
 

 

Episode 4: The Surreal-Feminine: Being and Looking  
 

Open Doors and Old Houses: Rethinking Domesticity with Dorothea Tanning and Francesca 

Woodman 

Alessia Zinnari (University of Glasgow) 

 

In her recently published memoir, Recollections of My Non-Existence, Rebecca Solnit reflects 

on her life and writing, and indicates her first adult home as key to her process of personal and 

creative growth. She writes: “In that little apartment I found a home in which to metamorphose, 

a place to stay while I changed and made a place in the world beyond. [...] I grew to find that 

the margins could be the richest place, the perch between realms you could enter and exit” 

(Solnit, 2020: 16). Playing with Surrealist tropes such as the ghost, the door and the 

unconscious, artist Dorothea Tanning (1910-2012) and photographer Francesca Woodman 

(1958-1981) explore the domestic space in relation to the female body, sexuality and creativity. 

Both artists portray the home as a realm of experimentation, metamorphosis and infinite 

possibilities, but also as a haunted space that can host secret, perhaps even traumatic, 

memories. Rather than resisting or aiming to resolve this paradoxical dimension of the 

domestic, Tanning and Woodman use it, together with uncanny imagery, to explore their 

experience of the world as women artists. As the house is both haunted and safe, beautiful and 

derelict, so the female bodies portrayed by the artists – often their own bodies – are both fragile 

and strong, ethereal yet corporeal. As spectres caught in between two dimensions, the subjects 

of Tanning’s paintings and Woodman’s photographs play with the surfaces and thresholds of 

the house: they open doors, peel wallpaper, creep outside dark fireplaces and try to merge with 

the walls. In this paper, I will explore the ways in which Tanning and Woodman appropriate the 

domestic space to the point of reaching a total symbiosis with it, subverting the viewer’s 

preconceived ideas on women’s bodies and domesticity, and presenting a new, dynamic 

portrayal of femininity that is as empowering as it is unsettling.  
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postdoc application to continue her exploration of the relationship between trauma and the self 
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The Height of Avant-Garde Fashion – Hats Off to the Surrealist Millinery of Elsa Schiaparelli 

and Eileen Agar  

Christy Heflin (Royal Holloway. University of London) 

 

Though photographs by Lee Miller, Dora Maar and Man Ray are the most discussed within 

the subject of fashion and Surrealism, they are but a glimpse of the topic. There is also 

Elsa Schiaparelli’s collaboration with Salvador Dalí, which was one of the most daringly 

creative haute couture collections of the 20th century. Dalí, however, was not the only surrealist 

artist to have exerted his creative influence on the skill and finesse of Schiaparelli’s designs. 

Indeed, British surrealist artist Eileen Agar sported myriad hats to the delight of many, one of 

which featured gloves made by Schiaparelli. This paper will focus on two accessories 

whose significance has yet to be discussed: Eileen Agar’s Glove Hat and Ceremonial Hat for 

Eating Bouillabaisse, both at the Victoria and Albert Museum. Glove Hat’s importance relates to 

the concept of wearable art, which was much beloved by the surrealists. Agar also wore 

a Schiaparelli hat to the opening of the 1936 International Surrealist Exhibition at the 

New Burlington Galleries in London. These hats bore witness to some of the most 

significant moments in the history of Surrealism as well as a symbol of the subtle ways in which 

women were creating their own artwork and defying their prescribed roles as muses and lovers. 

Furthermore, the Ceremonial Hat for Eating Bouillabaisse serves as a fascinating example 

of Agar’s work in evolution. From its conception in 1937 until its accession at the V&A, 

the towering hat took on many personae, as seen from the pictures which document the piece 

in 1938, 1948, 1991 and 1995. In each of the images, the hat appears slightly 

different, demonstrating Agar’s influence on the evolution of the hat as a wearable piece of art. 

These hats display the inextricable link between Surrealism and fashion; the influence that 

the movement had on style on both a conceptual and sartorial level allowed wearers to 

become living works of art whenever worn.  
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Remedios Varo’s Psychic-Feminine Imagery  

Nadia Albaladejo Garcia (Independent) 

 

In 1947 Remedios Varo’s surviving family - her mother and brother Rodrigo - moved to 

Venezuela, and Remedios, who had not seen her family since leaving Spain, decided to join 

them. During this time Remedios was employed by Casa Bayer (1948) to produce some adverts 

to be published in health journals to illustrate various themes including malaria and 

rheumatism. This commercial aspect of Varo has been mostly sidelined, seen usually as a way 

for the artist to support herself. However, Varo was given a great deal of artistic freedom by 

Bayer in their production, which indicates the importance of these works that deserve serious 

consideration. The experience of pain has traditionally been associated with the public male, in 

these illustrations for Bayer, Varo attempts to disrupt that history by offering us pain through the 

depiction of psychic-like landscapes. Landscapes where the gaze play a determining role in the 

formulation of power and discipline upon bodies. By using Laura Mulvey’s Visual Pleasure and 

Narrative Cinema as well as Michel Foucault notion of discipline and power, this paper aims to 

thoroughly carry out a visual analysis of Dolor reumático I (1948), while also mentioning some 

of the paintings produced during this time, taking into account the relationship between the 

gaze, the architecture depicted, as well the figure represented to explore the ways in which 

Varo’s commercial paintings reveal an original and groundbreaking take on femininity and pain.  
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