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Inka Essen high has been exhibiting her fluid, dream-like land scapes for the past two decades. She is the second of 

four artists forming part of the inter view-series “Surre alism reloaded”–together with Jessica Stoller, Rose Nestler, 

and Julie Curtiss. Their work is equally inspired by Surre alist motives and themes. Following in the foot steps of the 

Fantastic Women they do not only revive Surre alism but re-inter pret its topics, such as femi ninity, from a highly 

contem po rary perspec tive.

For Essen high, it all started with auto matic drawing and free asso ci a tion to reach the subcon scious–a tech nique 

often used by Surre alist artists. Her brightly colored, surreal paint ings with sprites, fairies, and animated flora and 

fauna fusing with the space around them take the viewer to another world, showing us that different real i ties are 

possible.

Sometimes all you need is a sunrise and a piece of moss: Inka Essenhigh’s works are  

populated by mythological creatures. While painting, she relies entirely on her inner self.

By Natalie Wichmann

Surrealism Reloaded
Images From the Subconscious

Inka Essenhigh, Dawns Early Light, 2019, Enamel on canvas, 40 x 50 inches, 101.6 x 127 cm;  Thistle, 2019, Enamel on canvas, 50 x 40 inches, 127 x 101.6 cm
Courtesy of the artist and Miles McEnery Gallery, New York, NY
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Could you pick one of your pieces and talk a little bit about your process: What are the topics 
you are inter ested in?

I painted “Dawn’s Early Light” up in Maine where I spent two months in the summer. I brought up two canvases, but 

they didn’t need to be finished by the time I left. My plan was to just look around for some thing that would inspire me, 

and, in this case, it was a little patch of early morning sunlight hitting some moss in the forest. It felt like a mini explo-

sion of riotous activity in the middle of the dark still ness of the forest.

When I start a painting, I concen trate on the expe ri ence that I want to make the painting about.  A color scheme 

comes to me and I mix the colors, which can be anything as long as they feel like the expe ri ence. In this case they were 

close to the colors I actu ally saw. So, an image comes to me and I start painting. I try to get the whole painting down 

the first day. The next day the enamel paint is completely dry and I can sand down any parts I’m not satis fied with and 

repaint it. Over the next few months, I build up the paint and sharpen the image. The black shapes on the flat, rounded 

shape in the middle are like a pattern on a moth that I saw. Wild straw ber ries, beetles, this tles, blue ber ries, and animals 

that came around my studio made it into the painting, too. I adjust the color (or change it completely), add and subtract 

details, and do what ever it takes to bring life into the world I’m making.

“Dawn’s Early Light” is popu lated by fantastic, mytho log ical crea tures, a topic that fasci nated 
a lot of Surre alist artists. What does Surre alism mean for you and what kind of role does it 
play in your work?

Surre alism is how people under stand my work. If I have to describe my work to someone, I’ll say I’m a Surre alist and 

they’ll under stand that the appear ance is grounded in three-dimen sional form and that things don’t need to make 
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sense. I think my work is more related to the Symbol ists, who were precur sors to the Surre al ists.

That makes sense. Is there an artist from the “Fantastic Women” that you partic u larly 
admire?

I admire them all! They all had to have char acter and prob ably most of them were char ac ters.

From goddesses to fairies, a lot of the figures in your paint ings are women and the female 
body plays an inte gral part of your work. Why?

I do paint mostly women and honestly, I don’t know why. I’ve always assumed it’s because I’m female that I make 

blobby forms that end up looking more female then male. Often, I make what I make and then tolerate what it 

looks like.

I see. Female friend ships and networks played a vital role for the women artists in the 30s 
and 40s. You have a large following on Insta gram, do you think the plat form is the new 
salon for the female squad?

When I was a young art student back in the late 80s/90s I wanted to be in the ‘boys club’. In that way I relate to 

Dorothea Tanning: when I asked her if she would be in a show with me which would feature my work along side 

someone who’s an influ ence or fore runner for me, she said, “No!” She said that she would never show with 

another woman! She was 100 years old then, and I wasn’t going to lecture her about how she didn’t have to 

think that way anymore. Insta gram was great in the begin ning, but now I see it as a busi ness tool. It’s a salon for 

everyone.

Agreed! One last ques tion, maybe slightly off topic, but since we’re living through these 
strange times right now and have to follow Stay-at-home orders: How has the current 
quar an tine situ a tion changed your work?

I’ve had to leave my studio building and set up a studio in my base ment, but I’m able to continue working as I 

was before. I remember 9/11 when I could feel a change in the air. I wanted my work to change to meet the 

times. This time, I’m right where I want to be. I believe I’m making exactly the art that needs to be made at this 

moment.
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