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T
he artistic universe and multi-faceted personality of Leonora 

Carrington (Clayton-Le-Woods, Lancashire, 1917 - Mexico City, 

2011) constitute an exceptionally rich terrain. Her figure grows 

with every new research project and exhibition, revealing connections 

with some of the most relevant issues in today’s world.

Carrington was born into a wealthy family in post-Victorian England. As 

a child and teenager she was passionately interested in fairy tales and folk 

legends. The stories told to her by her mother and nanny (both of Irish 

origin) nourished an imagination that would soon manifest itself in the 

form of markedly fantastical writing of her own and an early interest in 

painting. After being expelled from various Catholic schools due to her 

irreverent attitude Carrington studied art, first in Florence then in Paris 

and in London with Amédée Ozenfant. Her earliest works are remarkably 

inventive creations featuring hybrid animals and powerful female figures 

that combine different mythological worlds. Her encounter with Surrealism 

when she visited The International Surrealist Exhibition (New Burlington 

Galleries, London, 1936) was a crucial and defining moment as it was here 

that she discovered a world to which she knew she had long belonged. 

The personal and creative relationship that she embarked on with Max 

Ernst the following year confirmed that epiphany.

Carrington ran away from her family and in 1937 she and Ernst went to 

Paris, the centre of Surrealist debates soon threatened by looming war. 

At that period Carrington interpreted her own family story in works such 



as The Horses of Lord Candlestick. In 1938 she and Ernst moved to the 

small town of Saint-Martin-d’Ardèche in the south of France where a 

17th-century farmhouse surrounded by vineyards gave them the space to 

develop their respective visual iconographies in a type of gesamtkunstwerk. 

At the same time Carrington began to publish her first books, illustrated 

with collages by Ernst and including The Oval Lady and The House of Fear. 

The outbreak of World War II truncated this fertile creative period and 

after Ernst was arrested as an enemy alien and sent to a prison camp, Car-

rington was forced to flee towards war-torn Spain in 1940. She was sexu-

ally abused in Madrid then forcibly interned in a psychiatric clinic in 

Santander where she was treated with a powerful drug that suppressed 

patients’ willpower. This experience gave rise to her profound and deeply 

felt memoir Down Below, as well as to numerous drawings.

Like many of the intelligentsia of the period, Carrington managed to 

escape to New York, arriving in 1941 where she re-encountered some of 

her fellow Surrealists. The time spent in the clinic had been traumatic 

but it had also allowed her to forge a freer visual vocabulary based on 

veiled autobiographical references which she applied at this period to 

works now considered classics, such as Green Tea. From this point 
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onwards Carrington would be a lifelong exile but she also became more 

significantly involved in the projects that figures such as Marcel Duchamp 

and André Breton were launching in New York, including the exhibition 

First Papers of Surrealism and the magazines View and VVV. Carrington 

never returned to Europe.

In 1943 she moved to Mexico, another completely unknown destination 

but one that became her permanent home. There she established con-

tacts with a more diverse and welcoming colony of artists who had fled 

the war and with whom she shared that trauma and an instinct for sur-

vival. This new “family” consisted of artists such as her future husband, 

the photographer Emerico “Chiki” Weisz; the photographer Kati Horna 

and her husband, the Spanish artist José Horna; and the painter Reme-

dios Varo and the poet Benjamin Péret, whom she had known in Paris. 

In their company and in a climate of collaboration and mutual support 

Carrington was able to focus on new artistic concerns that reflected ear-

lier obsessions. In the present exhibition these themes which emerged 
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in her work from the mid-1940s are presented in thematic and transver-

sal sections: the reinterpretation of her childhood and the literary image-

ry that nourished it in parallel with her experience of motherhood, motifs 

that are most fully expressed in the key work The House Opposite; her 

focus on the forgotten, ancestral figure of the White Goddess, giving rise 

to a personal interpretation of feminist thinking and summarised in the 

totemic figure of The Giantess; her return to forgotten, heterodox forms 

of wisdom and spirituality, from alchemy and magic to the tarot; her 

commitment to the world of animals which made her a pioneer of 

ecofeminism; and her interest in Mexico’s living mythologies, the origins 

of her large-scale mural The Magical World of the Mayas. 

This is the first exhibition in Spain to be devoted to Leonora Carrington. 

It aims to reconnect the visiting public with the artist through a new 

viewpoint and to locate her within the Spanish and European context in 

which she underwent the experiences that most changed her life. This 

was a part of the world which Carrington abandoned physically but one 

that she would always remember when she looked back with an ambi-

valent nostalgia at her native England or when she confronted the trau-

matic ghosts of rootlessness, exile and illness; a universe which continued 

to nourish her creative output over the years through her processes of 

elaboration, illumination and slow and constant “revelation”. n
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Curators 
Tere Arcq

Carlos Martín

Fundación MAPFRE 
Paseo de Recoletos, 23 
28004 Madrid 
Tel. 915 816 100 
cultura@fundacionmapfre.org

Dates 
11 February to 7 May 2023

Opening times 
Mondays (except public holidays): 
2 pm to 8 pm

Tuesdays to Saturdays: 
11 am to 8 pm

Sundays and public holidays: 
11 am to 7 pm

Last entry 30 minutes 
before closing time.

Visitors must leave the galleries 
10 minutes before closing

Ticket prices 
Standard: 5 € 
Reduced: 3 € 
Free entry: Mondays 
(except public holidays)

Guided tours 
7 € 
Times and booking: on this website

Audio guide

Spanish and English: 4 €

Bookshop
LAIE
Tel. 911 703 851
fmapfre@laie.es

Share your thoughts on the exhibition:
#LeonoraCarringtonFMExhibition

 fundacionmapfrecultura

 @mapfrefcultura

 @mapfrefcultura

https://exposiciones.fundacionmapfre.org/
LeonoraCarringtonFMExhibition
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