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The Artists Picking Up Where the Surrealists Left
Off

For a new generation of figurative painters, reality is best processed through a fantastical lens.
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Dominique Fung, photographed in her Brooklyn studio, with (from left) 'Continuing by Boat,' 2021, and 'A Move to Land,' 2021. Courtesy of the artist and
Nicodim Gallery.

Some of the artists working in this spirit, like María Fragoso and Dominique Fung, are openly
and at times playfully paying homage to their Surrealist predecessors. For others, like Jill
Mulleady, Naudline Pierre, and Katja Seib, the similarities are less consistent and maybe less
conscious, reflecting instead explorations of spirituality, alchemy, or metamorphosis-rich
mythology. “Artists today are rediscovering forms of knowledge or epistemologies that aren’t the
Western ones. There is also an interest in the occult—magic is in the air,” said the curator
Cecilia Alemani, who has titled her upcoming group exhibition for the 2022 Venice Biennale
“The Milk of Dreams,” after a book by Carrington.

What they all share is an awareness that our governing systems—whether it’s nationalism,
capitalism, or patriarchy—are catastrophically failing us, much as the shell-shocked artists
coming out of World War I and witnessing the rise of fascism in Europe realized a century ago.
Surrealist techniques offer the promise of freedom by liberating the imagination. Or, as Fragoso
put it, “Since all the systems we have don’t work, I’m painting an unsettled reality that gives you
an opportunity to look at what we have from a different perspective. You twist one reality into
another.”

“I love painting our fears, desires, and anxieties as a way to put them out there in the world,
making things a little more bearable,” said Mulleady, 41, who lets animals like ravens, serpents,
jaguars, wild dogs, and coyotes run wild in her canvases, like evidence of our own stiff
discomfort with our environment. “I’m hypersensitive about everything in the world, and
painting is a way to process that.”

Fung’s Increased Exposure, 2020.
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Katja Seib, photographed in her Los Angeles studio, with A Picknick Inside, 2021.
Hair and makeup by Zaheer Sukhnandan for Face Atelier; courtesy of the artist, Sadie Coles HQ, London, and Château Shatto, Los Angeles.
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More than Mulleady, Seib puts symbols and spiritual tools directly into some of her works, in
the form of fortune tellers, mirrors, and tarot cards. Her scenes tend to be rendered realistically,
but contain impossible moments. In one, a weary-looking woman sits at a table where a vase
acts like a crystal ball, delivering a vision: a dark-haired girl in the glass. Stranger yet, that image
casts a reflection on the table, which takes the form of the Mona Lisa. In a related piece, a pale
woman sits alone at a desk with a blank notebook, while a serpent on the jungle mural behind
her seems to spring out at her. “I think loneliness is a big theme for me,” said Seib, who shows
with the gallery Château Shatto in L.A. “Feeling very helpless and vulnerable, that’s a major part
of my work.”

María Fragoso, 26, who is from Mexico City but spent the past year in New York preparing for
her first solo show, at 1969 Gallery, says she grew up seeing and liking works by the women
associated with Surrealism, as well as artists from subsequent generations, like Julio Galán. But
the heavy legacy of Frida Kahlo, in particular, felt oppressive. “For many years, I felt cautious
about even mentioning her—you don’t want to be automatically associated with Frida Kahlo
just because you’re a painter from Mexico,” she said. “But she is one of my favorite painters
ever.”

One technique Fragoso borrows from Kahlo is to reverse the body’s interior and exterior—think
of all of Kahlo’s bloody hearts appearing outside her body—as a means to explore the dynamics
of fertility, creativity, life, and death. Many of Fragoso’s female characters wear glossy red gloves,
as if blood has stained or lacquered their hands. Some also have long strands of saliva flowing
from their mouths that look like snail secretions. In fact, snails recur in Fragoso’s work, along
with flies that suggest something in the painting is rotting. There are also goats, dogs, and
canine-human hybrids with human limbs and breasts—a way of collapsing the hierarchies that
position people as superior to animals.

Jill Mulleady’s The Green Room I, 2017.

The idea of flattening hierarchies is also central to the work of Dominique Fung, 34, who cites
Carrington and Tanning as influences, and often fills her canvases with a mash-up of animal
and inanimate forms that are hard to decipher. One new jumble sits atop a wheeled contraption
that looks straight out of a Remedios Varo painting. (“I just saw her work in the Met’s
Surrealism show,” Fung said, referring to one of the recent exhibitions highlighting women
Surrealists.) What gives it all a sense of continuity is that Fung’s fantastic motifs have a common
source: They are based on East Asian antiquities.

Seib’s Mona Lisa’s Smile, 2020.


