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Since her death in 2011, the legendary Surrealist Leonora Carrington has been reconstructed
and reinvented many times over. In this book, Gabriel Weisz Carrington draws on remembered
conversations and events to demythologise his mother, revealing the woman and the artist
behind the iconic persona.He travels between Leonora’s native England and adopted
homeland of Mexico, making stops in New York and Paris and meeting some of the remarkable
figures she associated with, from Max Ernst and André Breton to Remedios Varo and
Alejandro Jodorowsky. At the same time, he strives to depict a complex and very real Surrealist
creator, exploring Leonora not simply in relation to her romantic partners or social milieus but
as the artist she always was.A textured portrait emerges from conversations, memories, stories
and Leonora’s engagement with the books that she read. Using the act of writing to process
and understand the death of his mother, the author has produced a moving and fascinating
account of life, art, love and loss.
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PrefaceJonathan P. EburneI first met Gabriel Weisz at a scholarly conference in 2009. Then, as
now, I was struck by his majestic eyebrows, which rise up like bats’ wings from their perch
above his eyes. I also found it impossible to ignore his singular manner of punctuating phrases:
in place of the overused affirmative, he parses each phrase with a negative question. It makes
for a strong impression, no?I was also, and remain, transfixed by his kindness and intellectual
hunger.Gabriel Weisz, like his late mother, Leonora Carrington, is a scholar of fantastic
literature and its animating tendencies: philosophy, magic, shamanism, becoming-animal. In
addition to his published writings on the arts, sciences, and cultures of transformation, he has
also published poetry and drama and, in recent years, has become a writer of memoirs as well.
I can hear his voice in my head as I read the pages of The invisible painting; I hope you can
hear it too. It is a memorable voice.Gabriel Weisz, also like his late mother, is something of a
shamanic figure himself – a statement which, as I write it, rings false. Perhaps it would be more
accurate to say that for someone who lives at the very borders of myth, who straddles the
realms of quotidian existence and magic, Gabriel is startlingly, almost shockingly, normal. He
and his partner, Paty Argomedo, go to the shops; they wash the dishes; they run the vacuum
cleaner. When they travel abroad they carry their passports and papers in theft-proof document
purses slung beneath their clothes. Paty and Gabriel are generous hosts, correspondents,
interlocutors; they are doting parents.Again I stop myself, for in portraying Gabriel this way I am
still missing something, once again lapsing into falsification. It occurs to me that for such an
allegedly normal person – ‘normal’ being a term that Gabriel, a child of Surrealism, would hold
in absolute contempt – Gabriel Weisz is also deeply, deliciously weird. How grateful I am for
this.‘To those who live in emotional poverty’, Gabriel writes in the pages that follow, ‘other
people’s happiness can be perceived as a threat.’ The wisdom in this observation lies at the
heart of The invisible painting. Gabriel is referring here to his mother’s wartime mistreatment by
neighbours in the south of France after her lover, the German Surrealist Max Ernst, was
incarcerated as an enemy alien. Yet it is a statement that applies to the forces and institutions
of normalisation more broadly. Normality, that is, describes a condition of emotional and



spiritual impoverishment that fuels and reproduces cruelty, social division, militarism, racism.
‘How easy it is to reimagine other people’s difference as an offence against the law.’ Later in
the memoir, Gabriel writes this line in reference to the deadly violence used to crush the
student protest movement in Mexico City in the autumn of 1968, when the army opened fire on
a student demonstration in Tlatelolco and, later, when police burst into a café and arrested
Gabriel and his friends. The truth of Gabriel’s observation resonates no less powerfully today,
over half a century later. Even as I write this preface in the final days of May 2020, the United
States is (once again) simmering with rage and unrest as protests against the police murder of
(yet another) unarmed Black man, George Floyd, have faced repression by militarised police
forces and white supremacist government rhetoric. How easy it is to reimagine other people’s
difference as an offence against the law.The invisible painting tells the story of an artist – and a
family – dedicated to resisting emotional impoverishment and the catastrophe it reproduces in
the world. Arriving in Mexico City in 1942 as a war refugee, the British-born writer and artist
Leonora Carrington (1917–2011) married the Hungarian photographer Emérico ‘Chiki’ Weisz
(1911–2007), a refugee and Holocaust survivor. Gabriel’s childhood unfolded during a period of
mourning and reconstruction, when Leonora and her circle of friends – including Surrealist
poets and artists such as Remedios Varo, Benjamin Péret, Katy Horna, Octavio Paz, Alice
Rahon, and Juan Soriano – forged a new, surrogate family. And no less importantly: Gabriel
came of age during a period in which they persisted in their artistic and intellectual
experimentation. To resist emotional impoverishment requires a fundamental shift in the way
people use their imaginations. This means cultivating an openness and willingness to listen, as
Gabriel puts it, as well as a commitment to question one’s own intellectual preferences. This,
he notes, was one of Leonora Carrington’s most admirable traits.The invisible painting is a
memoir of Leonora Carrington written by her son. It offers a testament to her imagination and
openness as much as an intimate portrait of her creative life. Carrington appears here not only
as a major international artist and author with a career spanning two continents and eight
decades, but also as a mother, a friend, a teacher, and a storyteller. Born in Lancashire,
England, in 1917, Leonora Carrington studied art with Amédée Ozenfant in London before
joining the Surrealists in Paris at the age of 19. With Max Ernst she moved to the village of St
Martin d’Ardèche, north of Avignon, where she developed as a writer and painter before the
Nazi occupation of France separated the couple. After she crossed the Pyrenees into Spain,
the father of the grieving artist had her committed to a Spanish asylum in Santander.
Carrington recounts this terrifying experience in her wartime memoir Down Below. Gabriel
retells the story of his mother’s subsequent escape and voyage to New York, where she
collaborated with André Breton and other Surrealist refugees before arriving in Mexico City.
Carrington’s literary and artistic career in Mexico has been increasingly well documented, as
have her collaborations with other Mexican and Mexico-based artists, writers, and intellectuals
from 1942 until her death in 2011. In Gabriel’s memoir we read, too, about her travels abroad:
her return visit to her childhood home in Lancashire, her reunions with Surrealist comrades in
Paris, her impassioned visits to art museums and her several returns to New York. Though
such visitations may too often play a minor part in an artist’s biography, they loom large in the
imagination of a child, and thus it is through Gabriel’s eyes that we can witness the affective as
well as intellectual life of Leonora Carrington as it played out in her family life.The invisible
painting is a memoir, but it is also a gift. Like the painting to which its title refers, the memoir
traces out an impermanent image: it is an act of remembrance, an elegiac portrait that
presents us with a vivid likeness of the author’s mother. Yet unlike its invisible namesake,
Gabriel’s memoir is both visible and tangible. You hold it now in your hands. This is important.



For whereas Leonora Carrington is no longer alive to speak to us, her writings and artworks
remain to call our imaginations into action and to spur us to challenge our presumptions. Here,
though, we have a portrait of the artist herself as she lived, spoke, took notes, smoked
cigarettes, raised her family, responded to emergencies, and revisited the places where she
had once lived.At times, Gabriel slips into the second person, addressing his mother directly.
The invisible painting aches towards her continued presence in the world. ‘If only I could talk to
Leonora now as I once could’, he laments. At other times, his prose gestures inclusively to us
as readers of the memoir, speaking to us as viewers of Leonora’s paintings and readers of her
stories. We, too, can become part of Leonora’s surrogate family: this is the gift that The
invisible painting presents to us. It is a gift that demands a certain responsibility from its
recipients: a responsibility to participate in its challenges, to question our own criteria and
habits of understanding, to live with and for the worlds it opens up within our own
imaginations.To this end I think it is important to clarify a position that Gabriel – and Leonora –
have expressed with regard to the ‘interpretation’ of Carrington’s artwork. ‘It is fruitless’, Gabriel
writes, ‘to search for meaning in these compositions: they are what they are, and that is
enough.’ This position echoes the artist’s own refusal to capitulate to biographical or
psychoanalytic justifications for her working practices or the ‘deep meaning’ of her symbolically
charged work. This position is anything but anti-intellectual. Carrington’s artworks demand
participation; they ‘beckon us to take part in their saga’, as Gabriel puts it. This does not mean
that the spectator – or the student, the scholar, the researcher, the devotee – is somehow
barred from investigation. Quite the opposite: what Leonora Carrington resists are the kinds of
extractive interpretations that replace the experience of delving with some kind of self-
contained elucidation.Carrington stands firmly against the commodification of knowledge. She
did not live long enough to become familiar with the term ‘mansplaining’, but her writings are
deeply attentive to the kind of toxic, masculine self-assurance that this neologism describes.
One thinks of the scene in The Hearing Trumpet when Marian Leatherby conjures a white-
flannel-clad, racquet-bearing dandy from her youth: ‘Darling’, the young man says, ‘stop being
philosophical, it doesn’t suit you, it makes your nose red.’1 The young man keeps talking but
begins to fade, disappearing from view even as he continues to prescribe the reading habits
suitable for young women. As a figure conjured through the memory of Carrington’s
nonagenarian protagonist, this tiresome mansplainer is ultimately subject to the conditions of
the medium that have resurrected him: memory, fiction. For Carrington, to be philosophical is to
take active part in the life of ideas; it demands a living commitment rather than a recourse to
explanation. Knowledge, meaning, philosophy, art: these words refer to a state of being and
thus are irreducible to mere explanation – except through the repressive imposition of power.
The extraction of meaning is, like theft or appropriation, an authoritarian act. Carrington’s art
instead encourages us ‘to live simultaneously in two dimensions: to live not just our ordinary
existence, but also in a visual marsh that pulls us in as we engage in creative imaging’. This
marsh, like all marshes, is a place of decomposition and new life, a liminal site between worlds.
At once estuary and breeding ground, it marks the meeting point of land and sea, of death, rot,
fecundity, and rebirth. Let us not forget that Mexico City is built on the ancient lake Texcoco. A
fundamentally unstable ground, trembling with earthquakes, it is bound up in historical as well
as geological cycles of death and new life. This is the terrain of Leonora Carrington’s
imagination.1 Leonora Carrington, The Hearing Trumpet (Cambridge, MA: Exact Change,
1996), p. 21.
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that it is best not to give advice on how to live it.My cats keep me company in the dining room –
Mo for Morgan, the well-known English pirate, and Baku after Bakunin, the great nineteenth-
century Russian anarchist. Two brothers with distinct personalities. My partner, Paty, blames
me for the unruly behaviour of the anarchist cat, even though his libertarian temperament is
undeniable. It’s still early when I take a sip of coffee and set pen to paper for the first time.To
whom should I write? Who will listen?My family is European. My Hungarian father was born in
Budapest and my English mother in Clayton Green, Chorley, in Lancashire. Both were
refugees from the Second World War, and, as survivors of terrible events who had begun their
lives anew in strange lands, they lived with the perpetual memory of displacement. It was
always hard for them to talk about the past; about all the friends and relatives they had left
behind. We were a tight-knit group, but we were always looking to connect with people from
Europe, that distant continent that now seemed unreal to us.1My Hungarian grandfather fell
from his horse during the First World War, and as a result of the accident contracted tetanus
and died. His family was Jewish, and most of them were subsequently murdered by the Nazis.
Under the increasingly repressive rule of a fascist regime overseen by Horthy, the infamous
regent of Hungary who ruled for more than twenty years, my father, in the face of dwindling
opportunities and open hostility to Jewish people, decided to flee. He never went back to his
place of birth.My mother, Leonora, also abandoned her European – Anglo-Irish – kin, fed up as
she was with a conventional lifestyle that did not allow her to pursue her vocation as an artist. I
admire the courage she must have had to leave behind a father who never understood her,
who interfered with her profession as a female artist. She moved to Paris, where she sought
out the Surrealists and soon met Max Ernst, with whom she eventually moved to Arde0�6†P in
south-east France. The house where they lived gave them the freedom to explore their mutual
creative visions. I have a photo of it, in which you can see the external wall decorated with
elongated haut-relief figures and the doors enlivened by horses my mother had painted (see
Plate 1). Eventually, though, all the visual poetry the pair of them invested in that place was
destroyed by war. Max, deemed an ‘undesirable foreigner’ by the French authorities, was
imprisoned at Camp des Milles, leaving behind a shattered Leonora to struggle under the
weight of her own desperation. The town where they had spent blissful times together became
for her a kind of hell, hostile and unwelcoming. She barely ate, overcome with grief as she was.
The locals, who both hated and envied the life she led with Max, turned their backs on her,
refusing to help. To those who live in emotional poverty, other people’s happiness can be
perceived as a threat. As a lonely, wounded woman, Leonora was an easy target.My father,
who went by the nickname Chiki, was still a young man when he left Hungary accompanied by
his friend Robert Capa, with whom he worked as a war photographer during the Spanish Civil
War. In later life my father kept to himself, revealing little about the unspeakable crimes his
family had endured in Budapest. The few details he did mention I remember with great clarity,
such as when he described stumbling, during a stroll with his brother through a forest, upon
the macabre spectacle of bodies dangling from tree branches. When Hungary was invaded by
the Germans our Jewish family was living near the Gestapo headquarters, and it is likely that
these unfortunate souls were denounced to the Gestapo by a neighbour. My father’s sister and
mother managed to pass for Christians and were spared, but his brothers were eventually
taken prisoner and died during the infamous death marches, during which thousands of
prisoners were humiliated and beaten to death by the Nazis.Emerico Weisz, Chiki, Paris.War
refugees of different nationalities have been making their way to Mexico for many years. Here,
countless personal histories have intermingled and coincided. It was among them that my own
life story took shape. When I was a child, we had a small group of friends who lived near us in



Colonia Roma in Mexico City, an area that was once the preserve of intellectuals and artists.
Katy and Jose0� Horna, both of whom were, like my father, caught up in the Spanish Civil War
when fleeing a Europe besieged by violence, lived not far from us. During her time in Spain
Katy became a renowned photographer, and her images are testimony to an era that ought
never to be forgotten. For a period of time the Surrealist painter Remedios Varo also lived only
a block away, with the Surrealist poet Benjamin Pe0�&WBÀ in a pretty two-storey house reminiscent
of Spain, France, or Italy. They formed a kind of extended family for us.Several years later
some fragments of these friends’ narratives emerged when, on a trip to New York with Paty and
Daniel, my youngest son, I visited the International Center of Photography. At the time there
was an exhibition on the Spanish Civil War that included photos from negatives that my father
had salvaged from Robert Capa’s studio in Paris during the war. When German troops were
already approaching France and an invasion seemed inevitable, the invaluable negatives were
packed in a cardboard box, which was then taken by bicycle to Bordeaux, from where he
needed to find a way to send it to Mexico. My father told me that he delivered the negatives to a
Consul General in Marseilles – possibly Francisco Aguilar, who was the Mexican Consul during
the Vichy government – in an adventure that later became known as ‘The Mexican Suitcase’
affair. Chiki himself was unable to leave France before being detained by French fascists, who
sent him to a Moroccan concentration camp, but Aguilar kept the negatives for decades.2In
New York, Cynthia Young, the curator of the Spanish Civil War exhibition, handed me a DVD
containing correspondence about my father’s detention. One letter dated 5 February 1941
revealed the close relationship between Chiki and Capa. Another made clear that by 16 June
1941 Chiki had been captured; according to Capa, who had received no news from his friend,
‘the revolting situation now unfolding in Vichy makes it imperative that we find him safe
passage to Mexico immediately, otherwise we may never get him out’. The Vichy government
was completely under the thumb of the Nazis: extremely conservative and openly hostile to
Jewish people. Capa’s brother Cornell eventually received news from the concentration camp
that Chiki had been transferred to Oued-Zem in Morocco, where the Vichy regime sent
supposedly dangerous or suspicious individuals. Eventually, and thanks to his friend Capa’s
interventions, Chiki was granted a transit visa to Mexico by the American consulate in
Casablanca. He boarded a ship named Serpa Pinto, a Portuguese vessel that saved a great
number of European refugees. In this same letter from Cornell, I learned that another visa was
issued for Maurice Ochorn, a close friend of my father’s. Maurice had been captured by
Franco’s regime and was having a gun held to his head every single morning. It’s hard to
imagine how these individuals endured their dire circumstances, or what kind of personality is
necessary to be able to resist such pressures.Another note addressed to Capa from Bodo
Uhse, a German communist, writer and reporter who had chosen to live in Mexico since 1940,
traced Chiki’s movements once he arrived in Mexico:I saw your friend Emeric – he was
carrying a small suitcase when he arrived and had the saddest look in his eyes. Some Jewish
friends took care of him. I tried to invite him to my place so we could talk, but he called me
back to ask if we could meet at Cafe0� Ritz. When I asked him when, he assured me he was
there almost all the time.My father talked about his time in the Moroccan concentration camp
only rarely, but he once mentioned that when he woke one morning, he narrowly avoided
stepping on a huge black scorpion. This image became engraved in my mind, a symbol of
those terrible days in which he endured unbearable temperatures, abuse, humiliation and
hunger. I met a Moroccan intellectual in Paris once, and when I dared mention Chiki’s plight he
flatly denied that any concentration camps had existed in Morocco. This is relatively common
among countries that collaborated with the Nazis – they cover their historical aberrations with a



veil of innocence. It falls to the victims themselves to denounce them and provide the facts.
Capa, at least, with his mention of the ‘revolting situation in Vichy’, understood what Chiki had
endured.Leonora’s experience of the war was equally gruelling. Roland Penrose, an artist and
collector, sent a letter making clear his willingness to help her after Max Ernst was imprisoned
as an ‘enemy alien’ on account of his German nationality.3 Max was, in fact, soon set free,
following the intervention of Paul Éluard, a renowned poet and founding member of the
Surrealist group. However, no sooner was he liberated than Max was arrested by the Gestapo,
from whom he somehow managed to escape. Penrose made clear to Leonora that he was
anxious to do anything he could to help: ‘I can get together quite a lot of influential intellectuals
with the help of Herbert Read and we could sign a letter together’, he wrote. Read, who was a
poet and historian as well as an expert on Surrealism, organised, along with Penrose and
David Gascoyne, the first International Surrealist Exhibition in London in 1936. In fact, Leonora
was introduced to this new style via Read’s book Surrealism, which had been a gift from her
mother. Penrose’s letter ends with an update on how life was for him and his partner (later
wife), the war photographer and Surrealist artist Lee Miller:We have been here from the start.
Lee is staying rather than escaping to the USA. As you can imagine that makes all the
difference to me; I am working privately in camouflage and Lee is taking courses in First Aid.
London is all blacked out and what amusement we get is very limited. It’s all in the dark. How
unlike all we have known and enjoyed together. Give my love to Max when you see him. This
nightmare can’t go on forever.With no end of love to youRolandLeeThese lines offer a personal
response to the dreadful situation Max and Leonora were enduring, while revealing the
atmosphere of fear and destruction prevalent during the Blitz, that relentless German bombing
offensive against Britain in 1940 and 1941. Although Roland affirms that ‘this nightmare can’t
go on forever’, it was enough to destroy Leonora’s relationship with Max, and it changed
Leonora drastically.All these events bring to mind my experience with my grandmother. I met
my maternal grandmother, Maureen Moorhead, on two different occasions: once when I was a
child and she still lived in Hazelwood, and a second time during my adolescence, when she
lived in a flat in London. She had chosen this relatively small home for her old age, as it had
become increasingly difficult to maintain the grandiose style of accommodation she had
enjoyed before the war. During the awful period when Leonora was separated from Max, my
grandmother tried to comfort her. Maureen was delighted whenever she received news from
her daughter: ‘I am having a cake made and will send it this week’, she wrote. My grandmother
also sent a hundred francs enclosed in an envelope to Arde0�6†P. In another note, she wrote: ‘I
am trying everything in my power to help you, when the Consul replies will send it on to you – it
looks hopeful as he is taking his time.’ Later still, she expressed her concern by asking about
daily comforts: ‘Did you get a parcel of food from me before war was declared – a plum cake,
sardines, stockings wool black & white you asked for?’4Letter from Maureen Moorhead,
Leonora’s mother, to Leonora.I imagine Maureen in her house in Hazelwood. She casts about
for some stationery, chooses a pen. The sheet of paper is grey and not very large. It is cold
outside; through the window, she can see leaves moving softly. The war drags on. Her anguish
is apparent in the note she writes, trying to persuade Leonora to come back to England:
‘Would you go back to your own house if Joan was with you?’, she asks, referring to a close
friend of Leonora’s. Everything is very quiet – then she adds, ‘We all try to look happy and
cheerful, but who is? Now let me know if there is anything, I can do for you, I’m not allowed to
send picture papers, but I’ll have another try, let me know if you can get them?’5 Maureen
understands how difficult things must be for Leonora. Nevertheless, the heavy atmosphere of
war is impossible to hide:



The invisible paintingLeonora Carrington (with foxy cat), Mexico City, 1947.Life is so difficult
that it is best not to give advice on how to live it.My cats keep me company in the dining room –
Mo for Morgan, the well-known English pirate, and Baku after Bakunin, the great nineteenth-
century Russian anarchist. Two brothers with distinct personalities. My partner, Paty, blames
me for the unruly behaviour of the anarchist cat, even though his libertarian temperament is
undeniable. It’s still early when I take a sip of coffee and set pen to paper for the first time.To
whom should I write? Who will listen?My family is European. My Hungarian father was born in
Budapest and my English mother in Clayton Green, Chorley, in Lancashire. Both were
refugees from the Second World War, and, as survivors of terrible events who had begun their
lives anew in strange lands, they lived with the perpetual memory of displacement. It was
always hard for them to talk about the past; about all the friends and relatives they had left
behind. We were a tight-knit group, but we were always looking to connect with people from
Europe, that distant continent that now seemed unreal to us.1My Hungarian grandfather fell
from his horse during the First World War, and as a result of the accident contracted tetanus
and died. His family was Jewish, and most of them were subsequently murdered by the Nazis.
Under the increasingly repressive rule of a fascist regime overseen by Horthy, the infamous
regent of Hungary who ruled for more than twenty years, my father, in the face of dwindling
opportunities and open hostility to Jewish people, decided to flee. He never went back to his
place of birth.My mother, Leonora, also abandoned her European – Anglo-Irish – kin, fed up as
she was with a conventional lifestyle that did not allow her to pursue her vocation as an artist. I
admire the courage she must have had to leave behind a father who never understood her,
who interfered with her profession as a female artist. She moved to Paris, where she sought
out the Surrealists and soon met Max Ernst, with whom she eventually moved to Arde0�6†P in
south-east France. The house where they lived gave them the freedom to explore their mutual
creative visions. I have a photo of it, in which you can see the external wall decorated with
elongated haut-relief figures and the doors enlivened by horses my mother had painted (see
Plate 1). Eventually, though, all the visual poetry the pair of them invested in that place was
destroyed by war. Max, deemed an ‘undesirable foreigner’ by the French authorities, was
imprisoned at Camp des Milles, leaving behind a shattered Leonora to struggle under the
weight of her own desperation. The town where they had spent blissful times together became
for her a kind of hell, hostile and unwelcoming. She barely ate, overcome with grief as she was.
The locals, who both hated and envied the life she led with Max, turned their backs on her,
refusing to help. To those who live in emotional poverty, other people’s happiness can be
perceived as a threat. As a lonely, wounded woman, Leonora was an easy target.My father,
who went by the nickname Chiki, was still a young man when he left Hungary accompanied by
his friend Robert Capa, with whom he worked as a war photographer during the Spanish Civil
War. In later life my father kept to himself, revealing little about the unspeakable crimes his
family had endured in Budapest. The few details he did mention I remember with great clarity,
such as when he described stumbling, during a stroll with his brother through a forest, upon
the macabre spectacle of bodies dangling from tree branches. When Hungary was invaded by
the Germans our Jewish family was living near the Gestapo headquarters, and it is likely that
these unfortunate souls were denounced to the Gestapo by a neighbour. My father’s sister and
mother managed to pass for Christians and were spared, but his brothers were eventually
taken prisoner and died during the infamous death marches, during which thousands of
prisoners were humiliated and beaten to death by the Nazis.Emerico Weisz, Chiki, Paris.War
refugees of different nationalities have been making their way to Mexico for many years. Here,
countless personal histories have intermingled and coincided. It was among them that my own



life story took shape. When I was a child, we had a small group of friends who lived near us in
Colonia Roma in Mexico City, an area that was once the preserve of intellectuals and artists.
Katy and Jose0� Horna, both of whom were, like my father, caught up in the Spanish Civil War
when fleeing a Europe besieged by violence, lived not far from us. During her time in Spain
Katy became a renowned photographer, and her images are testimony to an era that ought
never to be forgotten. For a period of time the Surrealist painter Remedios Varo also lived only
a block away, with the Surrealist poet Benjamin Pe0�&WBÀ in a pretty two-storey house reminiscent
of Spain, France, or Italy. They formed a kind of extended family for us.Several years later
some fragments of these friends’ narratives emerged when, on a trip to New York with Paty and
Daniel, my youngest son, I visited the International Center of Photography. At the time there
was an exhibition on the Spanish Civil War that included photos from negatives that my father
had salvaged from Robert Capa’s studio in Paris during the war. When German troops were
already approaching France and an invasion seemed inevitable, the invaluable negatives were
packed in a cardboard box, which was then taken by bicycle to Bordeaux, from where he
needed to find a way to send it to Mexico. My father told me that he delivered the negatives to a
Consul General in Marseilles – possibly Francisco Aguilar, who was the Mexican Consul during
the Vichy government – in an adventure that later became known as ‘The Mexican Suitcase’
affair. Chiki himself was unable to leave France before being detained by French fascists, who
sent him to a Moroccan concentration camp, but Aguilar kept the negatives for decades.2In
New York, Cynthia Young, the curator of the Spanish Civil War exhibition, handed me a DVD
containing correspondence about my father’s detention. One letter dated 5 February 1941
revealed the close relationship between Chiki and Capa. Another made clear that by 16 June
1941 Chiki had been captured; according to Capa, who had received no news from his friend,
‘the revolting situation now unfolding in Vichy makes it imperative that we find him safe
passage to Mexico immediately, otherwise we may never get him out’. The Vichy government
was completely under the thumb of the Nazis: extremely conservative and openly hostile to
Jewish people. Capa’s brother Cornell eventually received news from the concentration camp
that Chiki had been transferred to Oued-Zem in Morocco, where the Vichy regime sent
supposedly dangerous or suspicious individuals. Eventually, and thanks to his friend Capa’s
interventions, Chiki was granted a transit visa to Mexico by the American consulate in
Casablanca. He boarded a ship named Serpa Pinto, a Portuguese vessel that saved a great
number of European refugees. In this same letter from Cornell, I learned that another visa was
issued for Maurice Ochorn, a close friend of my father’s. Maurice had been captured by
Franco’s regime and was having a gun held to his head every single morning. It’s hard to
imagine how these individuals endured their dire circumstances, or what kind of personality is
necessary to be able to resist such pressures.Another note addressed to Capa from Bodo
Uhse, a German communist, writer and reporter who had chosen to live in Mexico since 1940,
traced Chiki’s movements once he arrived in Mexico:I saw your friend Emeric – he was
carrying a small suitcase when he arrived and had the saddest look in his eyes. Some Jewish
friends took care of him. I tried to invite him to my place so we could talk, but he called me
back to ask if we could meet at Cafe0� Ritz. When I asked him when, he assured me he was
there almost all the time.My father talked about his time in the Moroccan concentration camp
only rarely, but he once mentioned that when he woke one morning, he narrowly avoided
stepping on a huge black scorpion. This image became engraved in my mind, a symbol of
those terrible days in which he endured unbearable temperatures, abuse, humiliation and
hunger. I met a Moroccan intellectual in Paris once, and when I dared mention Chiki’s plight he
flatly denied that any concentration camps had existed in Morocco. This is relatively common



among countries that collaborated with the Nazis – they cover their historical aberrations with a
veil of innocence. It falls to the victims themselves to denounce them and provide the facts.
Capa, at least, with his mention of the ‘revolting situation in Vichy’, understood what Chiki had
endured.Leonora’s experience of the war was equally gruelling. Roland Penrose, an artist and
collector, sent a letter making clear his willingness to help her after Max Ernst was imprisoned
as an ‘enemy alien’ on account of his German nationality.3 Max was, in fact, soon set free,
following the intervention of Paul Éluard, a renowned poet and founding member of the
Surrealist group. However, no sooner was he liberated than Max was arrested by the Gestapo,
from whom he somehow managed to escape. Penrose made clear to Leonora that he was
anxious to do anything he could to help: ‘I can get together quite a lot of influential intellectuals
with the help of Herbert Read and we could sign a letter together’, he wrote. Read, who was a
poet and historian as well as an expert on Surrealism, organised, along with Penrose and
David Gascoyne, the first International Surrealist Exhibition in London in 1936. In fact, Leonora
was introduced to this new style via Read’s book Surrealism, which had been a gift from her
mother. Penrose’s letter ends with an update on how life was for him and his partner (later
wife), the war photographer and Surrealist artist Lee Miller:We have been here from the start.
Lee is staying rather than escaping to the USA. As you can imagine that makes all the
difference to me; I am working privately in camouflage and Lee is taking courses in First Aid.
London is all blacked out and what amusement we get is very limited. It’s all in the dark. How
unlike all we have known and enjoyed together. Give my love to Max when you see him. This
nightmare can’t go on forever.With no end of love to youRolandLeeThese lines offer a personal
response to the dreadful situation Max and Leonora were enduring, while revealing the
atmosphere of fear and destruction prevalent during the Blitz, that relentless German bombing
offensive against Britain in 1940 and 1941. Although Roland affirms that ‘this nightmare can’t
go on forever’, it was enough to destroy Leonora’s relationship with Max, and it changed
Leonora drastically.All these events bring to mind my experience with my grandmother. I met
my maternal grandmother, Maureen Moorhead, on two different occasions: once when I was a
child and she still lived in Hazelwood, and a second time during my adolescence, when she
lived in a flat in London. She had chosen this relatively small home for her old age, as it had
become increasingly difficult to maintain the grandiose style of accommodation she had
enjoyed before the war. During the awful period when Leonora was separated from Max, my
grandmother tried to comfort her. Maureen was delighted whenever she received news from
her daughter: ‘I am having a cake made and will send it this week’, she wrote. My grandmother
also sent a hundred francs enclosed in an envelope to Arde0�6†P. In another note, she wrote: ‘I
am trying everything in my power to help you, when the Consul replies will send it on to you – it
looks hopeful as he is taking his time.’ Later still, she expressed her concern by asking about
daily comforts: ‘Did you get a parcel of food from me before war was declared – a plum cake,
sardines, stockings wool black & white you asked for?’4Letter from Maureen Moorhead,
Leonora’s mother, to Leonora.I imagine Maureen in her house in Hazelwood. She casts about
for some stationery, chooses a pen. The sheet of paper is grey and not very large. It is cold
outside; through the window, she can see leaves moving softly. The war drags on. Her anguish
is apparent in the note she writes, trying to persuade Leonora to come back to England:
‘Would you go back to your own house if Joan was with you?’, she asks, referring to a close
friend of Leonora’s. Everything is very quiet – then she adds, ‘We all try to look happy and
cheerful, but who is? Now let me know if there is anything, I can do for you, I’m not allowed to
send picture papers, but I’ll have another try, let me know if you can get them?’5 Maureen
understands how difficult things must be for Leonora. Nevertheless, the heavy atmosphere of



war is impossible to hide:Pat [my uncle] is suffering from an injured knee and is not very far
away, he has to use a stick but is on active service, we see him once a week. Gerard [my other
uncle] has joined up too. At times like these it is best to have plenty to do.Maureen adds that
she has not been able to see Arthur (my youngest uncle), who had just turned 14: ‘Petrol is so
scarce I cannot go and see him [Arthur]. All our love darling and don’t forget – we will do
everything in our power to help you. Your loving mother.’6 Although it is obvious that Maureen
was intensely worried about Leonora, I do not think she fully understood the extent to which
her daughter suffered as a result of her separation from Max. Then again, who could possibly
understand such a deep and personal pain? Emotions of that kind are inexpressible. Though it
may have been Leonora’s relatives who bore the brunt of the war in England, she was all the
while living her own nightmare. The fascist atmosphere pervaded all. She and Max had, for a
while, been able to keep the world at bay, in that house where the two of them found love and
inspiration. But now familiar objects were painful reminders of Max’s absence. The villagers
were openly hostile.When their relationship was at its peak, Max painted Leonora looking
animated and joyful, the life pouring out of her (see Plate 2). In the painting she is emerging
from lush, seemingly impenetrable vegetation, and she appears to move with ease. It’s a scene
that has always led me to ponder the enigma of both the painter and his subject. For decades
we admired the piece of art – me and Paty, and our children, Pablo, Agatha, and Daniel. In it,
Leonora inhabits a landscape that seems to belong to her; she is clad in moss, surrounded by
a jungle of lianas. Years later, when Leonora was no longer with us, I was unexpectedly
deprived of this painting. This situation belongs to a private part of my life; however, I not only
want to record here the injury I suffered on losing a gift from my mother, but also to bid farewell
to all the phantoms in that exceptional canvas, phantoms that nourished our lives,
communicating their mystery to the room in which the painting hung. Before it was taken away,
I used to scrutinise it, losing myself among the vines and exotic fruit depicted in colourful
threads and jewels. Clad in moss, her loose hair flying in the wind, Leonora emerges from a
glittering chaos, the green vegetation mutating into animals and fruit. She is seeking
something, her pale, fearless face captured by Max’s brush as she sets out on some unknown
quest. Leonora was not always capable of finding this intangible something, and she would
sometimes fall prey to anguish, discouragement, and restlessness, feeling the impossibility of
inhabiting her own body. At other times her reward for this thirst for discovery was the paintings,
sculptures, and other artistic narratives that emerged after a period of intense work, during
which a lit cigarette was held perpetually between her fingers while pondering what to do
next.As I flick through Leonora’s book En bas (Down Below), I find a quote from Jeanne
Megnen. Leonora imagines herself wearing an imaginary mask that served as a powerful tool,
allowing her to fend off conformism. Personally, I hold very dear this image of resistance
against the imposition of social norms, because it fuelled my own struggle to become
something other than what society expected of me.7 In England, Leonora was brought up
according to an oppressive set of social norms that regulated her behaviour. Finding Max for
her meant liberation from those conventions. Her grief at being separated from him turned into
physical illness: she was caught up in a kind of emetic ritual, vomiting continually, her body
reacting violently to the pain of losing the person she loved. His disappearance was for her a
brutal deracination, a violent disembowelling, and her stomach’s unstoppable convulsions were
a physical manifestation of her extreme grief. It was, at the same time, a cleansing ritual, a
means of expelling the filth of human cruelty. The body becomes a stage where grief is tangible
and enacted.She describes, in En bas, her subsequent terrible experience in the Santander
hospital in Spain, where her father Harold Carrington had her committed. As she revisited



those dark moments in her book, she began a process of self-healing that would help her
survive the psychological warfare she was now waging against herself and the medical staff
who hounded her. Her testimony is very eloquent; this narrative happened many years after the
actual events:
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