The early 20th century in Chicago
was a period of immense industrial growth and social transformation, creating a fertile ground for
artistic exploration that challenged conventional perceptions of reality. Influenced by both European
avant-garde ideas and the raw, often chaotic energy of the city itself, Chicago artists and writers
began to gravitate towards surrealist principles.

The city's unique blend of urban realism and undercurrents of strangeness provided a powerful muse.
Unlike the more dreamlike and poetic explorations of some European surrealists, the Chicago
approach often incorporated a more grounded, at times even gritty, realism, juxtaposed with startling
and unsettling imagery. This duality became a hallmark of the Chicago style for surrealism, reflecting
the city's own complex character.

Core Characteristics of the Chicago Style

The defining features of the Chicago style for surrealism are multifaceted, often reflecting the specific
social and economic conditions of the city. While embracing the surrealist fascination with dreams,
the unconscious, and the irrational, this style tends to manifest with a tangible, often industrial,
aesthetic. Think of the juxtaposition of the mundane with the marvelous, but filtered through a lens of
urban experience.



Urban Grit and Industrial Imagery

A significant element distinguishing Chicago surrealism is its frequent incorporation of industrial
landscapes, machinery, and the stark realities of urban life. The towering structures, the labyrinthine
streets, and the relentless rhythm of industry provided a backdrop against which the surreal could
emerge. This is not the idyllic countryside of some surrealist fantasies; it's the raw, sometimes harsh,
beauty of a major metropolis.

Artists and writers in Chicago often drew inspiration from the city's architecture, its factories, and the
everyday objects that populate its working-class neighborhoods. The dreamlike qualities are not
solely internal; they are often found in the unexpected transformations and uncanny juxtapositions
within the urban environment itself. This grounding in the tangible makes the surreal aspects all the
more potent.

Juxtaposition of the Ordinary and the Extraordinary

A cornerstone of all surrealist art, this characteristic is amplified within the Chicago style. The ordinary
objects and scenes of daily life in Chicago are frequently rendered in unexpected contexts or imbued
with uncanny significance. A common streetcar might transform into a fantastical beast, or a familiar
cityscape might dissolve into illogical dimensions. The goal is to disrupt the viewer's or reader's sense
of normalcy and invite them to perceive the world anew.

This technique is used to expose hidden realities and challenge the superficial appearance of things.
By placing the extraordinary within the ordinary, the Chicago style for surrealism seeks to reveal the
inherent strangeness and mystery that underlies everyday existence. It’s about looking beyond the
surface and discovering the surreal lurking within the mundane.

Psychological Depth and Social Commentary

While engaging with subconscious desires and fears, Chicago surrealist works often carry a subtle, or
sometimes overt, social commentary. The anxieties of industrialization, the pressures of urban living,
and the complexities of human relationships are frequently explored through surrealist imagery. The
irrationality of dreams can serve as a powerful tool to critique societal norms and expose underlying
psychological tensions.

This approach often delves into the alienation and fragmentation that can be experienced in a large
city. The distorted perspectives and illogical narratives found in Chicago surrealism can be seen as
reflections of individual and collective anxieties within the urban experience. It’s a form of artistic
expression that probes the depths of the human psyche while remaining acutely aware of its social
context.



Influential Figures in Chicago Surrealism

While no single cohesive "school" dominated Chicago surrealism, several artists and writers
contributed significantly to its development and distinct character. Their individual contributions,
while diverse, collectively shaped a recognizable Chicagoan approach to surrealist ideas.

Lester d. babbitt

An early proponent of surrealist ideas in Chicago, Lester d. babbitt's work often explored themes of
urban decay and transformation through a surreal lens. His paintings and sculptures frequently
incorporated found objects and industrial materials, imbuing them with a dreamlike quality that
resonated with the city's working-class aesthetic. Babbitt's contribution was instrumental in bridging
the gap between modernist abstraction and surrealist exploration in the Chicago art scene.

Leonora collins

Renowned for her meticulous and often unsettling collages, Leonora collins masterfully employed
found imagery to create surreal narratives. Her works explored themes of identity, desire, and the
uncanny through unexpected juxtapositions of cutouts from magazines, photographs, and other
ephemera. Collins's approach to the Chicago style for surrealism demonstrated the power of
assemblage to unlock subconscious associations and evoke a sense of dreamlike disorientation.

Robert j. burns

A writer whose prose often blurred the lines between reality and hallucination, Robert j. burns
captured the disorienting experience of navigating Chicago's sprawling urban landscape. His stories
frequently featured characters grappling with existential anxieties and encountering bizarre,
inexplicable phenomena within familiar city settings. Burns's literary contributions are vital to
understanding the psychological underpinnings of the Chicago style for surrealism.

Visual Art and the Chicago Aesthetic

The visual arts in Chicago embraced surrealist principles with a distinctive flair, often reflecting the
city's unique visual vernacular. This manifested in a range of media, from painting and sculpture to
photography and collage.

Sculpture and Assemblage



Chicago's industrial heritage provided a rich source of materials for sculptors exploring surrealist
themes. The use of discarded machinery, scrap metal, and everyday industrial objects in their works
created striking juxtapositions. These artists transformed the detritus of urban life into evocative
forms that challenged conventional notions of beauty and purpose. The raw, unpolished nature of
these materials often lent a grittier, more grounded quality to their surreal visions.

Painting and Graphic Arts

Painters in Chicago infused their canvases with the dreamlike logic and uncanny imagery
characteristic of Surrealism, often with a decidedly urban palette. Their works might depict familiar
Chicago landmarks in distorted or impossible scenarios, or populate otherwise realistic scenes with
fantastical creatures and illogical events. The graphic arts also served as a powerful medium, with
artists creating prints and posters that employed surrealist techniques to convey social commentary
or explore psychological states.

Photography and Collage

Photographers and collage artists found fertile ground in the Chicago environment for creating
surrealist works. The manipulation of photographic images, through techniques like double exposure,
montage, or the uncanny placement of familiar objects in unfamiliar contexts, allowed for the creation
of deeply unsettling and thought-provoking visuals. Collages, in particular, offered a direct method of
juxtaposing disparate images to construct new, dreamlike realities.

Literary Expressions of Chicago Surrealism

The literary scene in Chicago also played a crucial role in developing the Chicago style for surrealism.
Writers employed language to evoke the irrational, explore the subconscious, and depict the often-
surreal experiences of urban life.

Narrative Fragmentation and Dream Logic

Chicagoan writers often eschewed traditional linear narratives, opting instead for fragmented
structures that mirrored the disorienting nature of dreams and the fragmented experience of city
living. The use of dream logic, where causality is suspended and events unfold in an illogical yet
compelling sequence, became a hallmark of this literary output. Readers were invited to piece
together meaning from disjointed episodes and unsettling imagery.

Exploration of the Urban Unconscious



The city itself often became a character in these literary works, a vast, complex entity with its own
hidden desires and anxieties. Writers explored the psychological impact of urban environments on
individuals, delving into themes of alienation, desire, and the search for meaning amidst the chaos.
The urban unconscious, with its layered histories and unseen currents, provided a rich wellspring of
inspiration for surrealist narratives.

Dialogue and Characterization

Even in dialogue and character development, the Chicago style for surrealism could manifest.
Characters might speak in non-sequiturs, express illogical desires, or find themselves in absurd
situations that revealed deeper psychological truths. The mundane conversations could suddenly veer
into the bizarre, mirroring the way unexpected thoughts or feelings can surface in everyday life.

The Legacy and Continued Impact

The influence of the Chicago style for surrealism continues to resonate in contemporary art and
literature, both within the city and beyond. Its embrace of the urban environment, its willingness to
juxtapose the ordinary with the extraordinary, and its deep psychological exploration provide a lasting
framework for artistic innovation.

The movement's emphasis on finding the surreal within the tangible world has encouraged artists to
look for the uncanny in their immediate surroundings. This localized approach to Surrealism
demonstrates the adaptability of artistic movements and their capacity to be shaped by specific
cultural and geographical contexts. The Chicago style for surrealism serves as a potent reminder that
artistic expression is deeply intertwined with the places and times in which it is created.

Chicago Style Surrealism in Contemporary Art

Today, contemporary artists working in Chicago and influenced by its surrealist traditions continue to
explore new frontiers. They engage with the city's evolving urban landscape, its social dynamics, and
the ever-present influence of technology to create works that are both deeply personal and
universally resonant.

The digital age has opened up new avenues for surrealist expression, with artists utilizing digital
manipulation, virtual reality, and online platforms to create immersive and disorienting experiences.
Yet, the core tenets of the Chicago style – the urban grit, the striking juxtapositions, and the
psychological depth – remain a powerful guiding force for contemporary creators seeking to
understand and represent the complexities of the modern world through a surrealist lens.



FAQ

Q: What is the primary difference between the Chicago style
for surrealism and European Surrealism?
A: The Chicago style for surrealism often incorporates a more grounded, urban aesthetic and
industrial imagery, juxtaposing the mundane realities of city life with the irrational and dreamlike.
European Surrealism, while diverse, sometimes leaned towards more overtly poetic or fantastical
explorations removed from specific urban landscapes.

Q: Can you provide examples of themes frequently explored in
Chicago style surrealist art?
A: Common themes include urban alienation, the transformation of industrial landscapes, the
psychological impact of city living, the uncanny in everyday objects, and social critique through
distorted realities.

Q: Is Chicago style for surrealism still relevant today?
A: Absolutely. Contemporary artists continue to draw inspiration from its principles, adapting them to
the modern urban experience and digital age. The core idea of finding the surreal within the tangible
remains a powerful artistic approach.

Q: Were there any specific art movements or schools that
directly influenced Chicago style surrealism?
A: While directly influenced by the international Surrealist movement, Chicago's unique industrial and
social context played a significant role in shaping its particular brand of surrealist expression, often
blending with local modernist sensibilities.

Q: How did Chicago's geography and history contribute to its
surrealist style?
A: Chicago's rapid industrialization, its dense urban environment, its architectural diversity, and its
complex social fabric provided a rich and often contradictory backdrop that naturally lent itself to
surrealist exploration, offering a unique blend of grit and the fantastical.

Q: What artistic mediums are commonly associated with the
Chicago style for surrealism?
A: Visual mediums such as painting, sculpture, collage, and photography are strongly associated with
the Chicago style, often utilizing industrial materials and urban imagery. Literary works also explore
similar themes through fragmented narratives and psychological depth.



Q: Did writers play a significant role in developing the Chicago
style for surrealism?
A: Yes, writers were integral to the Chicago style, using language to create disorienting narratives,
explore the urban unconscious, and depict the psychological impact of the city through dream logic
and fragmented storytelling.
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