
advertising and surrealism

The Brand's Dream: Advertising and Surrealism in Modern Marketing

advertising and surrealism share a fascinating, often unexpected, symbiotic relationship. For decades,

brands have tapped into the dreamlike, illogical, and deeply evocative power of surrealism to create

memorable campaigns that cut through the noise. This exploration delves into how surrealist principles,

from unexpected juxtapositions to subconscious symbolism, are employed in advertising to forge

emotional connections, enhance brand recall, and evoke a sense of wonder. We'll uncover the

historical roots of this creative fusion, examine its core techniques, showcase iconic examples, and

discuss its enduring relevance in today's dynamic marketing landscape, ultimately understanding why a

touch of the bizarre can be incredibly good for business.
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What is Surrealism and Its Core Tenets?

Surrealism, as an artistic and cultural movement, emerged in the early 20th century, primarily in

Europe, as a revolt against the perceived rationalism that had led to the horrors of World War I. At its

heart, surrealism sought to unlock the creative potential of the unconscious mind. It drew heavily on



the theories of Sigmund Freud, exploring dreams, irrationality, and automatic processes as pathways

to a deeper, truer reality – a "sur-reality." The movement wasn't just about bizarre imagery for its own

sake; it was a profound exploration of the human psyche, aiming to liberate thought from the

constraints of logic and convention.

Unlocking the Unconscious

The central tenet of surrealism is the belief that the unconscious mind holds vast reserves of creativity

and truth. Surrealist artists and writers aimed to bypass the conscious censor, allowing subconscious

thoughts, desires, and fears to surface. This was often achieved through techniques like automatic

writing, where one wrote without conscious control, or the creation of "exquisite corpses," a

collaborative game where participants added to an image or text without seeing what others had

contributed, resulting in unexpected and often nonsensical outputs.

Juxtaposition and the Unexpected

A hallmark of surrealist art is the jarring juxtaposition of unrelated objects or ideas. Think of Salvador

Dalí's melting clocks or René Magritte's apples obscuring faces. These seemingly illogical pairings

were designed to shock the viewer out of their everyday perceptions, revealing new, often unsettling,

truths about the world and our place within it. This technique forces us to re-examine familiar objects

and concepts, breaking down established associations and opening up new avenues of thought.

Dreamlike Imagery and Symbolism

Dreams were a primary source of inspiration for surrealists. They believed that the logic of dreams,

while different from waking life, possessed its own potent symbolic language. This led to the use of

distorted forms, uncanny landscapes, and potent, often ambiguous, symbols. These elements aim to

evoke an emotional response rather than a purely intellectual one, tapping into deeper, often primal,

feelings and associations that resonate on a subconscious level.



The Historical Intersection of Advertising and Surrealism

The symbiotic relationship between advertising and surrealism is not a recent phenomenon; it has

deep historical roots. As advertising began to mature in the early to mid-20th century, advertisers were

increasingly looking for ways to capture attention and create memorable campaigns in a burgeoning

media landscape. Surrealism, with its inherent ability to shock, intrigue, and evoke strong emotional

responses, presented itself as a powerful tool for marketers seeking to break through the mundane.

Early Adopters and Their Motivations

Early advertisers recognized that surrealism could offer a distinct advantage. By employing dreamlike

visuals and unconventional narratives, they could elevate their products beyond mere commodities and

imbue them with a sense of mystery, sophistication, or even magic. This allowed brands to stand out

from competitors who were still relying on more straightforward, literal forms of advertising. The

movement's exploration of desire and the subconscious also naturally aligned with the goals of

advertising, which often seeks to tap into consumer aspirations and unmet needs.

Post-War Influence and the Rise of Visual Culture

The post-World War II era saw a significant expansion of advertising's reach and influence, coinciding

with a growing appreciation for avant-garde art movements. Surrealism, having gained wider

recognition, began to be more explicitly adopted by advertising agencies. The emphasis on visual

storytelling and the creation of evocative imagery within surrealism perfectly suited the increasingly

visual nature of print and later television advertising. Campaigns started to incorporate elements that

were distinctly surreal, using them to create a unique brand personality.



Key Surrealist Techniques in Advertising

Advertising has adeptly borrowed and adapted numerous surrealist techniques to craft compelling and

memorable campaigns. These techniques are not merely decorative; they are strategic tools designed

to engage viewers on a deeper, often subconscious, level, making brands more impactful.

Unexpected Juxtapositions

This is perhaps the most recognizable surrealist technique. Advertisers take ordinary objects and place

them in extraordinary contexts or combine them in ways that defy logic. Imagine a car seemingly

floating on a cloud, or a watch dissolving into a desert landscape. These pairings grab attention

because they are so unexpected, forcing the viewer to pause and question the scene, thereby making

the advertised product or service more memorable.

Dreamlike and Illogical Narratives

Surrealist advertising often eschews linear, logical storytelling. Instead, it presents fragmented

narratives that mimic the disjointed nature of dreams. A commercial might jump between scenes

without clear transitions, or present a scenario that defies the laws of physics. This creates a sense of

intrigue and encourages viewers to engage their imagination, making the brand experience feel more

personal and profound.

Symbolism and Ambiguity

Surrealists masterfully used symbols to represent deeper psychological states or concepts. Advertisers

employ this by using imagery that carries symbolic weight, often with a degree of ambiguity. A feather

might represent lightness, a key might symbolize opportunity, or a shadowy figure could evoke

mystery. The ambiguity allows viewers to project their own interpretations onto the advertisement,

fostering a more personal connection with the brand.



Transformation and Metamorphosis

The idea of objects or beings transforming into something else is a common surrealist trope. In

advertising, this can manifest as a product that literally morphs into the desired outcome, or a

character that undergoes a fantastical change upon using the service. This visual metaphor effectively

communicates the transformative power or benefit of the advertised product, making the abstract

tangible and compelling.

The Uncanny and the Familiar Unsettled

Surrealism often plays with the uncanny – that feeling of something being both familiar and strangely

alien. Advertisers might take a familiar setting or object and subtly alter it to create a sense of unease

or wonder. This technique can make an advertisement feel both relatable and uniquely memorable,

sparking curiosity and a desire to understand the underlying message.

Why Brands Embrace Surrealism

In a marketplace saturated with messages, brands are constantly searching for ways to break through

the clutter and connect with consumers on a more profound level. Surrealism offers a powerful toolkit

for achieving these goals, moving beyond mere product promotion to create an emotional and

memorable brand experience.

Capturing Attention and Sparking Curiosity

The most immediate benefit of using surrealist elements is their ability to grab attention. The inherent

strangeness and unexpectedness of surreal imagery naturally draws the eye and piques curiosity.

When consumers encounter an advertisement that makes them pause, question, and think, the brand

is already one step ahead in making a lasting impression. This initial engagement is crucial in a world

where attention spans are constantly being challenged.



Evoking Emotion and Creating Memorability

Surrealism taps directly into our subconscious and emotional landscape. By presenting images that are

evocative rather than purely descriptive, brands can trigger a wide range of feelings – wonder,

amusement, intrigue, or even a touch of unease. These emotional responses create stronger memory

pathways, making the brand and its message far more memorable than a straightforward depiction of

a product. It’s about creating a feeling, not just conveying information.

Building a Unique Brand Identity

Surrealism allows brands to cultivate a distinct and memorable personality. A brand that consistently

employs surrealist aesthetics can be perceived as innovative, creative, artistic, and perhaps even a

little rebellious. This unique identity helps differentiate the brand from its competitors and can attract a

specific segment of consumers who resonate with this unconventional approach. It tells a story about

the brand’s values and its vision beyond the product itself.

Communicating Abstract Concepts and Benefits

Many products and services offer abstract benefits, such as happiness, freedom, or enhanced

creativity. Surrealism is exceptionally well-suited to visualizing these intangible concepts. By using

metaphorical imagery and dreamlike scenarios, advertisers can effectively communicate the essence of

these abstract benefits in a way that is more compelling and engaging than a simple claim. It allows

brands to show, rather than just tell, what they offer.

Iconic Examples of Surrealism in Advertising

Throughout history, numerous brands have successfully harnessed the power of surrealism to create

iconic advertising campaigns that continue to be discussed and admired. These examples demonstrate

the versatility and enduring impact of surrealist principles in marketing.



Absolut Vodka's Artistic Collaborations

Absolut Vodka is perhaps one of the most celebrated examples of a brand that consistently embraced

surrealism, particularly through its long-running print advertising campaign. Partnering with numerous

artists, Absolut transformed its iconic bottle shape into surrealist artworks. These ads often featured

the bottle integrated into dreamlike landscapes, unusual objects, or symbolic scenarios, solidifying

Absolut's image as a sophisticated and artistic brand.

Nike's "Just Do It" and the Unexpected

While not always overtly surreal, Nike’s advertising often incorporates elements that push boundaries

and defy expectations, aligning with a surrealist spirit. Think of commercials that present athletes in

fantastical scenarios or with unexpected challenges that only their determination can overcome. These

ads tap into a sense of striving and aspiration through visual metaphors and slightly exaggerated

realities, fostering a powerful emotional connection.

Honda's "Cog" Commercial

The 2003 Honda "Cog" commercial is a masterclass in kinetic art and unexpected cause-and-effect,

with a distinctly surreal quality. While adhering to physical principles, the intricate chain reaction of car

parts, while plausible, feels almost dreamlike in its perfect execution and extended duration. It

showcases the engineering prowess of Honda through a mesmerizing, almost hypnotic, display that

leaves a lasting impression of precision and ingenuity.

Various Beauty and Fashion Campaigns

The beauty and fashion industries frequently employ surrealist aesthetics. Brands often use fantastical

settings, exaggerated proportions, and dreamlike sequences to convey elegance, allure, and

aspirational lifestyles. These campaigns leverage the uncanny and the visually striking to create an

atmosphere of fantasy and desire, associating these qualities with their products.



The Psychology Behind Surrealist Advertising

The effectiveness of advertising and surrealism stems from a deep understanding of human

psychology. By tapping into our subconscious, emotions, and cognitive processes, surrealist

advertising creates potent and lasting impacts on consumer perception.

Subconscious Association and Priming

Surrealist imagery often bypasses our rational minds and speaks directly to our subconscious. By

presenting unexpected but resonant combinations, advertisers can create subconscious associations

with their brand. For instance, an image of a bird soaring over a vast, open landscape might

subconsciously prime consumers to associate a particular car brand with freedom and exploration.

This indirect influence can be more powerful than direct claims.

Cognitive Fluency and Intrigue

While surrealism can be illogical, the human brain is naturally inclined to seek patterns and meaning.

When presented with surreal imagery, our minds are challenged to make sense of it. This cognitive

effort, while potentially leading to a brief moment of confusion, actually increases engagement and

memory retention. The intrigue generated by trying to decipher a surreal advertisement makes the

viewer more likely to remember the brand and its message.

Emotional Resonance and Arousal

Surrealism excels at evoking emotions. The unexpected, the uncanny, and the dreamlike can trigger a

range of feelings, from wonder and delight to a sense of mystery or even slight unease. This emotional

arousal is crucial for building brand affinity. When a consumer experiences a strong emotional reaction

to an advertisement, that emotion becomes linked to the brand, fostering a deeper connection and

encouraging loyalty.



The Power of Novelty

Our brains are wired to pay attention to novelty. Surrealist advertising, by its very nature, is novel and

unexpected. It breaks away from the predictable and offers something fresh and intriguing. This

novelty effect ensures that the advertisement stands out from the deluge of ordinary content

consumers encounter daily, making it more likely to be noticed, processed, and remembered.

Ethical Considerations and Potential Pitfalls

While advertising and surrealism can be a powerful combination, it's not without its challenges and

ethical considerations. Marketers must navigate these carefully to ensure their campaigns are effective

and responsible.

Risk of Misinterpretation and Confusion

The very nature of surrealism, with its ambiguity and illogical elements, can lead to misinterpretation.

Consumers might fail to grasp the intended message or, worse, be put off by imagery they find

nonsensical or off-putting. Brands need to strike a delicate balance, ensuring that while the imagery is

unusual, the core message remains discernible to the target audience.

Alienating Consumers

If not executed thoughtfully, surrealist advertising can alienate a significant portion of the audience.

Some consumers may find the approach too avant-garde, too bizarre, or simply not relevant to their

needs and preferences. It's crucial for brands to understand their target market and whether a

surrealist approach aligns with their perception and values. What resonates with one demographic

might confuse or offend another.



Perpetuating Harmful Stereotypes or Symbolism

Surrealism often delves into complex psychological themes, including those related to desire, fear, and

societal norms. Without careful consideration, advertising that employs surrealist imagery could

inadvertently perpetuate harmful stereotypes, objectify individuals, or exploit anxieties. Brands have a

responsibility to ensure their use of symbolism is not exploitative or offensive.

Over-reliance on Shock Value

Some campaigns might lean too heavily on shock value or gratuitous strangeness without a clear

connection to the brand or product. While initial attention may be captured, such tactics can lead to a

campaign that is memorable for the wrong reasons, or not memorable at all once the initial shock

wears off, failing to build genuine brand equity.

The Future of Advertising and Surrealism

The enduring appeal of surrealism in advertising suggests its continued relevance in the years to

come. As technology advances and consumer behaviors evolve, the fundamental human desire for

wonder, emotion, and the exploration of the subconscious will likely remain. The way surrealism is

applied, however, may evolve.

Digital and Interactive Surrealism

The rise of digital platforms and immersive technologies opens up new frontiers for surrealist

advertising. Augmented reality (AR) and virtual reality (VR) can create truly interactive and dreamlike

brand experiences that were previously unimaginable. Imagine stepping directly into a surreal

advertisement, interacting with its elements, and experiencing the brand in a deeply personal way.



AI-Generated Surrealism

Artificial intelligence is increasingly capable of generating novel and imaginative imagery, often with

surrealist leanings. This could provide advertisers with new tools to create unique visual content at

scale, pushing the boundaries of what is visually possible and allowing for highly personalized

surrealist campaigns tailored to individual consumers.

The Continued Quest for Authenticity and Meaning

In an era where consumers are increasingly wary of inauthentic marketing, surrealism can,

paradoxically, offer a pathway to deeper truth. By exploring the subconscious and emotional

landscape, surrealist advertising can tap into more genuine human experiences and desires, fostering

a stronger sense of connection and meaning. Brands that use surrealism to explore universal human

themes will likely resonate the most.

A Blend of the Familiar and the Fantastic

The future may see a more nuanced integration of surrealist elements. Instead of overtly bizarre

scenarios, brands might employ subtle surreal touches – a slightly illogical detail, an uncanny

juxtaposition, or a dreamlike atmosphere – within more grounded narratives. This approach could offer

the benefits of surrealism without the risk of alienating a broader audience, blending the familiar with

the fantastic to create captivating stories.

FAQ

Q: What is the primary goal of using surrealism in advertising?

A: The primary goal of using surrealism in advertising is to capture attention, evoke emotions, foster

memorability, and build a unique brand identity by tapping into the viewer's subconscious and

imagination through unconventional, dreamlike imagery and narratives.



Q: Can surrealist advertising be too confusing for consumers?

A: Yes, surrealist advertising can be too confusing if not executed thoughtfully. The ambiguity inherent

in surrealism, while intended to intrigue, can sometimes lead to misinterpretation or a lack of clear

understanding of the advertised message, potentially alienating consumers.

Q: What are some famous examples of surrealist advertising

campaigns?

A: Famous examples include Absolut Vodka's long-running print ads featuring artistic interpretations of

its bottle, Nike's commercials that often employ fantastical scenarios to inspire athletes, and Honda's

memorable "Cog" commercial which showcased an intricate, dreamlike chain reaction.

Q: How does surrealism connect with the unconscious mind in

advertising?

A: Surrealism connects with the unconscious mind by using dreamlike imagery, irrational

juxtapositions, and potent symbolism that bypass conscious logic, speaking directly to primal emotions,

desires, and associations that reside in the subconscious, thereby creating a deeper and more

impactful connection.

Q: Is surrealism only used for luxury or artistic brands in advertising?

A: While luxury and artistic brands often utilize surrealism, its application is not exclusive to them. Any

brand seeking to stand out, evoke strong emotions, or communicate abstract benefits can effectively

employ surrealist techniques to capture attention and create a memorable identity.



Q: What are the key psychological principles that make surrealist

advertising effective?

A: Key psychological principles include tapping into subconscious associations, leveraging cognitive

fluency through intriguing challenges, creating emotional resonance and arousal via novel imagery,

and utilizing the power of novelty to cut through advertising clutter and enhance memory retention.

Q: How has the rise of digital media impacted surrealist advertising?

A: The rise of digital media has opened new avenues for surrealist advertising, enabling more

interactive experiences through AR and VR, allowing for AI-generated surreal content, and providing

platforms for highly visual and shareable campaigns that can reach global audiences with

unprecedented speed.

Q: What is the difference between surrealism and simply being weird in

advertising?

A: The difference lies in intent and depth. Surrealism, while unconventional, draws upon established

artistic principles of exploring the unconscious and creating symbolic meaning. Simply being weird

might be random or nonsensical without deeper thematic relevance, often lacking the psychological

resonance and artistic foundation that defines true surrealism.
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