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ABSTRACT 
Three strong minded women who between them revolutionised the art world and the male gaze. 
Coming from a position where men were seeing them as their muses, to creating some of the most intriguing, mystical, ecofeminist, powerful and pioneering, themes and techniques in 1940’s Mexico City. 
Their work has had a profound impact on many artists throughout history, up to the present day, there have been, and will continue to be, exhibitions across the world. 
All three women found their way to Mexico because of the Nazi threat throughout much of Europe in the Second World War. 
The Surrealists Movement played a big part in their early development, but these women rejected the movement as they turned the male gaze back in on themselves and became Goddesses, Scientists, Sorcerers and Witches of their own making. 
[bookmark: _Int_AYKCtIQv]So highly regarded throughout the art world, that $28.5M has been paid for a single painting by Leonora Carrington. And her book “The Milk of Dreams”, inspired the theme for the La Venezia Biennale Arte 2022. 
 
 
 
 
 









Introduction 
[bookmark: _Int_HqkNQGrH][bookmark: _Int_v42S0Zz5]Many of the Surrealist women came from wealthy, upper class backgrounds, who were bought up in a stifling atmosphere of rules and etiquette and with a distinct path they were expected to follow ‘the woman’s role in society.’ It is therefore no surprise that some women wanted to escape this predictable, stuffy, and boring life of obedience, in pursuit of the decadence and romance of Paris and to join the new and exciting disruptors that called themselves the Surrealists. 
[bookmark: _Int_dq1iqPAc]The men idealised the women as their muses, who would not have wanted to be an artist's muse in Paris, the most romantic city in the world. The Surrealists also appealed to women because of its supposed, ethos of equality and radical and progressive thought. Although in practice it was a bit different and eventually many women rejected Breton due to his misogyny.   
Roland Penrose (husband of Lee Miller) said to Whitney Chadwick (feminist) who was visiting his home in the 1980’s “Of course the women were important, it was because they were our muses. The were not artists (Hessel, 2024, p.172). 
[bookmark: _Int_BSKUFGNN]Leonora Carrington was asked for her thoughts, on this idea, she said “I thought it was bullshit, I did not have time to be anyone’s muse, I was too busy rebelling against my family and learning how to be an artist (Hessel, 2024, p.172). 

[bookmark: _Int_Xqb0JVOq]For the second time, some of the Surrealist women rejected this new life they had found, and along with the threat of the Second World War, some fled to Mexico. Women were expected to stay home and look after the house and children. Women did not get the vote in France until 1944. Luckily, Breton’s heart forever belonged to Paris. He had declared Mexico as the most Surrealist country in the world, he only ever visited and always returned to his one true love, Paris.  
[bookmark: _Int_cPb7FbHU]Mexico City has markets selling spells and potions, old architecture and artefacts alongside everyday life and the atmosphere is almost charged with a mystic energy of the past. The colours are so vivid, it is like nothing ever seen before by the Surrealists, which is very inspiring and lends itself well to the Surrealist imagination. After visiting Mexico, Dali said he would never go back, as it was too troubling to encounter a place more Surreal than his own art. The Mexican landscape beyond the city, does remind one of the backgrounds in some of Dali’s most famous paintings and other Surrealist artists. 
[bookmark: _Int_jXr3q0UZ]The portrayal of the female body by the Surrealists was shocking with much of the art depicting the female body mutilated, decapitated, bound, hung, and shown as corpses with men devouring, grabbing, touching, and possessing and these often-violent looking scenes were created with women at their centre.  
[bookmark: _Int_bb8ky2HG]These women were mostly ignored by the Surrealist men as they moved beyond the automatic writing and reading Freud. They were no longer using the same methods. These women had moved on from Paris and the misogynistic male gaze of the Surrealists. And into more spiritual realms of the imagination.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 









Kati Horna 
Growing up in Hungary in an affluent Jewish family and in her early years getting involved in the leftist politics, around the art scene, Horna left for Berlin to study politics, but soon had to return home, because of the rise of Adolf Hitler at that time. Horna worked with a photographer back in Budapest called Jozef Pesci and later moved to Paris to hone her craft. Using the Paris flea markets as inspiration (something that the Surrealists were doing at the time) and working as a freelance photographer for magazines and papers. Her leftist tendencies then took her to Spain. Where, after covering the Spanish Civil War as a photographer for the pro-Republican and anarchist publications. She had fled Hungary, France, and Spain. Horna had lived a nomadic life and had witnessed extreme hardship and violence during the Spanish Civil War. These things all affected and inspired her work as a Surrealist photographer before and once she had arrived in Mexico. The one place she thought of as home, for the rest of her life.  
By photographing the civilians during the conflict and not the fighters on the frontline. This was a completely different approach by Horna, a new way in the documentation of War. Horna utilises photo montage within her work by using two negatives to create an eerie ghost like quality of what was happening in Spain. She was pioneering a new way of seeing what was going on and expressing it with such a personal vision, this had never been done before. Deeply affected by the resilience she saw in the women dealing with the war, Horna offers an intimate view into how daily life carries on in such conditions. She saw many dead bodies of the innocent women and children scattered in the streets and the destruction of the buildings all around. She had captured all these images in her mind and was to draw on them further once she arrived and settled in Mexico City.  
Horna embraced the medium of photography as a tool for social transformation, realising the power of the image to both honour the presence of women during the war and humanise the efforts of citizens who fought against the Nationalists (Oguntoyinbo, 2022). 
[bookmark: _Int_aLZs0mko][bookmark: _Int_ez34sJ7c]Horna’s photographs were smuggled out of Spain along with fellow female photographer Margaret Michaelis work. Barcelona took steps to preserve records of their struggles and achievements and sealed documents, 2,300 photographs, 5,000 negatives and 300 photographic plates in 48 crates and sent them to the International Institute of Social History in Amsterdam to be hidden and kept safe from the Nationalists (Lane, 2022). 

[bookmark: _Int_mF8ybBJ1]Until 2010, the only work that could be seen, was that which Horna had created in Mexico, photographs of and in collaboration with her two closest friends Leonora Carrington and Remedios Varo. Horna took many photos of her friendship group in Mexico and that is a great window into the lives they all led together, photos of everyday life and family events, such as Christmases, Birthdays and Weddings all spent together. She also included Carrington in some particularly recognisable pieces of her work called Oda a la Necrophilia. In this series Horna captures a woman grieving the death of her husband, as is common in Mexican culture, a death mask, with the imprint of the deceased face is made as a memento. Carrington is naked, next to a bed with the death mask propped against a pillow and she is holding a lit candle. Some photos she is sat by the side of the bed, others, Carrington was covered completely from head to toe in a black shroud. Once in Mexico, and away from the horrors of the Second World War, Horna was able to explore what she had experienced as a war photographer. Using broken dolls and mannequins in works such as A night at the Doll Hospital. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 










Leonora Carrington 
Leonora Carrington was born in Lancashire, England in 1917. Her father was a wealthy textiles manufacturer and her mother a committed Irish Roman Catholic. The family lived in Crookhey Hall, a Gothic Revival mansion. After being turned away from several convent schools in England as well as boarding schools in Florence and Paris Carrington decides she wants to be a painter. In pursuit of her chosen art form, she studies at Chelsea, before transferring to the Ozenfant Academy of Fine Arts. Now alone in Pairs, following the imprisonment of her lover Ernst, Carrington flees to Spain where she has a breakdown and being admitted to an asylum. After enduring shock therapy and barbiturates her family decide to send her to a sanatorium in South Africa but enroute she escapes to Portugal, then New York and finally lands in Mexico City in 1943.  
HER EARLY INFLUENCES 
[bookmark: _Int_ItMRyj1P]Carrington and Ernst shared an interest in folktales, myth, and magic, they explored the connection between artmaking and the artist's identity as a magician or shaman. This can be seen in the animal emblems of horses depicted in several of Carrington’s painting however Ernst chosen emblem was the bird.  
THEMES 
Horses and dogs featured in many of Carrington’s artworks and can be attributed to the part they played in her youth. Carrington also included mythical creatures/human hybrids, that held some similarity with a form but were not entirely recognisable animals. It could be argued that these creatures were created from the Surrealist ‘exquisite corpse’ method used, with a backdrop of detailed landscapes, like the work of Hieronymus Bosch whom Carrington admired. Mystic beings with faces formed of symbols and masks are predominant in her paintings and other works. Of note are the images that represent three women, often together in a huddle, which could suggest a representation of three witches. The lure of the occult was evident, Carrington also designed a set of Tarot paintings in the 1950’s, although these were to remain undiscovered until 2017 and were never actually made into cards in her lifetime, until 2020, by the permission of her estate. 
Deeply concerned with contemporary events, Carrington believed that the power of the tarot lay in its potential to contribute to a change in consciousness. It was in this spirit in the early 1970s that she formed Mujeres conciencia, A consciousness raising group for women that met in her home in Mexico City. Throughout the years, as she explored the feminine sacred, Carrington came to believe that equity between the sexes was urgently necessary, and that the future of the world would depend on women's stewardship. An early adherent of eco feminism, she feared the impending destruction of the planet, either at the hands of atomic bombs, industrial pollution, or humankind's cruel annihilation of other life forms. Again, a change in consciousness was called for, and the tool at hand was the Tarot.  
Carrington did not use tarot for fortune telling, but rather to better understand her psychological and spiritual development. She said each Tarot is a mirror and not a truth, become what you see in it. The Tarot is a chameleon. The Major Arcana provides us with a key to unlock progressive esoteric lessons, taking us on a journey of self-discovery that encourages us to rethink our relationship with nature, gender, and spirituality. These cards invite us to co-create, through contemplation and meditation, the future Carrington envisaged – A more equitable world on every level (Aberth and Arcq, 2024, p.12). 
She also authored books along the same theme as her art, and she often incorporated written explanations on the back of her artwork. One such prominent piece of work, which started out as a series of short stories, was inspired by the creatures she painted on her son's bedroom walls, this later developed into “Milk of Dreams” a highly regarded book. In 2022 the title of the Venice Biennale was used as the inspiration for the exhibition. 
It can be argued that Carrington was a complex woman. In fact, suffering with her mental health at one particularly difficult point in her life, led Carrington to say that she was very much affected by the time spent in an institution. She was also heavily influenced by the female of her upbringing, her Irish Nanny, Mother and Grandmother, who filled her head with fantastical tales of Irish folklore. The sheer volume of her work says a lot about how creative she was, but the detailing in each of her works is phenomenal. The work might suggest her meditative practice has been used in the making of artworks.  
It was never clear which side of the canvas she was on as she mentally inhabited the places that she painted and the creatures that she drew were just like extensions of her life. When I look at her work and walk around inside them, those strange creatures that are there, are usually quite benign, some of them are a bit scary, but they are the sorts of creatures I would be welcome into my own dreamscapes Anthony Penrose (son of Lee Miller and Roland Penrose). 
Her son Paul said of her work Everything came from dreams that she had had, that she had interpreted onto the canvas.
Gabriel, her other son, commented on his mother's work. Fantastic in the real and the other way around, the mysterious was always around the corner, Leonora Carrington, The Lost Surrealist. (BBC4, 2017). 
Carrington was an extremely versatile artist who worked with different mediums, ranging from painting, and sculpting to theatre mask making to tapestries and costumes for stage productions. She is now revered as a highly original and talented artist, who was not afraid to step outside of her comfort zones and into the realms of her imagination. Carrington did not seem to have boundaries and was not tied to one medium even though a large amount of painting she did, would alone have been enough for many artists. But not for her, it was like oxygen, she had to create to keep herself alive. 
Carrington was not around to see her painting Les Distractions de Dagobert sold for $28.5M, the highest amount ever paid for a painting produced by a British born woman artist at that time in 2024. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 











Remedios Varo 
Born in Girona, Spain in 1908, Varo travels as a child in Spain and North Africa with her father, an agnostic, and her mother, a devout Catholic. Her father was a hydraulics engineer, and he appears to have influenced and nurtured her strong interest in mathematics, mechanical drawing, art, and locomotives. As a highly intelligent child, at the age of 15 Varo studies painting at the Academia de San Fernando in Madrid before moving to Ecole des Beaux-Arts in Barcelona. This was unusual for the time, Varo being female and so young. She went on to have three husbands in her short lifetime and lived in Spain, France, briefly in Venezuela and Mexico.  
In Mexico she authors a book called “Lady Milgara” a story on the theme of the magical ability of women. She died of a heart attack in 1963 in Mexico City aged just 55. 
HER EARLY INFLUENCES 
Varo had many influences in her life. One such was her devout Catholic mother, her grandmother telling her folktales of Ireland and time spent at Convent school. These combined appear to have had a strong influence on her, and although she rejected Catholicism, she was influenced by alternative belief systems. She turned to a wide range of mystic and hermetic traditions, being influenced by her belief in magic and animistic faiths. Varo was also interested in the works of Jung, Gurdjieff, Blavatsky (founder member of Theosophy), Sufism and I Ching. All of which resulted in a combination of analytical psychology, mysticism, and magic, and reflects her interest in the Occult. On top of this she believed in the importance of biology, chemistry, physics and botany and there was strong relation between plant, human, animal, and mechanical worlds which she felt could blend all together with the other aspects of life she was fascinated with such as Einstein's theory of relativity and Darwinian evolution.  
THEMES   
Birds feature heavily in Varo’s work, sometimes they can be seen as representing Varo and other times they are symbols of escape and freedom - freedom from the binds that tie, or this could also be interpreted as birds being linked as carriers between life and after-life. Cats also make regular appearances, and they play various roles - as the witches ‘familiar.’ They were often hidden observers or sometimes conveyors of symbolism. 
Two compatible nocturnal beasts stand out in Varo’s work, the owl, and the cat. She would no doubt have been aware of Edward Lear's famous nursery rhyme ‘The Owl and the Pussycat’, in which a she cat and a male owl set out to sea in a boat, fall in love, buy a ring from a pig, get married, dine on mince and quince, and finally dance by the light of the moon. Interestingly this little poem contains most of Varo’s favourite themes: voyages, love and eroticism, waiting, transformation, eating fruit, the moon or femininity and the occult. Owls and cats are often both seen to accompany sorcerers and meant to be the bearers of wisdom and clairvoyance. (Caws, Kuenzli, Raaberg, 1991, p.171). 
The use of threads, going from one being to another, via an unknown force, as if restricted by the space they inhabit, but are yet unknowingly connected to another being for this moment captured in time. Sometimes threads are connected by the interior of a building to a being, thus tying the being to place in a restrictive way, a task that must be finished with some urgency, an experiment that is nearing its conclusion or a potion that must be administered.  
Varo’s use of self and otherness came from a delicate heart-shaped face, with the long sharp nose and thick lively mane of hair that marked her own identity. (Chadwick, W, 1985, p.66). 

Portraying herself as the other is also very much used in the imaginings of witches. For instance, witches shapeshifting abilities by disappearing like wispy slithers of smoke, to leave and enter a room or building or by transporting themselves from one place to another, also as floating figures in the sky, observing, but not necessarily always observed. Very much like the cats she used in her work. Unlike the witches of modern times who are portrayed as malign, Varo’s are perceived as kindly souls, helping and nurturing, there is a harmony with the creatures and the natural world, there is no conflict or destruction, but the idea of moving forward and discovery. Her work also focuses on female empowerment and how the female can easily accomplish the work a man might do. Many of her figures are genderless and part animal/part human, creating a sense of a middle area between the two sexes, or suggesting there is a third sex, a new gender norm of genderless. This would have been seen as thinking way ahead of her time, as this has only gained traction in serious parlance more recently. Varo in her later work is seen as the Alchemist, the Explorer, the Scientist, and by doing this she is defining her identity.  
TRANSPORTATION 
Varo often uses vehicles in her work, occasionally a tubby little boat, sometimes a bicycle type machine or a tiny unseen vehicle covered by the robes of the traveller, these modes of transport have impossibly small wheels, sometimes her beings appear to be floating, but on closer inspection you can see the tiniest of wheels peeking out.  
THE PROCESS 
There is so much detail in Varo’s work and that is built up with layers of paint and texture, she would score her hardboard with Quartz crystal, this roughened the surface and enabled a denser application of the paint. Burnishing areas added shine and smoothness and using Mother-of-Pearl inlay also added a mystical luminosity to the paintings. While these techniques are fascinating this essay is not the place to explore them further. These processes would have made the paintings take a long time to produce, along with the painstaking technical drawings used to form the interiors and exteriors of her environments (As a child her father could see her artistic interest in his work and taught her how to do the architects drawings, she used these skill later in Mexico, as a way to earn money). 
Although these worlds are fantastical, at the same time their optimism makes them believable, giving the impression that somewhere these places and beings might exist. Throughout history notions of the unexplained, witches, vampires, mermaids, krakens, and many others have been notable in popular culture. This makes Varo’s work appealing and the unknown creatures fascinating, leaving the viewers wanting to know more about them and the world they inhabit.  
[bookmark: _Int_WmzzYO3L]There is an optimism in Varo’s work, by painting enchanting worlds of mysticism, every detail is giving a glimpse into other worlds and a story, that draws in the viewer to interpret, the works appeal, is in the minute detail that is there to discover. Varo saw Surrealism as a way of communicating the incommunicable. And that the dream world and the real world are the same. On hearing of the death of Varo, Andre Breton said she was “The sorceress that left too soon. 
 
 
 









Conclusion 
Often marginalised in the history of art, these artists share a refusal of the patriarchal and the heteronormative vision of gender and identity, exercising control over their own bodies with a complexity and ambiguity, and occasionally even irony, often absent from the work of their male peers (Biennale Arte, 2022, p.59).  
Whether parodying the images of eroticized women or employing androgyny to achieve the emancipation and auto determination of the feminine self, as in the work of Claude Cajun and Florence Henri – Each of these artists, in their own individual ways, turn traditional conceptions of gendered subjectivity into materials of fabulation. (Biennale Arte, 2022, p.59). 
Even though Leonora Carrington and Remedios Varo had been acquainted with each other in Europe, it was in Mexico that their shared sensibility flourished. Once in Mexico they found themselves distanced from the pressures of the male-dominated Surrealist group. They also met Kati Horna, another refugee from war-torn Europe. Here they had the freedom to explore in a more relaxed environment and they turned that male gaze, back in on themselves, they reclaimed femininity, and it became something more, something different from the Surrealist men of Paris, those hypocritical misogynists, so superior in their self-congratulating way. These women were no longer muses, they were walking works of art, expressing themselves by the clothes they wore, which were flamboyant and colourful. The men were still wearing three-piece suits in drab colours, still frequenting cafes and bars and talking of Freud, they had not moved on and did not want to. 
On returning from Paris raving about the ‘elective places’ and wanted to write a small book to record these places and this would demonstrate how Paris was the ideal city for the Surrealists who rely on ‘perpetual correspondences’, examples of ‘subjective chance’ and the fixed points provided by the ‘elective places’ to help them sustain, in the face of every setback and disappointment, their faith in the Surrealist spirit, their pursuit of the Surrealist life.  (Melly, 1991, p.11). 
In their circle of friends, the three became known as the Three witches of Mexico or Tres Brujas de Mexico. And these women went on to transform the notion of the witch from an old crone, that should be feared for her magic! It was the men that portrayed her this way, they did not understand, so they made her grotesque and evil and witches were the opposite of what a woman was expected to be (from the male perspective), uneducated, meek, submissive, nurturing. 
Instead, these three women thrived in their unfamiliar environment, redefining the female place in the art world and capturing the imagination of many along the way. Still influencing women today, the modern-day witches that exist all over the world in their many forms and guises, continue unhindered by the witch hunt and old ideas of evil mischief, we are better educated to see that witches can heal and do good in the world.   
The word ‘witch,’ often used as a slur against women, is now instead being embraced for its associations with power, resilience, and intellect. She is relatable to those who are ostracised; as an outcaste and a target of injustice hatred, her experience parallels those of marginalised communities. (Jenkins, V, 2022, p.41).  
The ways in which artists have engaged with the occult have brought these secrets bubbling to the surface in a great many ways, with scholars such as Tessel Bauduin, Henrique Johnson and Macro Parsi developing conceptual frameworks for navigating the occult undercurrents in art. In fact, even the artistic process itself can be seen as somewhat of a thaumaturgic practise: Objects, materials and images are symbolic substitutes for people, places and ideas and can be used to conjure up emotions and stir the imagination in a form of sympathetic magic. (Jenkins, V, 2022, p.7). 
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