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Abstract 

With a profuse amount of food and actions around food appearing in her literary 

work, artist and writer Leonora Carrington (1917-2011) also exhibited dissociative 

behaviors around food as coping mechanisms in times of anxiety and trauma. This thesis 

analyzes Carrington’s magical realist food symbolism and actions/inactions around food 

through interdisciplinary lenses such as structural anthropology, (auto)biography, 

feminism, history, and psychology. Though many scholars argue for her proponent stance 

on limitless sensualism and indulgence, this thesis argues against it: Carrington views 

excessive indulgence as immoral but restrained, controlled indulgence as moral. In fact, 

moderate indulgence becomes an art form and mode of spiritual elevation (control as 

represented by an ascetic, vegetarian diet and a less immoral, though nearly amoral, raw, 

natural, and survival-based “flesh-eater” or Nature’s Diet, and the most virtuous diet of 

the scavenger, differentiated from the over-indulgence of the complex, cooked, and 

ambiguously omnivorous diet of the antagonists). Moral hierarchies that Carrington 

attributes to different types of diets are analyzed with their corresponding character types 

and the messages she conveys from these diets and foods. I also explore Carrington’s 

symbolic and feminist use of food, cooking, and art-making with alchemy and her use of 

it in narrative therapy. This thesis aims to shine a light towards a non-pathologizing, 

compassionate, and collaborative understanding and treatment of traumatic experience 

through magical realist narrative therapy using food, cooking, eating, and fasting/purging 

symbolism. 
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Sidhe, the White People of Tuatha Dé Danaan by Leonora Carrington 

Oil on canvas, 59.5 x 78.5 cm/ 23 1/3 x 31 in., 1954. Private Collection. 



v 
 

Acknowledgments 

I wish to express my deepest gratitude to Dr. Alexandra Gold. Without her 

incredible teaching and help and unfailing guidance, encouragement and faith in me, this 

challenging thesis endeavor would not have been possible. I am eternally grateful for her 

prompt and generously detailed responses and amazing feedback, as well as the 

additional help she gave me, even during holidays to make sure I stayed on the 

accelerated timeline track. She was truly with me every step of the way. I will never 

forget it. I am forever indebted to her tremendous generosity, knowledge, and kindness 

that have watered and nourished this project, and allowed it to bloom.  

To Dr. Collier Brown, whose confidence in my final project helped shape my idea 

into this thesis and who connected me with Dr. Gold. That one of my favorite books, The 

Complete Stories of Leonora Carrington, would show up on his syllabus on my first day 

at Harvard Extension School has grown from a good omen and final term paper into an 

ongoing and massive labor of love on her work. I am eternally grateful for all of his 

incredibly generous and invaluable knowledge, feedback, and time he gave in all his 

meetings with me, all of his help and additional help even through weekends and breaks, 

as well as his constant guidance, and encouragement during my time in the program, the 

thesis proposal, thesis, and thesis formatting process. This thesis also would definitely not 

have been possible without him. 

To Dr. Jonathan Highfield, for his immensely generous knowledge, help, and 

support. His direction towards Mary Douglas’ Purity and Danger was an invaluable asset 



vi 
 

and became the main framework for this thesis. I am infinitely grateful for his help, 

guidance, and faith in me in the early stages of this thesis. Without him, this thesis would 

also definitely not have been possible. 

To Gail Dourian, who ensured my thesis stayed on course. I am extremely 

grateful for her super helpful email reminders and generous time supporting me 

additionally over the phone. Her kindness and compassion will never be forgotten. 

To Trudi Goldberg Pires, who taught me the ins and outs of formatting. Her 

knowledge is invaluable and I am deeply grateful for her patience, kindness, and most 

generous help. 

To Mary Frances Angelini, Harvard Extension School research librarian, who 

coached me in scholarly, thesis research. I am extremely grateful for her generous time, 

help, and knowledge. 

To all my English teachers from high school and professors at the Rhode Island 

School of Design and Harvard Extension School, whose most generous help and valuable 

knowledge have greatly contributed to the writer, artist, scholar, and person I am today. I 

am so grateful and honored to have worked with you and been your student. 



vii 
 

 

Table of Contents 

Frontispiece ........................................................................................................................ iv 

Acknowledgments ............................................................................................................... v 

List of Figures ..................................................................................................................... ix 

Chapter I. Introduction ........................................................................................................ 1 

Brief Biography of Leonora Carrington .................................................................. 2 

Relationship of Carrington with Food and Her Use of Food as Narrative Trauma 

Therapy .................................................................................................................... 3 

Broader Understanding of Food and Gender ........................................................... 4 

Use of Food and Food and Expression as Therapy ................................................. 5 

Overview of Chapters .............................................................................................. 7 

Chapter II. Background ..................................................................................................... 10 

Origins of Food and Food and Literature Studies ................................................. 11 

Origins of Carrington and Carrington and Food Scholarship ................................ 13 

Carrington and Food Scholarship .......................................................................... 15 

Carrington and Food and Trauma Scholarship ...................................................... 17 

Carrington and Trauma Scholarship ...................................................................... 18 

Writing as Cure: Narrative Therapy and Carrington Scholarship and Narrative 

Therapy Studies ..................................................................................................... 20 

Magical Realism as Trauma Narrative Therapy Scholarship ................................ 21 



viii 
 

Chapter III. Feral Girl ........................................................................................................ 23 

Background for “Feral Girl” .................................................................................. 24 

Biographical Context and Analysis for “Feral Girl” ............................................. 26 

Chapter IV. Fasting, Exercising, and Purging ................................................................... 33 

Background and Biographical Context for “Fasting, Exercising, and Purging” ... 33 

Analysis for “Fasting, Exercising, and Purging” ................................................... 36 

Chapter V. Vegetarianism, “Flesh-Eaters” or Nature’s Diet, and Vanilla Anemone Cakes: 

Moral and Immoral Diets .................................................................................................. 47 

Background for “Moral and Immoral Diets” ......................................................... 49 

Biographical Context for “Moral and Immoral Diets” .......................................... 50 

Analysis for “Moral and Immoral Diets” .............................................................. 52 

Chapter VI. Mushrooms or “Fruits of the Night”: On the Concept of Ambiguousness .... 65 

Background and Biographical Context for “Mushrooms” .................................... 65 

Analysis for “Mushrooms” .................................................................................... 67 

Chapter VII. The Cosmic Egg, Alchemy, Cooking, and Art ............................................. 77 

Background for “The Cosmic Egg” ....................................................................... 77 

Further Feminist Background and Biographical Context for “The Cosmic Egg” . 79 

Alchemical Background for “The Cosmic Egg” ................................................... 80 

Analysis for “The Cosmic Egg” ............................................................................ 81 

Chapter VIII. Conclusion .................................................................................................. 91 

Appendix 1. Images ......................................................................................................... 100 

Works Cited ..................................................................................................................... 102 



ix 
 

List of Figures  

Figure 1.  The Giantess (The Guardian of the Egg) ................................................ 100 

Figure 2. AB EO QUOD ......................................................................................... 101 



 

 

Chapter I. 

Introduction 

The notion of food and eating as problems to women has become a cliché.  

—Caroline Bynum, Holy Feast and Holy Fast (298) 

 Indeed, as every decade reveals a new ideal hair, fashion, body shape, or facial 

trend for women that varies drastically with each culture (eyebrow shape, eyelash 

extension style, filler-plumped lip, various facial de-/accentuation, etc.), it is clear that 

these protean beauty standards dictated by changing seasons and trends are only as deep 

as the surface level aesthetics that they are. Though fascinating as a mirror to see 

society’s changing ideas on beauty throughout time, appearance should not be placed 

over character or as a barometer of ones worth as it is oftentimes culturally, and 

detrimentally, taught. Its persistence is due to women’s historical and oftentimes forced 

social advancement (themselves, but usually the family’s) and/or survival as man’s wife 

or property (we are lucky to see this finally end in this generation, but not for all 

cultures), as reproduction and intimacy are naturally tied to attractiveness which 

biologically signifies health and thus prime health and traits of the offspring. (However, 

type of look or attractiveness also varies as beauty ultimately lies in the eyes of the 

beholder). Joanna Moorhead writes “It’s the story of men’s power and women’s power, 

and the difference between the two; it’s the story of male wealth and experience versus 

the power of female sexuality and youth" (Surreal Life 68). Therefore unfortunately, we 

see the woman, affected by heavy societal pressure on appearance, develop an unhealthy 
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relationship and/or awareness around food for more often than not, the entirety of her life. 

Yet interestingly, it is also used more positively as, what Brumberg argues, a form of 

expression (qtd. in Assa 217-18). This self-expression reveals both positive and negative 

aspects of her relationship with food which surface in her literature and art around the 

world, including the writings of Western, women writers of the 20th century, the time 

frame and subject area for my thesis. This pervasiveness reveals the seriousness of the 

psychological impact of this societal pressure that nearly all women experience(d) today 

and throughout time. In my thesis, I focus on one particular artist and writer of the 20th 

century, Leonora Carrington (1917-2011), and the literary and artistic use of food in her 

work which often, following Sonia Assa’s claim, centralize around food, cooking, and 

eating scenes (Assa 213). During her traumatic breakdown and incarceration in the 

mental asylum, Carrington used dissociative and ritualistic behaviors around food as a 

way to cope through times of trauma. My thesis analyzes her use of a personal and 

collective food lexicon in her magical realist literary and art work as a form of narrative 

trauma therapy. 

The following section will briefly discuss Carrington’s life.  

Brief Biography of Leonora Carrington 

A unique and gifted girl born into the English bourgeois in 1917, Leonora 

Carrington faced much conflict and trauma from her family and societal conventions 

throughout her youth which yielded experiences and formed views that she would later 

express through food symbolism and “purify[ing]” (Carrington, Down Below 5) 

dissociative behavior using food as self-expression and coping mechanisms through times 

of trauma. Unable to continue living a life of nannies, governesses, religious boarding 
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and finishing schools and to see herself fulfill her family’s wishes of being married off to 

a wealthy or aristocratic husband, the “highly intelligent, rebellious…well-read and 

artistically talented” Carrington carved her own path and studied at art school against her 

family’s wishes (van Raay 79). She fell in love with the Surrealist artist Max Ernst in 

1937, and ran away to live with him in Paris and simultaneously pursue her artistic 

career, severing her ties with her father forever. They moved to the South of France and 

lived an idyllic one-year and half in 1939 together, during which Carrington also wrote 

many of her short stories. However, with the onset of WWII, this blissful time was short-

lived. Ernst was taken prisoner to a concentration camp which caused her, left alone in a 

foreign country with an oncoming war at only twenty-two years of age, to have a 

breakdown. This was shortly followed by traumatic, wartime experiences which led to 

her forced institutionalization in a Spanish mental asylum where she faced enforced, 

brutal treatment with the seizure-inducing drug Cardiazol. It was during this traumatic 

chapter of her life and the years leading up to it that dissociative behaviors around food 

and the personal, magical realist beliefs and logic behind them began to manifest and 

reveal themselves in both her real life and writings.  

The following section will discuss Carrington’s connection with food and her use 

of food in her work as narrative trauma therapy. 

Relationship of Carrington with Food and Her Use of Food as Narrative Trauma Therapy 

Seen in her paintings and magical realist text filled with scenes that center around 

food (Assa 213-214), Carrington uses magical realist narrative meaning-making of her 

traumas and dissociative behaviors with food and behaviors around food as a mode of 

self-therapy for her traumatic experiences. The most visceral of her descriptions surface 
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in her descriptions of food (consumption, fasting, purging, cooking/“brewing”). The 

connection to food reveals itself in her relationship with food in real life, in which 

dissociative behaviors during traumatic events surfaced around a change in diet, eating or 

abstinence from food, strenuous exercise, and vomiting, which also appear in her stories. 

She also uses food to show her views on religion, morality, and civilization/high society 

through a moral hierarchy of diets and corresponding moral or immoral traits pertaining 

to respective protagonist, neutral, or antagonist characters. Carrington is able to use her 

unique language of food and eating to express and heal by overturning toxic conditioning 

and traumatic events into triumphant ones through magical realist narrative meaning-

making. 

The following section will discuss the broader understanding of food and gender. 

Broader Understanding of Food and Gender 

Considered one of the first eco-feminists by Gloria Orenstein (“In Memory” 198), 

Carrington’s strong psychological connection to food helps us understand the long 

historical connection between woman, nature, and food that appear as a significant theme 

in her work. Deeply and anciently linked to the realm of food, woman is designated by 

nature to be nourisher of a species since the earliest found and recorded archaeological 

evidence (i.e., the hunter-gatherers). This concept of woman being connected to the home 

and the hearth is seen throughout the world, across time and today, as women generally 

assume the role of nourisher in the family across cultures. However, this varies as man 

can also assume the additional role of nourisher though less frequently1. Though 

 
1 As this argument focuses on the private sphere of family and home, it does not address the nourishers in 
the public sphere (i.e., the higher number of male chefs to women). It is more frequently seen globally that 
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woman’s initial role preceding the family is to attract in order to be fertilized (consumed) 

for the propagation of the species (the biological purpose), her function, as analyzed 

through multi-cultural myths in Jungian analytical psychology, is to be connected to food 

and around food and nourishment, nourishing physically but also emotionally and 

spiritually from and by this food and her nature. Carl Jung’s student, Erich Neumann, 

explains this by using J.J. Bachochen’s concept of the matriarchate which consists of the 

two sides of the Great Mother, symbolized by the creative and destructive uroboros 

symbol of the snake eating its own tail. This symbolic association signifies early 

mankind’s understanding of life and Mother Nature—the destructive, devouring mother 

of “death, plague, famine, flood” and the creative, nurturing mother of “fullness and 

abundance…the nutrient earth, the cornucopia of the fruitful womb” (Neumann 40). As 

life is supported by the life or food beget from the earth, early humans saw also how 

woman begets life, and her nutritious milk which sustains its early, vital stages. Her body, 

through her milk, is physically food, and her double-sided nature (agreeable but also 

protective) is nurturing for her vulnerable infants and young children. 

The following section will discuss the use of food and food and expression as 

therapy. 

Use of Food and Food and Expression as Therapy 

In addition to the important connection between women, nature, and food, eating 

disorders are also an important issue as it is highly prevalent amongst girls and women. 

 
the woman is the nourisher in the home, though this varies, whereas in the public sphere, where career and 
fiscal exchange comes into play, men are more commonly seen as chefs (at 77.4% men). “Chefs & head 
cooks.” Data USA, 2022, http://datausa.io. Accessed 13 Aug 2024.  
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Not discounting the high number of men with eating disorders, the amount of eating 

disorders among women is disproportionately higher in relation, showing that society 

places more pressure on woman and her appearance (Fang, “An Ecological Approach to 

Obesity”). A whole new emotional and psychological language thus arises with women, 

with women more often using food as self-expression as Brumberg argues, though this of 

course varies. The control of this food, of which women have been chosen to symbolize 

by the incubating and nourishing nature of their bodies and dispositions which echo that 

of earth’s (and the private, domestic sphere around the hearth or heart of the home 

beginning with the hunter-gatherers in their gatherers role), becomes the grip the woman 

either loosens or constricts in order to control the image of her body and/or her spiritual 

and emotional state, and by extension, as Sonia Assa writes from Carrington’s own 

description in her trauma memoir, controlling the inside to control the outside (Assa 224) 

or what she cannot outwardly control in her environment, and what we see Carrington 

often enacts in times of trauma.  

As we see Carrington subverting these moments of trauma in the creation of her 

own symbolic language using food, I add to the scholarship by arguing that Carrington 

uses this unique, personal food lexicon as magical realist trauma narrative therapy in her 

literary and art work. Each chapter examines food in Carrington’s literary work through 

specific traumas she experienced, and how she uses food symbolism and food as it relates 

to cultural, philosophical, or spiritual concepts as narrative trauma therapy. Progressing 

from her earliest, childhood traumas in Chapter 1, which serves as a biographical 

background for how Carrington’s character and foundational views were formulated, 

through some of the most severe traumas of her life as a young woman in her early 
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twenties in Chapter 2, and subsequent chapters that build upon her food lexicon and 

magical realist logic, I argue that Carrington’s interest in and relationship to food gave 

rise to a unique food symbology that not only reveals  her (moral) views, observations, 

and lessons but acts as a mode of magical realist trauma narrative therapy. 

The following section will discuss my thesis framework and an overview of the 

chapters. 

Overview of Chapters 

Each chapter begins with an explanation of theoretical frameworks and/or 

biographical context, followed by the analysis. In Chapter 1, “Feral Girl,” I begin my 

argument with Carrington’s earliest traumas in childhood and youth which offered 

experiences that shaped her views on society and religion on a fundamental level. I 

analyze the “flesh-eater” female protagonist, or the “Feral Girl,” in her short story, “The 

Debutante” and “Cast Down by Sadness” through the auto/biographical lens of her 

traumatic childhood of expulsions from convent schools and negative harm to her self-

confidence from the teachers and administration, resulting in her aversion to the Catholic 

religion. Doing so, I explain the implications of the significance of the Nature’s Diet for 

the “feral” girl or woman. 

In Chapter 2, “Purging, Fasting, and Exercise,” I analyze how Carrington uses her 

own symbolic food lexicon and spiritual and philosophical magical realist laws that 

manifest in dissociative behaviors using food as a way of coping through times of intense 

trauma. I examine her autobiographical trauma memoir Down Below, novel The Hearing 

Trumpet, and novella Little Francis. 
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Building on Chapter 1’s exploration of the “flesh-eaters” diet, in Chapter 3, 

“Vegetarianism, ‘Flesh-Eaters’ or Nature’s Diet, and Vanilla Anemone Cakes: Moral and 

Immoral Diets,” I discuss Carrington’s moral hierarchy of diets in which she considers 

scavengers to be the most morally superior, followed by the ‘flesh-eater’ animals’ or 

Nature’s Diet, then the vegetarianism of the protagonists, and lastly, the omnivorous diets 

of the antagonists which border on the taboo by their consumption of ambiguously 

classified foods. 

In Chapter 4, “Mushrooms or ‘Fruits of the Night’: On the Concept of 

Ambiguousness,” I analyze Carrington’s corresponding use of the mushroom with the 

two queens in two of her short stories written during the same time (1937-38), and its use 

in a third short story also written during the same time (1937- 40).  

In Chapter 5, “The Cosmic Egg, Alchemy, Cooking, and Art,” I analyze 

Carrington’s feminine-focused lens on the ancient philosophy and practice of alchemy 

and its connections to art, cooking, the domestic, and transformation through analysis of 

its fundamental symbol, the cosmic egg, in her real life and literary and artistic work. I 

explain how the concepts serve not only as a mode of empowerment for women but also 

as a philosophical framework for Carrington’s own magical realist trauma narrative 

therapy. 

In the subsequent chapters, my thesis demonstrates the significance of food, 

cooking, and eating/fasting/vomiting to Leonora Carrington in her magical realist 

literature and art as a way to better understand her, at times, seemingly absurdist and 

cryptic symbolism, and thus to reveal the implied and sometimes quietly hidden lessons 

Carrington shares in her work, through biographical, historical, cultural, and 
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psychological lenses. Accordingly, I contribute to literary and artistic scholarship, 

Carrington scholarship, Carrington and food scholarship, food and literature studies, 

trauma studies, trauma narrative scholarship, and magical realist trauma narrative therapy 

scholarship, by normalizing the understanding of magical realist narrative trauma therapy 

using food and eating symbolism to foster more compassionate, open-minded, and 

healing understanding rather than a cursory, impersonal, and pathological interpretation. 

As I will reveal, there is undoubtedly a method in Carrington’s “madness,” albeit, a 

magical realist one. 
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Chapter II. 

Background 

Food is both good to eat (bonne a manger) and good to think with (bonne a 

penser). 

—Claude Lévi-Strauss 

Called “…a burgeoning field” with an “avalanche of books on food” appearing in 

the past few decades, food and food and literature studies is a relatively new field with 

interdisciplinary origins from outside fields (Highfield 9; Avakian and Haber 2). Though 

its inception can be traced to literary theory and food by key essays on food as 

communication in semiotician and literary essayist and critic Roland Barthes’ 1957 

Mythologies, most scholars agree that the field of food studies was created by key 

structural anthropologists in 1960’s Europe such as Claude Lévi-Strauss, Mary Douglas, 

and sociologist Pierre Bourdieu (Coghlan 2). Such interdisciplinary origins points to the 

multi-faceted nature of food symbolism and analysis which again reveals itself in often 

interdisciplinary examinations. This interdisciplinary mode of food analysis and research 

also occurs in the subject of my thesis, artist and writer Leonora Carrington and food, a 

smaller but slowly growing field of scholarship that, though may not have been directly 

connected, interestingly began around the same time the Association for the Study of 

Food and Society was established in 1985 (Coghlan 2), pointing to the pervasive, 

growing popularity of food scholarship within academia. Though trauma narrative 

therapy is mentioned and moderately discussed in Carrington and trauma scholarship, my 
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thesis differs by using specifically magical realism trauma narrative theory as a lens to 

examine Carrington and trauma scholarship on both her positive use and dissociative 

behaviors around food. I also propose an alternative therapeutic narrative method using 

magical realism and food for those these subjects might resonate with. In this 

background, I start chronologically with the structuralist anthropology theories that I also 

use as a framework for my thesis, before moving on to the feminist scholarship that 

helped to create and inspire Carrington scholarship, and then explain the main arguments 

pertinent to the smaller but growing Carrington and food and Carrington and trauma 

scholarship I use in my thesis. I will then explain the main ideas from key trauma 

narrative scholarship, studies, and magical realist trauma narrative scholarship that 

informs my thesis, and end with the trajectory of food and literature studies and its 

convergence with trauma narrative scholarship today. 

The following section discusses the origins of food and food and literature 

studies. 

Origins of Food and Food and Literature Studies 

As the Sixties catalyzed political, social, and cultural idealism globally, the hope 

that revolutionary change could be instigated by the power of words ignited within 

Western academia (Wolin 4), seen by the exponential rise of structuralism (which can be 

traced as far back as 1725 to Giambattista Vico’s writings) in 1960’s Europe, a school of 

thought that, with its focus on the “interconnectedness and interdependence” of 

“phenomena” (Smith, “Structuralism”), laid the groundwork for structural anthropology 

that was among one of the first fields to examine the cultural significance of food and 

from which food studies originates. This rise also saw interest in the culturally symbolic 
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significance of food, a highly loaded social and cultural object and symbol, which begins 

to bubble during this time of social and political unrest and academic and philosophical 

inspiration in the West (the Algerian War2 in 1954-1962, the Vietnam War in 1955-1975, 

and culminating in the ’68 student revolt). The Western intellectual’s desire to understand 

other cultures increased, as seen by anthropologist Claude Lévi-Strauss’ formative work 

about food representation in Amerindian myths, The Raw and the Cooked (1964). He 

explains that “raw” foods signify nature or savagery, while “cooked” food equates to 

culture, or civilization. (This theory became a foundation for “Carrington and food” 

scholarship as seen in Sonia Assa’s essay in 1991).  

Following this foundational work in food studies came another by one of his 

followers: the British Mary Douglas’ Purity and Danger: An Analysis of Concepts of 

Pollution and Taboo in 1966. Mary Douglas examines what is considered holy or unclean 

in different societies throughout time. She argues that “pollution” or “danger” is the 

breaking of boundaries or laws dictated by society, and that, like “purity,” what is 

considered “pollution” is also dictated by the society (Douglas 114). Food studies have 

applied her theory of cultural conceptions of “purity” and “danger” to explain preferences 

for “pure” food (Ditlevsin 181). I use Mary Douglas’ theories on purity and “dirt” (in 

Chapter 2: “Fasting”) and the culturally taboo concept of ambiguous foods (in Chapter 3: 

“Moral and Immoral Diets” and 4: “Mushrooms”) as frameworks of analysis for two of 

my main arguments in my thesis. As structuralist anthropology theory is foundational in 

the creation of food and food and literature studies, the theories are also fitting for the 

 
2 As seen in Barthes’ 1957 essay on “Wine and Milk,” where he notes the French drinking the wine 
produced by dispossessed Algerians. 
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analysis of food in Carrington’s work as we see early Carrington scholars implement as 

well. 

The following section discusses the origins of Carrington and Carrington and food 

scholarship. 

Origins of Carrington and Carrington and Food Scholarship  

As food and food and literature studies evolves into its own disparate and 

significant sub-fields, the fields converge with Carrington and Carrington and food 

scholarship through feminist theory on Carrington’s work. Early scholarship on 

Carrington was kindled by the boom of feminist critical theory in the West in the 1970s, 

specifically with Gloria Orenstein’s 1975 essay on Carrington’s claim on “women’s 

rights to secret powers not shared by man” (qtd. in Women Artists 37) as Whitney 

Chadwick writes in her own fundamental 1985 monograph Women Artists and the 

Surrealist Movement on a feminist understanding of female artists associated with 

Surrealism such as Carrington (Markova and Shannon 2). Food and Carrington 

scholarship specifically begins a year later with Chadwick’s 1986 essay, “Leonora 

Carrington: Evolution of a Feminist Consciousness” which examines her use of food and 

cooking in her work from a feminist perspective. Thus, much of general Carrington 

scholarship and Carrington and food scholarship explore Carrington and her work 

through a feminist lens. The problematic role of “Muse” for many of the women artists 

within the Surrealist group is a central argument in much of Carrington scholarship and 

the feminist scholarship around the Surrealist movement (Aberth, Surrealism, Alchemy 

37). After a lull, her mentioning in other key works, such as in Susan Suleiman’s 2012 

Subversive Intent, “raised Carrington to some level of critical recognition as a significant 
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practitioner among the Surrealists” (McIntyre, Anarchic Bodies 39). A different take on 

feminism crystallized as Carrington’s subversive view of feminizing the domestic was 

pointed out by Whitney Chadwick in her 1986 essay on Carrington, Janet Kaplan (1988), 

and Susan Aberth (2004), who were among the first to discuss Carrington’s use of food 

and her feminist representation of the domestic sphere in her work.  

Carrington scholars have continued to argue for Carrington’s proponent stance on 

over-indulgence and unrestrained excess, which I argue against in this thesis. Beginning 

with Assa who describes Carrington’s narratives as a “world dominated by …perversion 

and anarchic excess” (Assa 213), Hannah McIntyre claims in her 2022 dissertation that 

Carrington’s “narrative tends to an … embracing excess” (Anarchic Bodies 88). It is 

important to differentiate between the two types of “excess” (40) at work here: the first, 

as related to Carrington’s “limitless depiction of personal identity” (40), from the aspect 

of indulgent “excess” (40) as it relates to what she describes as against “traditional 

moralist teachings on the virtues of restraint” (40). I argue against the latter definition. 

The “joyful excess” (40) of Carrington’s Marian Leatherby having “too much soul” 

(Carrington, Hearing Trumpet 17) is a state of positive emotion/being and description of 

a non-cognitive trait (DeYoung 1015), whereas the latter definition connects to action 

and morality. McIntyre describes that “excess” (Anarchic Bodies 40) is “only truly felt 

when it has overcome a restrictive force; …via the spectre of religion” (41). She explains: 

“The virtue of restraint is imposed through the church or its agents in various guises, via 

sexual abstinence, fasting, or physical mortification…” Carrington’s work shows a 

“refusal to associate physical pleasure with immorality” (Anarchic Bodies 42). Rather, as 

I respectfully argue, these methods of restraint (fasting, vegetarianism, cold baths) were 
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practiced by Carrington as modes of purification in times of trauma and inspired by 

religious and spiritual concepts that influenced her (which is separate from her distrust of 

Catholicism growing up, but rather reveals its unconscious influences, and perhaps also 

the Eastern religion/spirituality that inspired her, during her dissociative states). 

Furthermore, morally superior, positive characters enjoy a modest, controlled indulgence 

(austere vegetarianism, fasting), whereas her immoral, antagonist characters enjoy 

excessive and omnivorous indulgence and hedonism, signaling Carrington’s view against 

unrestrained, physical indulgence. 

The following section discusses Carrington and food scholarship. 

Carrington and Food Scholarship 

Though there are currently no monographs on Carrington and food, there have 

been influential essays, articles, and book chapters that allowed the formation of this 

subject to emerge and serve as valuable foundation and, as explained earlier, original 

theories from outside fields that helped provide frameworks of analysis for Carrington 

and food scholarship and its slow, but continual growth. Preceding Carrington and food 

scholarship was the concept of the “private sphere” also known as the “domestic sphere” 

which Chadwick uses in her foundational essay in Carrington and food scholarship which 

Aberth and others build upon (“Evolution of a Feminist” 41). Though this concept of 

public and private spheres begun much earlier as seen since classical Greek times and 

Rousseau specifying the intimacy and therefore authenticity of the private sphere 

(“Public and Private Spheres”), Jürgen Habermas’ argues in 1991 that the public sphere is 

“made up of private people gathered together as a public and articulating the needs of 

society with the state” (qtd. in Soules). On the other hand, the private sphere was the 
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“realm of commodity exchange and social labor” (Habermas 30). In her 1986 article, 

Chadwick focuses on Carrington’s conflation of domestic acts and/or social labor 

(cooking and also art making, as Carrington often sold her paintings for income for her 

family) with her artistic ideas and practice. She defines these creative acts of the 

domestic, private sphere as “rituals of transformation” using alchemy and alchemical 

processes as a metaphor for cooking and painting (“Evolution of a Feminist” 41). It is 

here that Chadwick unites the private sphere with the feminine “domestic sphere” and the 

world with art making. In 1988, Janet Kaplan writes of Remedios Varo and Carrington’s 

magical cooking and artistic collaborations: “Using cooking as a metaphor for hermetic 

pursuits they established an association between women’s traditional roles and magical 

acts of transformation” (Kaplan 96).  

A few years later, Sonia Assa, in “Gardens of Delight or What’s Cookin’? 

Leonora Carrington in the Kitchen” (1991), is one of the first to analyze Carrington’s use 

of food with trauma, in which she argues that alimentary diet and food and eating in 

narrative was a way for Carrington to control the outside from the inside (Assa 224) 

which I will further explain in the following section Carrington and food and trauma, 

laying the groundwork for the growing field. 

Rather than focusing on the pathological side of food and eating in Carrington’s 

work through a feminist, psychoanalytic lens like previous scholars, Susan Aberth 

reiterates Chadwick’s more positive analysis by focusing on the multi-cultural influences 

of Carrington’s food symbols in her monograph Leonora Carrington: Surrealism, 

Alchemy and Art (2004), one of the most comprehensive monographs of Carrington’s life 

and work to date. Though it is not a monograph focusing on specifically “Carrington and 
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food,” there is one chapter which focuses on the subject titled “The Alchemical Kitchen.” 

Aberth following Chadwick and Kaplan has noted that this concept of the 

transformational qualities of food from “kitchen to the table to consumption” are likened 

to “alchemical processes of distillation and transformation, which in turn lead to 

associations in art production” (Aberth 64-65). Jonathan Eburne argues in 2011 that 

Carrington’s kitchen was her “intellectual hub” (qtd. in Conley 2). In 2013, Katharine 

Conley builds upon this argument and argues that Carrington’s kitchen represents the 

“domestic space” as a site of transformation (Conley 14). 

The following section discusses Carrington and food and trauma scholarship. 

Carrington and Food and Trauma Scholarship 

Despite Carrington’s autobiographic trauma memoir Down Below being published 

in 1972, in which she explains her experience with her traumatic mental breakdown and 

her dissociative behavior with food as a symptom, scholarship on Carrington’s 

dissociative behavior with food in times of trauma did not appear until two decades later 

with Sonia Assa’s article in 1991. Assa claims that Carrington, due to her sense of 

powerlessness in an unjust world, uses food and eating as a way to control her external 

environment (Assa 223). “The question was to change/control ‘the inside’ in order for a 

change to take place ‘outside’ (Assa 11). Ann Hoff, whose foundational 2009 article in 

Carrington and trauma scholarship which does not focus on food and trauma but rather 

her experience with Cardiazol and trauma (which I will further explain in the next section 

on Carrington and trauma), does also mention the significance of food and trauma with 

Carrington and claims this same theme of attempting control by citing feminist scholar 

Susan Bordo’s Unbearable Weight. Bordo states that the body is a “medium of the 
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culture” and that women are conditioned to respond to culture by attempting dominance 

over their bodies” (qtd. in Hoff 165). Natalya Lusty in 2010 discusses this same view 

with Carrington’s need to control the world through her own body:  

Throughout the narrative diet and regimen come to figure as an important 
part of Carrington’s sense of power and control within a world where 
freedom has been denied – first in the militaristic world of war-torn 
Europe and then within the world of the psychiatric hospital in Spain. By 
internalizing the chaos around her as a disease of the body, Carrington 
strives to redeem the world through strict, ritualized alimentary processes. 
(346) 

Marina Warner also notices the connection with repetitive dissociative behaviors, 

claiming that the “struggles and passions” from her relationship with Ernst that appears in 

Little Francis written in 1937-38 and other literary works foreshadowed her breakdown 

in 1940 (House of Fear 8).  

The following section discusses Carrington and trauma scholarship.  

Carrington and Trauma Scholarship 

In 2003, “Surrealism’s Banging Door,” Natalya Lusty analyzes Breton’s Nadja 

and Carrington’s Down Below, arguing that “Carrington’s psychosis throughout the 

narrative is signalled by a disintegration of the self ’s boundaries and the near fusion of 

self and world (345), which I build upon with my own argument and the supporting 

trauma narrative scholarship on why magical realism is such a useful and effective genre 

for trauma narrative therapy. In 2004, Aberth argues for Carrington’s misdiagnosis (she 

was diagnosed as “marginally psychotic” and “treated and cured with three doses of the 

drug Cardiazol, which chemically induced convulsive spasms similar to electric shock 

therapy” at the Santander Mental Asylum (Surrealism, Alchemy 46). In an interview 50 

years later, the doctor who treated her  
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remembered his patient perfectly. He wondered if her diagnosis by the 
conventional Catholic doctors was influenced by her ‘Surrealist world-
view,’ which stressed a disturbing belief in the magical, primitive and 
illogical, and rejected notions of a noble humanity and of civilisation in 
general. ‘Surrealism was a prophylaxis’ Morales asserted, and he 
wondered if Carrington, in 1941, was actually sane in her adaptation to 
society as it was at that time and if now she would even be classified as ill 
(46).  

Additionally, though some scholars do discuss the tumultuous relationship with 

Ernst (Warner, House of Fear 8) and traumatic war time experiences (Lusty 337) that 

may have also led and/or greatly contributed to her “breakdown,” none mention 

Carrington being gang raped by a group of soldiers right before the episode with 

newspapers in front of the hotel that led to her detainment. Upon later research, I found 

this was discussed by only one other scholar, Carlos Martín, who also noticed that the 

scholarship does not mention this particular, highly traumatic event. In line with what I 

also thought, Martín writes that this is due perhaps to it only being briefly mentioned “at 

the beginning of a tale that becomes more convoluted by the word” or that it was “so 

painful that the artist herself didn’t dwell on it” (Martín 23).  

Additionally, Hoff argues in 2009 that most scholarship only mentions in passing 

the traumatic and abusive forced Cardiazol treatment at the sanatorium in Spain. Her 

article is pivotal in Carrington and trauma scholarship because it is the only one that 

examines her trauma memoir and treatment in the mental asylum through a psychiatric 

lens, arguing for its authenticity by using evidence from medical reports and clinical 

studies from the practitioners of Cardiazol therapy in the 1930’s (Hoff 85).  

The following section discusses narrative therapy and Carrington scholarship and 

a foundational, pioneering study on trauma writing therapy. 
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Writing as Cure: Narrative Therapy and Carrington Scholarship and Narrative Therapy 

Studies  

In “Communication as a Cure,” (2021) Hannah McIntyre argues for the 

therapeutic benefits of narrative writing in Carrington’s Down Below. She explains that 

the text was a result of Dr. Mabille’s treatment of her post-mental asylum stress and 

severe anxiety by using writing as therapy to help her work through her trauma. The fact 

Down Below was created as a form of treatment is significant as it shows even physicians 

at the time were using narrative and writing as therapy.  

One of the pioneer researchers in studying the effects of trauma writing therapy 

on the physical and emotional health of individuals (an increasing body of research 

starting from the last 25 years) is Dr. James Pennebaker. Dr. Andrew Huberman states:  

He certainly wasn’t the first one to come up with that hypothesis, but 
indeed, he was one of the first to really start exploring a protocol within 
the laboratory…he’s truly a pioneer in thinking about ‘psycho-neuro 
immunology’ by couching it not in the direction that most people do… to 
have people deliberately induce a negative experience and yet they’re 
seeing … positive effects on immune system …especially interesting as it 
relates to the nervous system’s ability to rewire itself in response to 
experience. (00:55:35-00:57:05) 

Dr. Pennebaker found that writing about a traumatic or stressful event for twenty 

minutes over four consecutive days (which can be spread to once a week for four weeks) 

yielded better immune-system functioning and less health problems (Pennebaker 162). 

The third component of the protocol consists of writing about “any associations 

whatsoever that happen to come to mind about those events, emotional states, people in 

your life, anything past, present, or future” (Huberman 01:30:47-01:31:04). This last 

component is the element of an objective, self-growth point of view in trauma narrative 

therapy writing I argue Carrington implements in Chapter 5, “The Cosmic Egg.”  



 

21 

The following section discusses narrative therapy and its convergence with 

trauma studies and magical realism narrative therapy scholarship. 

Magical Realism as Trauma Narrative Therapy Scholarship 

Narrative therapy began with Michael White and David Epston, founders of 

narrative therapy in the 1980s, with their Narrative Means to Therapeutic Ends published 

in 1990, the first book on narrative therapy. Their “co-discovering” (White and Epston, 

“About Narrative Therapy”), collaborative stance is implemented by Sonja Bar-Am in 

her 2015 and 2016 articles on the use of magical realism in psychotherapy. In her 2015 

article, Bar-Am defines magical realism from the existing scholarship as the literary 

technique/device/genre when magical elements appear in realistic scenes or situations 

(20). She advocates for narrative therapy using the literary technique of magical realism 

as a lens for listening to client’s accounts on their psychotic episodes, advocating for 

collaborative, “non-pathologizing therapeutic meaning-making” which informs my thesis 

and that I build upon (16).  

 In “A Thing May Happen and be a Total Lie” (2017), Jo Langdon builds upon 

foundational work in trauma studies and quotes Jenny Edkins, who argues that trauma 

narratives allow the traumatized individual to “fit” an unplaceable event into their life by 

making it “meaningful” (qtd. in Langdon 349). Langdon argues that magical realism is 

especially useful in trauma narrative “when experience goes beyond typical/traditional 

means, as authors are required to be exceptionally creative in order to give expression to 

such events and to access and provide a version of reality that feels true” (Langdon 348-

49). 
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To conclude, there are recently convergences with trauma narrative studies with 

food and literature studies which is a departure from the more anthropological and 

historical focus of food and literature studies (Strand 466). Though contemporary works 

focused on specific time periods/cultures, this focus has moved towards finding shifts 

towards attitudes around food and eating across all periods and genres as well as a more 

global perspective. It is also important to note the field itself is indebted to the 

foundational theories formed by the field of anthropology and semiotics that form the 

framework of analysis for my topic, Carrington and food. The advantageously 

interdisciplinary nature of food and literature studies includes many scholars of diverse 

approaches, specializations, and perspectives contributing to the field. With the recent 

shift towards unification of the human experience through food and literature analysis 

and a rather smaller amount of material on my particular topic, my thesis offers a 

significant and unique contribution to the fields of food and literature studies, English, 

psychology, art/art history, and scholarship on Carrington and food. By exploring 

literary, psychological, and art historical analysis on multi-cultural and autobiographical 

influences of food in Carrington’s work, I argue that food, cooking, and eating can be 

used in magical realist trauma narratives as a unique form of self-expression, meaning-

making, and healing for those artists, writers, and food lovers who may also grapple with 

multi-cultural identity, passions, and influences and struggles and/or passion with food. 
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 Chapter III. 

Feral Girl 

So I smell a bit strong, what? Well, I don’t eat cakes!  

—the hyena in “The Debutante” 

In an essay titled, “What Is a Woman,” Leonora Carrington described of herself: 

“I am a female human animal” (qtd. in Arcq and Martín 223). Expressing an accurate 

reminder of our animal bodies and their innate connection with nature, Carrington 

denotes both pride and her mocking views of society (paired of course with her vicious 

dark humor), and reminds us of the dual aspect of human nature as both animal and 

human. Despite this, she suggests that animals may still be nobler than humans. 

Carrington, who experienced trauma from an early age due to the conflict of her 

individuality, unique gifts, and artistic dreams with the expectations of her society and 

culture of her English 20th century bourgeois family, would also soon experience the 

traumas of war at twenty-two after being left alone in a foreign country during WWII 

when her lover and partner Max Ernst was taken prisoner. She was then committed to a 

mental sanatorium in Spain where she was subject to forced, Cardiazol injection 

treatments of an experimental, seizure-inducing, convulsive drug). As Carrington 

explained to one of her biographers and great-niece, Joanna Moorhead, the two biggest 

traumas in her life were “Hitler and her family” (“‘We Spent Our Time’” 20).  

Carrington begins her literary expression in the form of short stories written 

during the time she ran away with Ernst in 1937-39 with one of her earlier and most 
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famous stories, “The Debutante,” (1937-38) which contains themes of a rebellious girl 

protagonist within a strict, bourgeois family and similar motifs around food in her other 

works. She contrasts a wholesome diet versus a Nature-oriented or animal’s diet which I 

call “Nature’s diet,” that I have specified from what other scholars have termed certain 

Carrington’s characters as ‘flesh-eaters’ (Assa 218). Carrington uses food and eating/not 

eating and actions with food as a personal, unique lexicon to rewrite the traumatic 

experiences caused by her family into a positive, alternative reality as a form of magical 

realist narrative trauma therapy. To this end, Carrington is able to partake in her own 

pleasures and actualize personal freedom rather than submit to the familial and societal 

expectations she was forced to participate in and comply with.  

The following section will discuss the background pertinent to the chapter. 

Background for “Feral Girl”  

Early structuralist, binary theories and Jungian-inspired, “feral” woman theory are 

used in early Carrington and food scholarship to explain Carrington’s mocking views on 

society and the feral woman diet. Claude Lévi-Strauss’ The Raw and the Cooked, in 

which, in his analysis of Amerindian myths “raw” foods represent nature and savagery, 

and “cooked” foods represent civilization, or culture, is helpful in explaining the 

dichotomic categorization of her vegetarian, delicate eaters versus raw, ‘flesh-eater’ 

characters of the earlier Carrington and food scholarship. In particular, Sonia Assa, uses 

this dichotomy of raw and cooked to delineate between the diets of her two character 

types, ‘flesh-eaters’ and ‘cookies-and-greens’ eaters, which she coins. I build upon this 

claim and argue on the former category by specifying the moral and immoral characters 

within the ‘flesh-eaters’. There is also a romanticizing tone by other scholars of 
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uncontrolled appetite as symbolizing sexuality (Assa 217, 219) without considering its 

immoral aspect in accordance with Carrington’s point of view when it is practiced in 

excess. Combining structuralism with feminist, literary, and psychological analysis, the 

scholarship of Sonia Assa, Claude Lévi-Strauss (raw and cooked foods symbolism), and 

Clarissa Pinkola Estés (“Wild Woman” archetype), are some foundational theories used 

for Carrington and food scholarship on this theme of the “feral woman diet.” 

Building on Assa’s “flesh-eaters” theory and Carroll’s theory of the “feral 

woman” or “femmes sauvages” (Carroll 155), the “feral woman” is associated with raw, 

“Nature’s diet” as a signifier of her connection to nature, though it is important, as I 

argue, to distinguish the immoral and moral aspects within this category, as well. Carroll 

writes: “The consumption of ‘raw’ foods by the feral women emphasizes their exile from 

culture, the realm of the ‘cooked’ (Carroll 164) just like, as Assa states: the “flesh-eaters” 

are “utterly ‘raw’ and still becoming moreso through their diet” (Assa 220). Carroll uses 

Clarissa Pinkola Estes’ “Wild Woman archetype” to explain the connection of the “feral 

woman” with rawness or Nature. Estes’ describes the Jungian-inspired, feminist “Wild 

Woman archetype” Women Who Run with the Wolves (1992) as “Wild Woman” or 

“wildish Self” (Estés 14): the “instinctual nature” (11) of women or “source of the 

feminine” (12) which is found in stories all over the world. Essentially, it is Freud’s “Id” 

concept (7) and Jung’s “anima” concept but transposed from the male’s soul counterpart 

to the female. “Feral” and “Savage” Woman/archetype is used interchangeably with 

‘Wild’ Woman/Archetype” (and its French term that Rachel Carroll uses, “femmes 

sauvages”) in “Carrington and food” scholarship to describe certain ‘flesh-eater’ female 

characters/protagonists with big appetites. The wild woman or “femmes sauvages,” shows 
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up as the ‘flesh-eater’ or Nature’s Diet, as I specify, of the female protagonist/positive 

characters. (The antagonists consume a cooked diet). Also important in her stories, is the 

“feral girl,” as I call her, or the younger and more innocent or “purer” form of the 

Feral/Wild Woman as she has not yet been fully conditioned by her society or the 

environment, though she is beginning to be and fights back because of this (a largely 

autobiographical move by Carrington).  

The analysis will begin in the following section. 

Biographical Context and Analysis for “Feral Girl” 

To begin, many autobiographical references appear in “The Debutante.” In 1934, 

when Carrington came of age, she was required by her parents to attend her coming out 

ball at King George V’s court: that this event was a traumatic one for Carrington reveals 

itself in the autobiographical references in this particular short story, where she is able to 

reverse the traumatic effects of forceful compliance to societal and familial expectations 

into moments of victory. Though Carrington’s family was upper-middle class, her father 

a self-made textile tycoon and one of the richest in England, the family were not 

aristocrats (Aberth, Surrealism, Alchemy 11; van Raay 79). The primary goal of 

Carrington’s mother, in the typical way of the Victorian values that extended into their 

generation, was to make sure Carrington married well and raise the family status, and 

dreamt of a royal wedding for Carrington (Aberth, Surrealism, Alchemy 19). According 

to Sonia Assa, “So, Leonora Carrington, unruly, rebellious and panicked daughter of 

upper-class parents still under the sway of Victorian values, conceived a fictional world 

in a language not her own—that is, not her mother’s—in which the main affair is what is, 

or is not, eaten” (218). “The Debutante” is a story about a girl who is forced to go to her 
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own coming out ball, which is being organized by her mother. It is an obvious reference 

to her own coming out ball, in which her mother was the leading force in her coming out 

into society (Surrealism, Alchemy 19). The protagonist shares that she loved to go to zoos 

when she was a debutante “to get away from people” (an autobiographical reference to 

Carrington herself based on a fond memory when her mother took her to the zoo to 

celebrate her first communion at fourteen due to her love for animals) (Complete Stories 

3; Surrealism, Alchemy 7). In the story, Carrington writes: “I went so often that I knew 

the animals better than the girls my own age” (Complete Stories 3). At the zoo, she 

befriends a hyena, and a strong friendship develops.  

The magical realist trauma narrative truly begins once the hyena begins talking 

and the friendship further develops, in which the protagonist convinces her to go to her 

debutante ball in her place. In the story, the girl’s mother begins to arrange a ball in her 

honor on “the first of May 1934,” which is the year in which Carrington’s parents first 

require her to go to the balls (Aberth, Surrealism, Alchemy 19). As the ball is being 

arranged, the protagonist is in “great distress for whole nights. I’ve always detested balls, 

especially when they are given in my honor” (Carrington, Complete Stories 3). She visits 

the hyena that morning and shares her woes about having to go to her ball that night, and 

convinces the hyena, who loves balls despite having a very “strong smell” to go in her 

place (7, 4). The girl was already subconsciously baiting the hyena with this plan, telling 

her that “‘There’ll be a great many different things to eat … I’ve seen truckloads of food 

delivered to our house,’ hinting at her knowledge of the hyena’s voracious appetite (4). 

The hyena is “disgusted” by the girl’s complaining, as she is given only “a heap of 

bloody rubbish” “once a day” (4). The girl excitedly suggests and begs the hyena to go in 
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her place and she finally agrees. A plan is quickly devised and the girl sneaks the hyena 

out of the cage to her home. She then dresses her up in the dress she was to wear that 

night, along with gloves and high-heels. The feral woman is becoming civilized. 

However, the issue remains about how to disguise her face. The hyena rejects every plan, 

but finally proposes to clandestinely kill the maid, and “tear off her face. I’ll wear her 

face instead of mine,” insinuating that consuming the maid was perhaps the first idea on 

her mind (5). The girl at first rejects this plan, concerned about how they would hide the 

corpse. The hyena says “‘I’m hungry enough to eat her’… ‘And the bones?’ ‘As well’ 

she said. ‘So it’s on?’” (6). The girl agrees, only after she makes the hyena promise to 

only tear off her face after killing her, as it would hurt too much otherwise. 

 Magical realism will only intensify as the story continues onward in which the 

trauma reversals become even more significant and apparent. The narrator concisely 

describes the scene, “A brief cry and it was over” (Carrington, Complete Stories 6). The 

girl looked out the window as the hyena ate the body, and “A few minutes later, she said, 

‘I can’t eat any more. Her two feet are left over still, but if you have a little bag, I’ll eat 

them later in the day” (6). Carrington’s sense of humor is apparent here. She often 

references little, nimble feet. Little feet symbolize daintiness as well as a sharpness in wit 

and intelligence, contrasting with the darker aspects of the character. In “Cast Down by 

Sadness,” the little old woman Arabelle’s (who led her to drink from a clear lake) feet are 

“the most beautiful feet I have ever seen. You have little feet, like knife blades” 

(Carrington, Complete Stories 100). Intelligence translates to physical sharpness and 

connotes swiftness due to the lightness of her small feet connecting her mind to the 

corporal, much akin to the union of animals’ intelligence and instincts to their physicality 
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and agility being constantly in survival flight-and-fight mode, the old woman also leaping 

towards the protagonist with “extraordinary agility” (99). The little feet also allude to an 

imp-ish, child-like quality giving a dark, eerie playfulness, and dream-like strangeness to 

her characters and tone. Taking the feet “to-go” to eat gives wind of a new set of laws 

only Carrington’s world and those of like kin are privy too, as wholly consuming the 

maid would equate the hyena to gluttony which the hyena is not—she is voracious yet 

she satisfyingly (and perhaps unknowingly) respects secret rules that are the result of a 

certain type of dark, magical realist humor and world. 

Another key trait of magical realist literature is its fantastical creatures as we see 

the talking hyena embody other human traits. These remarkable human qualities, which, 

in addition to her animal skills, elevates her status as an animal and character. The 

narrator describes, “She had nibbled very neatly all around the face so that what was left 

was exactly as needed” and the hyena puts the face on and goes to the ball (Carrington, 

Complete Stories 6). Though the wild hyena can eat almost a whole human being in one 

go, her big, gruesome, and bloody jaws are also capable of the refined technical skill, 

sensitivity, and attention to detail of an artist or artisan. The range of her appetite, ability 

to kill for food, and her control puts her almost at the level of a super-being. Here, as in 

many other moments in her work, animals (and hybrid human-animals) surpass humans. 

As an artist herself, this sensitively dexterous gift is also echoed in the hyena, and is a 

hybridization of her and the hyena that merge here. 

Reading is also a trait that Carrington shares with the protagonist, and assumes a 

rather rebellious connotation in this time and context. After the killing deed is done, the 

hyena is approved by the protagonist and leaves to go to the ball, the girl then happily 
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goes to read Gulliver’s Travels by Jonathan Swift at the window seat. Besides 

Carrington’s love of reading as another autobiographical reference, the book was a 

favorite of hers that also inspired her art and writing (Aberth, Surrealism, Alchemy 14). 

Additionally, Carrington had read Alduous Huxley’s Eyeless in Gaza all the way through 

at the Ascot races (after the tea party at Buckingham Palace) which she viewed from “the 

royal enclosure” (20). Since women were not allowed to bet, she brought a book (20). 

She had no intention to be, what she bluntly described, “sold to the highest bidder” (20).  

Lévi-Strauss’ “raw and cooked” theory comes into play when the hyena, who 

represents Nature, cannot integrate into human society. After a peaceful hour passes, the 

girl’s mother barges into her room “pale with rage… ‘When that thing sitting in your 

place got up and shouted, ‘So I smell a bit strong, what? Well, I don’t eat cakes!’ 

Whereupon it tore off its face and ate it. And with one great bound, it disappeared 

through the window’” (Carrington, Complete Stories 7). The Victorians (and previous 

eras) viewed the higher senses to be sight and hearing, the lower senses to be smell and 

taste (Brumberg 182). Appetite was associated to be a barometer of a woman’s moral 

state and sexuality (175, 182). Furthermore, “cakes” is derisive in tone as the hyena 

criticizes civilization after her strong scent, the natural descriptor of her uncivilized and 

“savage” thus “lower” status, causes revulsion. In line with Lévi-Strauss’ The Raw and 

the Cooked food theory, for Carrington, cakes are complex, sweet, and perhaps the 

epitomic food to signify culture through heat and cooking (though sardonically), whereas 

the raw diet of animals symbolize Nature. As pure nature, the hyena is unable to integrate 

with civilization. 
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There is a thin line between the interchangeability of the hyena and the girl, as the 

reader feels subconsciously that this hyena is an alter ego of Carrington due to her 

metaphorically symbolizing a truer state: Carrington is herself the hyena, donning the 

mask of a socially acceptable girl, whose pain of attending the ball due to understanding 

the goal of such events and her lack of freedom in society, is expressed as reversing the 

actual trauma of playing a part by victoriously consuming the mask she must don for 

society. The obtaining of the mask was through a natural means (animal killing and 

consuming its prey)—the unsympathetic, gruesome necessity and terrible, awesome 

happenstance of Mother Nature) which signifies Carrington’s strong connection to nature 

and animals and her affinity to relate a purity of being and higher moral standard to the 

realm of nature rather than the inauthenticity and toxicity of a competitive, selfish, and 

power/ego-driven, patriarchal society. The hyena in the mask is the visual and figurative 

personification of one of her alter egos as we see in her painting Self-Portrait (Inn of the 

Dawn Horse) which depicts Carrington herself in a chair with her hair in a wild mane and 

a hand outstretched towards a hyena. The hyena appears to be a mirror to her true nature, 

a portal to a purer state of being or freedom which is affirmed by her jumping out the 

window in the story. 

Of interest to note is that the maid who is killed and eaten is named Mary. Is this 

an allusion to the Virgin Mary, the model of the chaste ideal of the feminine? Evidenced 

by Carrington’s auto/biographies and Victorian writers often linking asceticism with 

ideal, physical, female beauty (Brumberg 185), this allusion seems highly probable.  

By using food and eating as a personal, unique lexicon of her own language of 

self-expression, Carrington rewrites traumatic, autobiographical experiences from her 
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childhood into moments of triumph in her short stories. As a result, Carrington is able to 

utilize magical realist narrative trauma therapy for healing as her own way of self-

affirming, narrative actualization. 
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Chapter IV. 

Fasting, Exercising, and Purging 

I know now that this was but one of the aspects of those vomitings: I had 

realized the injustice of society, I wanted first of all to cleanse myself, then go 

beyond its brutal ineptitude.  

—Leonora Carrington, Down Below 

The following section discusses the background and biographical context that 

influenced her magical realist world-view and writing of her trauma as narrative trauma 

therapy. 

Background and Biographical Context for “Fasting, Exercising, and Purging” 

In Carrington’s attempt to self-heal and cope, dissociative behaviors around food 

in combination with magical realist logic that appear in her real life are rationalized in her 

post-reflection writings. These dissociative behaviors that stemmed from a magical realist 

understanding of the world were based on Carrington’s, at times, own spins on mythical, 

spiritual, religious, and cultural symbols, or what Carl Jung describes as the collective 

unconscious. The most formative aspects of her magical realist world-view were first 

influenced in her childhood by the Celtic myths shared by her Irish nanny, mother and 

grandmother along with stories such as Alice in Wonderland (Aberth, Surrealism, 

Alchemy 12), then by the Surrealist views held by her first lover, Max Ernst, and finally 

by her own interests in esoteric and spiritual, and multi-cultural influences and studies. 
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These influences formed the basis of her magical realist logic that she uses to rationalize 

her dissociative behaviors in times of trauma. In order to cope through these traumatic 

events, Carrington’s specific use of orange flower blossom water, for self-induced 

vomiting, a highly specific though sparse vegetarian diet, strenuous exercise, and a 

predilection for fasting or during states of severe melancholia also show up in her literary 

work before her breakdown, therefore pointing to certain consistent behavioral tendencies 

that she is later aware of and able to rationalize and make sense of with magical realist 

narrative as therapy. The sparse diet and harsh, physical regimen were ways for her to 

dissolve the boundaries of her physical body with the world as a way to gain control over 

it as a coping mechanism through trauma. This “disintegration of the self’s boundaries” 

and “near fusion” (Lusty 345) with both the physical and spiritual realms is the 

foundational, key characteristic and theme of magical realist narratives whose coded laws 

and symbology that Carrington uses with food and actions around food serve as the 

rationale for her own individual narrative meaning-making and healing. 

To illustrate, an example of this magical realist rationalization around her 

dissociative behavior would be when Carrington explains in her trauma memoir that she 

wanted to metaphorically purify her stomach (which was experiencing grief-stricken 

spasms), which she viewed as “the seat of society” and “the mirror of the earth” (Down 

Below 4). She writes: 

I hoped that my sorrow would be diminished by these spasms, which tore 
at my stomach like earthquakes. I know now that this was but one of the 
aspects of those vomitings: I had realized the injustice of society, I wanted 
first of all to cleanse myself, then go beyond its brutal ineptitude. My 
stomach was the seat of that society, but also the place in which I was 
united with all the elements of the earth. It was the mirror of the 
earth…That mirror–my stomach–had to be rid of the thick layers of filth 
(the accepted formulas)” of an unjust society “in order to properly, clearly, 
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and faithfully reflect the earth; and when I say “the earth,” I mean of 
course all the earths, stars, suns in the sky and on the earth, as well as all 
the stars, suns, and earths of the microbes’ solar system. (4) 

With the identification of her stomach as a reflection of the world and the cosmos, 

Carrington’s “psychosis” is signaled by the “disintegration of the self’s boundaries and 

the near fusion of self and world” (Lusty 345). The symbology used is a mythically, 

multi-culturally influenced one that blends with Carrington’s own hybrid spins. Here, in 

her explanation of the root of her voluntary vomitings induced by a highly traumatic 

event in Down Below, Carrington actualizes her narrative metaphor into actual literary 

narrative. Both forms of narrative (the lived experience and the literary one), are 

actualized by experience (both in the moment—the present) and post-reflection in writing 

(the present looking back into the past) whose food symbology, lexicon, and magical 

realist laws surrounding the etiquette, use, or abstinence of food, are codes when 

actualized by action for healing purposes. In the post-reflection writing stage, the trauma 

is processed and the magical realist laws, symbology, and narrative is rationalized from a 

place which was not possible for the individual to understand during extremely 

dissociating moments of trauma. 

It is also significant to note that Dr. Mabille, Carrington’s surgeon friend and a 

Surrealist intimate gave Carrington his book Mirror of the Marvellous which was a 

collection of folk stories based on magic to help her write Down Below. Dr. Mabille 

states: “By reading many folk stories she found again the symbolic images that had been 

part of her own experience of insanity. She also found planetary and numerological 

symbols with which things, even the most insignificant ones, transformed into symbols 

because she had the habit of seeing them more transcendently than utilitarian” (Aberth, 

Surrealism, Alchemy 48). He continues on to say that the book allowed her to realize that 
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people should not repress themselves, and that she should “exteriorize what she gone 

through and examine what she could keep as valuable” (49). The Ego closes its eyes and 

the instinctual Id comes to the forefront; the human plays out actions from a subconscious 

narrative in real life which usually surfaces in dreams, slips out in Freudian slips, or is 

accessed from deep meditation, or other physical and chemically-induced trance-like 

states that awaken the deeper unconscious or the seed of human meaning-making. In 

explaining the rationale for her self-induced vomiting which she hoped the pain of would 

cure her sorrow, Carrington writes, “I hoped that my sorrow would be diminished by 

these spasms, which tore at my stomach like earthquakes” (Down Below 4). She states: “I 

know now that this was but one of the aspects of those vomitings” before explaining her 

ultimate intent which was to cleanse a corrupt society she saw as reflected in her stomach 

(4). Carrington admits she is only able in the post-reflection state to understand that 

dispelling the pain in her stomach was only one aspect of her voluntary vomiting while 

revealing a magical realist rationale. 

The following section is the analysis for this chapter. 

Analysis for “Fasting, Exercising, and Purging” 

Through the dissociative behavior of vomiting as rationalized through her 

individual, magical realist view of the world, Carrington vomited not only to ease her 

grief but to cleanse and purify the corruption of society through her vomiting. By 

cleansing her “filth”-filled stomach, which she saw as “the seat of society” and “the 

mirror of the earth,” of its corruption so that it could reflect the earth and the universe 

again properly, Carrington had to assume a martyr-like role in order to cope and heal 

from the pain in herself as she encountered the horrific injustices of Hitler’s regime and 
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the “hypnotized” world of “robots, of thoughtless, flesh-less beings” (Carrington, Down 

Below 4, 6). When she had escaped from France to Madrid by car with her friend 

Catherine and a Hungarian named Michel who came to visit her and were stunned by her 

state, she saw the horrific sights of coffins lining the roads and trucks full of people the 

Germans killed and writes “I was very frightened: it all stank of death” (8). She again felt 

extreme anguish which she tried to assuage with the martyr-like task to purge the world 

of its corruption. Carrington writes: 

In the political confusion and torrid heat, I convinced myself Madrid was 
the world’s stomach and that I had been chosen for the task of restoring 
this digestive organ to health. I believed that all anguish had accumulated 
in me…I believed I was capable of bearing this dreadful weight and of 
drawing from it a solution for the world. The dysentery I suffered from 
later was nothing but the illness of Madrid taking shape in my intestinal 
tract. (12)  

With this logic and narrative theme of martyr-like purification, she is able to feel a 

semblance of reason, relief, and control through vomiting and eliminating waste and the 

possibility of a hopeful solution in an evil, war-ravaged world turned upside down.  

In order to deal with her emotional grief (G. Carrington 11) that was manifesting 

into actual physical pain and disgust in her stomach, Carrington used orange blossom 

water to induce vomiting, in order to ease the emotional pain in her stomach, as orange 

blossom water was used as a stomach ache curative in the Middle East and North African 

countries (Accad, “Orange Blossom Water”) which she might’ve known based on her 

interest in Middle Eastern foods and ingredients, which also appear in her work. In her 

novel The Hearing Trumpet, a “powerful tisane” the Abbess makes to revive a severely 

depressed Prince using “vervain leaves, honey, some drops of rose water and a 

tablespoonful of Musc de Madelaine” (103) which (minus the musk which is 

Carrington’s creation) are common ingredients in Middle Eastern cuisine. Perhaps she 
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had it on hand because she liked to use it in her cooking (as Carrington was a good cook, 

she probably knew of its influence in European desserts as well such as the French 

madeleine), cocktails, drinks, or other experimental potions. However, she never explains 

why she chose orange blossom water specifically except to induce vomiting. Possibly, it 

was because she knew of its stomach curative properties, or that because it was in 

concentrated form, she had wanted mainly to vomit out her grief which was localizing as 

physical pain in her stomach. Possibly, she knew it symbolically represented purity due 

to the white color of its blossom (Dietz 61) and was used as a bridal flower in many 

cultures such as the Saracens since ancient times, the custom said to have originated in 

the Mediterranean area (Monger 502), or the association of purity with Carrington’s use 

of it could just be coincidental. 

Her breakdown was caused by her second greatest trauma, Hitler, (“‘We Spent 

Our Time’” 20), starting with Ernst being taken away, as well as having to experience the 

horrors of war while living under his regime without any family or Ernst to protect her. 

This would subsequently lead to her forced detainment by her father in a mental 

sanatorium and the most traumatic experience of her life, which was the debilitating 

effects from the forced Cardiazol injection treatments. In May of 1940, after a year and a 

half of living in artistic idyll in the French countryside and ignoring the signs of an 

incoming war and his son’s warnings, Max Ernst (a German Surrealist artist who, during 

their relationship was still married and 26 years her senior) was taken away by the 

invading German army to a concentration camp as an “enemy alien” for the second time 

(the first time he was taken away by the French also as an “enemy alien”) and Carrington 

was left alone in a foreign, war-plagued country (Warner, House of Fear 15). Ernst was 
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this time in “double danger” as now the Germans also considered him an enemy since 

“his painting La Belle Jardinére had toured the country in the Nazi’s art show of 

“Degenerate Art” (15). Carrington was unable to save Ernst as no one was willing to help 

due to the cowardice and silence of a falling France (16). She consequently returned to 

their home in Saint-Martin-d'Ardèche and her journey descending into madness began 

(16). Carrington coped through the trauma with dissociative behaviors around food, 

exercise, and “purification” of her body and the world in a ritualistic process that began 

with twenty-four hours of self-induced vomiting using orange blossom water. Carrington 

starts her autobiographical trauma memoir, En Bas (Down Below) here.  

The dissociative behaviors of vomiting, and periodic fasting and drinking also 

appeared in Carrington’s literary work during her and Ernst’s passionate though 

tumultuous relationship, foreshadowing her breakdown in 1940 (Warner, House of Fear 

8). Vomiting as correlated with cleansing the body seems to be an action which 

Carrington associated with cleansing and purification of the body, as it indeed does purify 

the body by eliminating waste. In her 1938 novella Little Francis, which she wrote when 

Ernst left her with the café proprietress (represented by the character Rosaline) 

temporarily to console his distraught wife Marie-Berthe, she refers to the preparation of 

snails for cooking: “You starve them for three days,” said Uncle Ubriaco, “and then wash 

them in vinegar and salt water. That makes them vomit so they’re clean for cooking. 

Then you boil them and make garlic sauce. They’re delicious” (Carrington, House of 

Fear 119). This is indeed the process to prepare snails for cooking according to Ginette 

Mathiot’s France: The Cookbook (considered a Bible of French cooking). Rosaline 

refuses to cook from snails harvested from the cemetery, implying that the snails ate the 
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decomposing flesh of those humans buried in the cemetery and told Francis to pick them 

instead from the little wall by the vineyard. It would be much more hygienic to eat snails 

whose diet had been grape leaves than corpses. It is a macabre detail of hierarchizing that 

shows the categorization and systemization of “dirt,” in which “dirt” or “pollution” (in 

this case, the corpses) must not be included (in this case, ingested) in order to maintain 

order and pattern that Douglas argues. She explains the definitions of “dirt as matter out 

of place…Where there is dirt there is a system. Dirt is the by-product of a systematic 

ordering and classification of matter, in so far as ordering involves rejecting inappropriate 

elements” (Douglas 44). What constitutes the waste the snails eat matters as it becomes 

part of the flesh of the snail, and perhaps this is why Carrington chose specifically orange 

blossom water, a flower which symbolized purity, to induce her vomiting and purify 

herself physically, emotionally, and symbolic-spiritually/spiritually, though we may now 

never know for certain. What is certain however, is that she felt the necessity to assuage 

her emotional grief by vomiting as a way to ease the pain. Ubriaco also means “drunk” in 

Italian, and seems to foreshadow Carrington drinking only wine and alcohol as her drinks 

of choice during her nervous breakdown. It is highly likely that this tendency was already 

occurring as deduced by its appearance in her writings as struggles erupted within her and 

Ernst’s passionate relationship at the same time the story was written. 

Another way of coping through the emotional trauma was through physical 

exercise which she saw as another form of purification. As Carrington writes in Down 

Below, “I worked at the vines, astonishing the peasants with my strength…I also worked 

at my potatoes, and the more I sweated, the better I liked it, because this meant that I was 

getting purified” (Down Below 5). She also practiced periodic fasting during this time and 
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eschewed from many foods, namely meat, and followed a sparse daily diet of two 

potatoes, salad, and wine. “For three weeks,” she relays, “I ate very sparingly, carefully 

eschewing meat, and drank wine and alcohol, feeding on potatoes and salad, at the rate 

perhaps of two potatoes a day” (5). Again, Carrington does not explain specifically why 

she chose to eat or avoid those certain foods, but in many religions, meat is considered to 

be an indulgent food and associated with sin such as gluttony, and also violence in certain 

eastern religions. In the Catholic religious boarding schools Carrington was forced to 

attend, Carrington must have learned about and perhaps even practiced Lent, which is a 

period of religious fasting. Meat is considered a more impure food (certain meats more 

impure than others, as Mary Douglas gives an example of and explains in detail in her 

analysis of certain animals as food abominations in the Bible’s Leviticus and 

Deuteronomy in Chapter 3 of Purity and Danger) in certain religions. In the religious 

context, though not totally eschewed, it ranges from total abstinence by the ascetics 

and/or practitioners or only during certain days of the week or fasting seasons of the year. 

Meat was also considered a male food which would arouse the passions by the Victorians 

(Brumberg 176). With her magical realist logic of purifying herself, it makes sense that 

with the cultural and religious influences associated with meat in her environment, 

Carrington would choose to avoid meat during her breakdown.  

Fasting can also be seen as a natural byproduct of her grief, in which lack of 

appetite is a common response for some people (in this case, Carrington) and this 

characteristic appears in certain characters in Carrington’s literary work as well. In The 

Hearing Trumpet, when the Prince learns he is a prisoner of the Abbess and that she had 

robbed him of all his Musc de Madelaine, a “powerful ointment” (103) and “aphrodisiac” 
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(97) that is mainly inhaled to induce miracles, levitation, and orgies while feasting on 

Turkish Delights, he falls into “such a deep trance of melancholia that his life was 

endangered. Refusing all food and drink he lay prostrate on the dragon couch...After a 

few days his dusky complexion turned cadmium yellow and his flashing eyes sunk into 

his head like two stagnant wells” (103). He is then force fed the “tisane” of honey, 

vervain leaves, rose water, and Musc de Madelaine mentioned earlier which they call the 

“Witch Brew” (104). However, instead of revival, the Prince goes into “a series of 

convulsions” (104), reminiscent of Carrington’s own convulsions from her forced 

treatment of seizure-inducing Cardiazol injections at the mental institution, climbing up a 

spiral staircase to the observatory (just like the imagery Carrington herself experiences in 

Down Below), and jumping to his death from the window. The Bishop is so grieved by 

his death that “His appetite seemed slightly impaired and he even lost a small quantity of 

weight” (Carrington, Hearing Trumpet 105). In a deep state of melancholia, Carrington, 

like her characters, show a tendency to periodically eschew food and drink. 

Not only is abstaining from food and drink an emotional byproduct of grief, but it 

can also be used to appease negative emotions and/or anxiety, as we see that fasting, 

walking, and drinking coffee and wine as ways to “purify” out her grief in Little Francis. 

Fasting also heightens the effects of the drinks such as alcohol that she does permit. In 

Little Francis, when Uncle Ubriaco leaves him, Francis is unable to eat or sleep for days. 

The pain and anxiety she feels after Ernst abandons her for Marie-Berthe can be felt in 

Little Francis. Francis tries to relieve his restlessness and sorrow with a large amount of 

coffee, walking, and alcohol. “Francis…walked into town, drank four black coffees, 

bought a book, and walked in the public garden. Time did not move. Francis found he 
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could not read, and the evening was cold” (Carrington, House of Fear 122). His grief 

made him wish he were dead. He then attempted to get “run over” by a car but failed and 

bought a packet of cigarettes (122). The narrator describes this emotional turmoil: “He 

bought a newspaper and threw it away immediately…He wanted to meet Lucrezia Borgia 

and get poisoned. The thought of food made him sick” (122). Trying to contact Uncle 

Ubriaco through the café proprietress Rosaline, Francis waits restlessly for Uncle 

Ubriaco’s telephone call, noting: 

The patron of the café found him a hotel and he telephones Rosaline again, 
telling her carefully where he could be found. He went to bed at nine o’ 
clock, didn’t sleep at all, got up at seven, drank two black coffees and 
went for a walk. When the shops opened he bought a bottle of fine and a 
bunch of grapes and returned to his room. The morning seemed as if it 
would never end. (122) 

 He then tries to get drunk on the roof top, and “his mouth was so sore with 

smoking” that he could barely talk when he phones Rosaline to see if Uncle Ubriaco had 

telephoned for him (122). The narrator explains, “All morning Francis waited…Nothing 

happened. He drank two black coffees for lunch and noted with satisfaction that his face 

looked pale and wild in the mirror. In the afternoon he drank more fine and tried to go 

asleep. Still nothing happened” (123). At the end, the stimulating effects is attempted to 

be countered with wine as well as he tries to go to sleep, but does not happen, a testament 

to the intensity of his grief and the intoxicating effects of the overconsumption these 

substances (nicotine from smoking is also used). Coffee and wine are excessively drunk 

throughout the day, as an attempt to “purify” out his own grief with soul/anxiety 

antidotes that appease his distaste for food during times of trauma or stress, and become 

exacerbating intoxicants when overconsumed. 
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Associated with warmth and coziness, Francis’ acceptance of it signals a healing 

pause in Francis’ malnourished, deeply anxious, and manic dissociative state. Uncle 

Ubriaco never calls and Francis returns to town. “‘You look like a poor demented soul’ 

said Rosaline. ‘Let me get you some cocoa.’ ‘All right,’ said Francis and went to ring up 

Orange. But there was no news. ‘Have a nice cup of fresh coffee’ said la Marie, ‘and I’ll 

tell you your cards’” (Carrington, House of Fear 123). His intense sorrow and anxiety 

have caused insomnia and made food undesirable. Francis uses coffee to stay awake, 

perhaps also subconsciously as an appetite suppressant as food was so undesirable to him 

at this time. However, it also exacerbated his restlessness and insomnia, and with his 

failed suicide attempts and his pleased reaction to his sickly, “pale and wild” face, wished 

to starve and exhaust himself to death as an end to his emotional pain and anxiety. It is 

significant that the coffee is taken hot and black, without milk and sugar. Black coffee is 

strong, dark, and bitter, which matches Francis’ mood. Coffee is being used as a curative 

to burn away the anxiety and to stay awake, and wine to soothe. Cocoa, a hot drink made 

with chocolate, sugar, and milk has mild amounts of caffeine and is mood-enhancing. Its 

deep brown color tinted by nourishing white milk is “softer” than the harshness of the 

nearly black color of bitter, black coffee. This color in association with the more 

nourishing ingredients and being a “softer” rather than harsh food due to its rich though 

sweeter and milder taste, gives feelings of coziness rather than the aim to satisfy a darker 

sense of humor, emotions, or aims. Rosaline gives a sense of shelter and comfort to 

Francis. Francis is cognizant of his unhinged state through the darkly humorous tone and 

comments of Rosaline, and there is a playfulness intertwined with deep anxiety and grief 
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in the narrative. The unhinged quality is echoed in his haphazard though specific use of 

dark, non-sweet liquids as tonics or curatives to ease emotional pain. 

In events of trauma, Carrington uses dissociative behaviors as therapy (Tsai 6) 

which stem, after analysis of her post-reflection writing, from a magical realist logic 

influenced by religious, spiritual, literary, and mythical influences, as a way to cope and 

feel a semblance of control in ways that would unfortunately exacerbate her symptoms. 

Carrington coped with unhealthy, dissociative behaviors around food, strenuous exercise, 

and “purification” of her body and the world using ritualistic processes and a symbolic, 

strict, and highly specific alimentary diet. “Pure” foods were considered sparse and 

vegetarian, and further “purification” was induced by orange blossom water and 

vomiting. With a disintegrated sense of boundaries between the self and the world (Lusty 

345), Carrington’s body becomes the world. These methods of restraint (fasting, 

vegetarianism) taken from religious and spiritual concepts were used as a means of 

purifying her own body physically and therefore spiritually, in order to purify a corrupt 

society. Her views of impurity through food align also with Douglas’ concept of a “dirt,” 

or “pollution” in which certain foods are more pure than others, such as avoiding the 

snails from the cemetery in Little Francis, which can become impure by absorbing 

decayed flesh from a cemetery’s soil. Her cleansing motif is repeated in inducing 

vomiting of the snails with salt water in its preparation. Fasting is also a byproduct of 

grief for Carrington, and forced fasting, walking, coffee, and wine were ways to “purify” 

out grief. Additionally, some repetitive, dissociative behaviors around food were already 

surfacing during her tumultuous relationship with Ernst, in which she uses fasting, 

strenuous exercise, cigarettes, coffee, and wine to self-medicate. Rosaline’s hot chocolate 
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signifies the positive aspect of healing and nourishment from food when Carrington gets 

a moment of relief from her anxiety in the story. The unhealthy, dissociative behaviors 

around food finally shifts towards a positive note, as Francis is finally nourished by a 

restorative curative that can help him calm down and rest after many sleepless nights. 

Carrington foreshadows her understanding of the importance of health that she later 

credits as the lesson she learned from her harrowing experience in the asylum.
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 Chapter V. 

Vegetarianism, “Flesh-Eaters” or Nature’s Diet, and Vanilla Anemone Cakes: Moral and 

Immoral Diets 

A chilled asparagus mousse and creamed oysters were followed by a procession 

of strange and succulent cakes, all white, yet as varied as the animals in a 

zoological garden.  

—Leonora Carrington, “Monsieur Cyril de Guindre” 

According to many ancient scriptures throughout the world, a diet of meat begets 

over-indulgence and sin, and one of vegetables, ascetic or spiritual purity. The aim of the 

vegetarian diet is purification and is not only believed to be healthier and morally and 

ethically superior in respect to nonviolence towards animals, but also one that, through 

discipline, different, “purer” food properties, and a milder taste profile, spiritually 

purifies the human by teaching them to control and resist their sense temptations and 

emotional passions. Though many religions and cultures have varying degrees of leeway 

in this concept, with some failing to include this belief in their culture at all, it has been 

particularly prevalent in certain religions such as Catholicism and Buddhism, both of 

which have impacted Carrington in significant ways. Surprisingly, due to the religiously 

subversive nature of her work, particularly with Catholicism (which this concept of 

ascetic vegetarianism also appears and is practiced in limited ways) as a religion that 

traumatized her growing up, Carrington, rather than rejecting this idea, agrees with it, 

perhaps as it also aligns to the ethos of certain eastern religions and spirituality which she 
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had more interest to pursue, often practicing it herself in her own life though with her 

own unique spin. Blending this concept with her love of animals and her own magical 

realist logic, ascetic vegetarianism manifests as a coping mechanism in her real life 

during traumatic episodes appearing frequently in her literary and art work. Taking this 

idea of meat versus vegetarian diets as correlating to levels of indulgence from asceticism 

to sin, immorality, hypocrisy, and excess, Carrington expands to comment upon the 

morally superior or taboo/ambiguous quality of plant-like animals as well as the diet of 

carnivorous, predatory wild animals. The predator’s diet is natural, following the laws of 

nature rather than what she views as the more unnatural, pretentiously complex, and 

hypocritically barbaric cooked or “civilized” foods of an omnivorous, “civilized” diet. 

Carrington signifies morally superior characters by their “purer,” ascetic vegetarian diets 

(eaten by positive women characters), and Nature’s “raw,” predatory diet (eaten by 

animals that are not gendered, but are female when eaten by animal-human hybrid, 

female protagonists), by contrasting them with the immorality and indulgent-excess of 

antagonistic characters signified by their consumption of “ambiguous” foods. In this 

chapter, I focus on the morally superior vegetarian humans (who happen to all be 

women) rather than the “flesh-eater,” animal or animal hybrid protagonists’, raw, 

“Nature’s diet,” and the concept of danger in ambiguous and carnivorous plant-animals 

(the anemone) or plant-omnivores (the mushroom) and the implications of their 

ambiguous and omnivorous consumption.  

The following section will discuss the background pertinent to this chapter. 
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Background for “Moral and Immoral Diets” 

The delineation of specific diets to signify protagonists and antagonists by 

Carrington is deliberate and its analysis began with Sonia Assa’s foundational 1991 essay 

“Gardens of Earthly Delight, or What’s Cookin’? Leonora Carrington in the Kitchen,” 

using Claude Lévi Strauss’ structuralist anthropology theory as one of her frameworks 

which I build upon and specify with Mary Douglas’ theory on ambiguousness as 

representative of Carrington’s view of ambiguous plant-omnivores/carnivorous plant-

animals and the “civilized,” omnivorous diet. In The Raw and the Cooked, Claude Lévi-

Strauss explains that “raw” foods signify nature or savagery, observing that “cooked food 

marks the passage between nature and civilization” (Lévi-Strauss 172). Sonia Assa 

divides Carrington’s female characters into “flesh-eaters,” carnivores, cannibals, or 

omnivores who eat “ravenously,” and “cookies-and-greens eaters” (vegetarians, or 

“delicate eaters”) “who may offer food, may not eat at all, or may well become food” 

(Assa 218). While delineating the over-indulgent omnivores from the morally superior 

ascetic vegetarians and “Nature’s diet” of flesh-eating animals or animal hybrid creatures, 

Carrington notes on the ambiguous quality of “live sponges” (Complete Stories 17) and 

sea anemones which Mary Douglas also notes when she uses sea anemones as an 

example to explain the concept of ambiguous animals and their culturally taboo status as 

part of a civilized group’s diet, noting “Danger lies in transitional states because it is 

undefinable” (Douglas 119). She explains “ambiguous symbols can be used in ritual for 

the same ends as they are used in poetry and mythology, to enrich meaning or to call 

attention to other levels of existence” (49). Additionally, she argues that what is 

established by a culture as impure or as “pollution” are deemed taboo in order to establish 
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boundaries, which, if crossed, weakens the structures that uphold that cultural group (44). 

Whatever crosses or threatens to cross the designated, “forbidden boundaries” is 

considered “pollution,” an idea she lays out from previous anthropologists on the 

delineation of the sacred from the profane (27), and is created by the culture’s system of 

ordering (44). She states that “Pollution dangers strike when form has been attacked” 

(130). Therefore, undefinable foods remain taboo to strengthen boundaries, which, if 

crossed or defied, weakens the structures that uphold that cultural group (124). The 

concept extends to people who do not fit within the larger group and are labeled as 

dangerous or ambiguous by the society, often as sorcerers or witches, and are persecuted 

due to fear that they hold the “uncontrolled” power of “non-structure” which threatens 

the structure of the community and “provoke others to demand the ambiguity be reduced” 

(124,127). In this chapter, these frameworks are used to understand how Carrington 

delineates moral characters from immoral and ambiguous ones, represented by the diet of 

the characters (either vegetarian, “civilized,” omnivorous/ “animal” omnivorous, or 

predatory).  

The following section will discuss biographical context pertinent to this chapter. 

Biographical Context for “Moral and Immoral Diets” 

Creating new boundaries for herself in 1937, Carrington began to practice 

intermittent vegetarianism as way to cope through anxiety and trauma, a diet which she 

held in high esteem, as shown by her two short stories written in 1937-38 in which 

Carrington chooses to represent her morally superior characters through vegetarianism. 

Her choice to practice vegetarianism was not only due to her love of animals, but also 

because of the concept of the diet as a mode for purification for physical, spiritual, and 
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artistic reasons, which surfaced as a coping mechanism during her nervous breakdowns. 

During her traumatic breakdown in Down Below, Carrington explained she “ate very 

sparingly, carefully eschewing meat” during those three weeks (Down Below 4-5), 

implying she did eat meat before or outside of that time. As she explains in Down Below, 

in order to cope with the trauma she was experiencing, Carrington adopted a frugal, 

vegetarian diet of salad and potatoes as a main dish, the meal and the potato also 

reappearing separately in two short stories of similar story line model written in 1937-38 

(influenced perhaps by the potatoes she harvested from her and Ernst’s farm during their 

time there, which she describes working on in great fervor until she sweated3 as a 

purification method during her breakdown in Down Below). Carrington’s belief in 

nonviolence extends to animals themselves, which she also includes within the moral 

hierarchy of diets. For predatory animals, it is natural for them to eat meat, though 

Carrington believes that the morally superior status belongs to the scavengers, such as 

one of her favorite animals, the hyena, who eat already dead flesh and do not commit 

violence or kill. She says of hyenas: “…they’re wonderful animals because they eat 

garbage which I think is such a great virtue” (Acker 0:00:00-0:00:08). If scavengers have 

the most morally superior of diets, then we can infer that Carrington views other diets as 

less moral. It is thus not surprising to see her view of a moral barometer as correlating to 

diet also appearing in her short stories. Hence, either a frugal vegetarian diet or a raw, 

vampiric, flesh or insect-eating one is always found to be the diet of choice for her 

morally superior protagonists or characters, aligning with the age-old concept of ascetic 

vegetarianism and the morally immune (to a degree) concept of Nature’s natural diet. In 

 
3 “…the more I sweated, the better I liked it because this meant that I was getting purified” (Down Below 
5). 
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her novel, The Hearing Trumpet, the diet of the elderly woman protagonist, Marian 

Leatherby, is a vegetarian one consisting of soft, easily procured and digestible foods, 

“Mashed vegetables, chocolate and bread dipped in warm water make the base of my 

simple diet. I never eat meat as I think it is wrong to deprive animals of their life when 

they are so difficult to chew anyway” (Carrington 4). Through the use of attributing 

vegetarian diets to her morally superior protagonists and/or characters as a byproduct of 

her own personal practices, Carrington implies that she holds vegetarianism in high 

regard as a morally superior, artistically beneficial and supplementary, and emotionally, 

physically, and spiritually purifying diet.  

The following section will now analyze moral and immoral diets in her work.  

Analysis for “Moral and Immoral Diets” 

In line with Carrington’s view of a morally superior, vegetarian diet, antagonist 

characters in her short story “Monsieur Cyril de Guindre,” consume an extravagant and 

omnivorous “civilized” diet which serves as a foil for the morally superior, frugal 

vegetarian diets eaten by the positive characters (Carrington, Complete Stories 37). 

Building upon this concept of “ambiguousness,” ambiguous organisms such as anemones 

(also in the same order as sponges, the Cnidaria) who share traits of both animals and 

plants (though are classified as animals) (Morgan 12), are notably consumed by the 

antagonists and not the protagonists. In “Monsieur Cyril de Guindre,” the hypocritic 

Abbot invites himself to Monsieur de Guindre’s dinner banquet and helps himself to a 

slice of anemone cake. The narrator describes the scene, “‘This heavy weather,’ 

continued the Abbot, helping himself to a very large piece of vanilla-flavoured anemone 

cake, ‘has a narcotic effect on the spirit, don’t you agree, my dear de Guindre” 
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(Carrington, Complete Stories 86). The Abbot is impolite and greedy, with a very coy and 

distrustful tone, helping himself without invitation to a large helping of cake rather than 

being served, showing indulgent and arrogant traits. His comment on the balmy weather 

awakening his sensual side and the allusion to drugs with the word “narcotic” further 

allude to the Abbot’s true hedonistic nature (86). An ambiguous creature, the anemone, 

though plant-like, is classified as an animal. There is a theme of disguise which is 

repeated by the use of both the anemone and the Abbot. It is also Carrington’s subversive 

commentary on the hypocrisies of some members of the Catholic Church. The vanilla-

flavor is another detail of masking, covering up the perhaps dubious taste of the anemone 

(a bitter or fiery burn from its stinging poison?) as well as connoting the sickly sweet 

theme of hypocritic goodness. Vanilla also alludes to “Vanilla sex,” or sex without kinks 

or sex in the missionary position, or sex as being more conservative, within socially 

accepted norms, or “boring”) (Da Vinci, “Vanilla Sex”). It also has lighter, more 

feminine connotations than its counterpart, chocolate. The visual of the dessert is 

disgusting and grotesque in its combination of “civilized,” sweet, and monstrous. Still 

classified as meat-eating animals though they actually share similar (and even the same!) 

traits to plants as well4, the ambiguous nature of sea anemones makes them taboo to 

humans, and in turn, makes those humans who consume them taboo or corrupt in their 

consumption of them. Here, the humans are eating an omnivorous diet rather than a 

vegetarian one. It is also a significantly more complex dish than boiled potatoes, and 

reflects the ostentatious frills and masking in society, in Carrington’s view. The Abbot’s 

 
4 Evidenced by a 2014 study by Ebchuqin, Eerdundagula, et al., “Evidence for Participation of GCS1 in 
Fertilization of the Starlet Sea Anemone Nematostella Vectensis: Implication of a Common Mechanism of 
Sperm–egg Fusion in Plants and Animals.” The study indicates the interconnectedness of animals and 
plants in nature. 
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consumption of a culturally taboo, “ambiguous” organism and food signifies immorality 

and his own role as antagonist. 

In contrast, by use of attributing her vegetarian, purification meal of potatoes and 

salad during her breakdown in Down Below to her protagonists and morally superior 

characters, vegetarianism functions as a figurative device for representing their moral 

superiority.  In “House of Fear,” the protagonist is invited by a talking horse to meet the 

mistress of the House of Fear – who is called the “Castle of Fear” or “Fear” (Carrington, 

Complete Stories 36-37). While waiting for the Mistress Fear’s dinner party to begin, the 

protagonist  

bought some lettuce and some potatoes for my supper. When I got home I 
lit a little fire to prepare my meal. I had a cup of tea, thought about my day 
and mostly about the horse whom, though I’d only known him a short 
time, I called my friend. I have few friends and am glad to have a horse for 
a friend. (35)  

After the meal, she smokes a cigarette and muses on going out, thinking that she 

would much rather do that  

instead of talking to myself and boring myself to death with the same 
endless stories I’m forever telling myself. I am a very boring person, 
despite my enormous intelligence and distinguished appearance, and 
nobody knows this better than I. I’ve often told myself that if only I were 
given the opportunity, I’d perhaps become the centre of intellectual 
society. But by dint of talking so much, I tend to repeat the same things all 
the time. But what can you expect? I’m a recluse. (35)  

In noting that she would perhaps be the “centre of intellectual society” “if only I 

were given the opportunity,” and then shooting herself down in a slow, gradual, and 

subtle way “But by dint of talking so much, I tend to repeat the same things all the time,” 

the protagonist is humorously self-deprecating while confident at the same time. Though 

she talks to herself and repeats “the same things all the time” and is constantly bored by 

always being alone, she does not denigrate her own intelligence but rather creates an 
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endearing, harmless character who is offering the reader hints into a rich inner life and 

past experiences as signified by a tendency to enjoy life and philosophical or cerebral 

thinking or imagining as characteristic of artists and writers (a cigarette after a meal; 

daydreaming), and having been not only at a status in life for opportunities to become the 

“centre of intellectual society,” but to also embody these traits and knowing it too (35). 

She is talking very highly of herself without being pompously arrogant, but rather in a 

charming, matter-of-fact way by reasserting the absurdity of her own self-compliments in 

a humorous, endearing tone full of personality: “no one knows this better than I” (35).  It 

is a window into a private moment that feels calm, cozy, and intimate, a diary entry-like 

vignette that could arguably stand on its own. It is a little sad but also endearing and 

wholesome, like the meal she eats in the scene. The meal, though plain, simple, and light, 

seems to be an enjoyable one for those very reasons and also serves to elevate her moral 

character as the meal connotes modest desires, sensibility, and asceticism without 

extravagance, over-indulgence, or excess passion and self-aggrandizement. Though 

potatoes are plain in color, form, and taste, they do have a depth of flavor in their 

starchiness that is satisfying in their simplicity, texture, and filling properties. Though 

still with moderate, lightly indulgent tendencies such as daydreaming and enjoying one 

cigarette post-meal, the practicality, cozy hominess, and reclusive asceticism of the 

potato equates to the mood of this scene, and the protagonists’ tone and character.  

The earnestness of the protagonist in “The House of Fear” becomes a 

disadvantage in the corrupt world of the vegetarian queen’s government officials in “The 

Royal Summons.” The story is about a young woman who is summoned to dine with the 

“sovereigns of my country,” the queen and her government officials (Carrington, 
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Complete Stories 16). She is unfortunately forced due to her own earnestness, the 

government officials’ corruption, and superior, magical realist laws represented by a 

talking cypress tree or Nature, to assassinate the queen, who is also a positive, morally 

superior character. When the queen and protagonist first meet, it is apparent that both the 

protagonist and the queen are intelligent and share an immediate friendship and trust. It is 

here the queen asks the protagonist to go in her place to a meeting with her government 

officials, “They’re all idiots, so you won’t find it difficult” implying that the queen knows 

she is more competent than her officials and also acknowledges the protagonist’s 

intelligence, placing her and the protagonist on the same team (17). The protagonist 

attends the meeting with the government officials in the queen’s stead, and due to her 

naivete and earnestness, which are soon realized as a disadvantages in this corrupt world, 

finds herself as one of the contenders in a game of draughts to designate the assassin. The 

protagonist says: “I had no desire to assassinate the queen…On the other hand I had 

never been any good at all at draughts. So I saw no danger and accepted” (18). The 

protagonist is naïve to her detriment. 

Before the fateful game of darts is to occur, the queen invites the protagonist for a 

vegetarian meal. The frugal main dish of potatoes in “The House of Fear” reappears in 

“The Royal Summons” as a meat substitute and alludes to the protagonist and the queen’s 

honorable characters and moral superiority. Here in the queen’s “office,” they share an 

ascetic, vegetarian meal of “mock beef tea” or potato broth: “There’s nothing in it but 

potatoes” (Carrington, Complete Stories 19). The placement of this vegetarian meal of 

simple, unassuming potatoes before the game of darts garners more emotion and 

sympathy from the reader for these characters in which goodness becomes a downfall in a 



 

57 

corrupt world. It also highlights their positive character traits as reflected by the positive 

traits of the potatoes, or a simple, vegetarian diet. The protagonist and the queen’s 

consumption of austere, vegetarian diets reflect their modest, non-arrogant natures, as 

simple, ascetic vegetarian food is morally superior in Carrington’s view and likewise 

reflects other morally superior traits in her positive characters such as humility. The 

frugal, vegetarian meal of “mock beef tea” soup is prepared by the queen herself: “‘I 

make it myself. There’s nothing in it but potatoes’” (19). Humble, she makes some of her 

own meals rather than only having her staff or personal chefs cook for her. She is also not 

over-indulgent but follows an ascetic, vegetarian diet that is notable for a woman of her 

status and power. Furthermore, the potato broth is called “mock beef tea,” alluding to its 

role as a meat substitute with the starchy, meaty flavor of potatoes and its meat-like, 

filling properties. 

After the meal, the queen retires to “have a rest” and the protagonist goes to 

participate in the game of draughts (19). The game occurs at night, implying the 

hypocritical nature of the officials who use the cover of night to conceal their immoral 

actions. The protagonist wins the game accidentally, pointing again to her innocence 

which leads to her downfall in this corrupt world. She describes, “A voice, coming from I 

don’t know where, cried, ‘She has won. She’s the only person who didn’t cheat’” 

(Carrington, Complete Stories 20). The voice, by it being an unseen watcher of the scene, 

gives the reader a sense of an omniscient perspective akin to that of an umpire, showing 

that laws, even magical realist ones, must be adhered to, and the protagonist’s compliance 

illustrates her honest nature. The voice belongs to the “tallest cypress” tree who “tore 

itself out of the earth by the roots” and chases after the protagonist and stops her from 
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escaping her fate (20). With no choice, the protagonist gives the cypress tree her word 

and says: “‘I accept’… and the cypress tree returned slowly to its hole” (20). Nature is 

represented as formidable and ultimately morally superior. Furthermore, Carrington uses 

the rules of this corrupt game as a commentary on the corruption of society and politics. 

Due to her winning as the only person who did not cheat, she is designated the assassin 

because of her honesty and this act of sardonic cruelty further implies the nefarious 

quality of the government officials who created the game.  

The protagonist must now invite the queen for a stroll in the Royal Menagerie and 

push her into the lions’ cage. The protagonist is still moral because she tries to leave the 

corrupt rules of the game but instead is forced against her will, though still adhering to 

magical realist laws, to kill the queen. The story ends at the climactic moment during 

their walk with the strong scent of the lions, and the protagonist begins to sing loudly to 

give herself the courage to push the queen into their cage. Though the queen never 

consumes meat, she may become meat herself. The story ends here, so we never know 

the queen’s true destiny. The ending places the moral integrity of the protagonist as 

cruelly weaponized by the government officials in a perpetual space of climax in which 

she is forced to betray the queen, a morally superior character of her same kind.  

Though both the protagonist and queen are positive, morally superior characters 

cut from the same cloth, the queen differs in that she is a positive-ambiguous character. 

In addition to her morally superior traits, she is also a lover of music but does, however, 

display some signs of a harmless type of “madness” which Carrington pokes at with 

humor and is further key in delineating her as a positive-ambiguous character type. In the 

short story, when the queen is taking a “goat’s milk bath” with “live sponges,” it is 
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described that she is healing from going “mad” the day before from “the heat” 

(Carrington, Complete Stories 17, 16). When the queen invites the protagonist to her 

“office,” she finds her “watering the flowers woven in the carpet,” humorously alluding 

to the queen’s “madness” or unstable mental condition (19). The nonviolent and 

somewhat helplessness of this action places the queen as a positive-ambiguous character, 

while her “madness” in conjunction with her powerful, sovereign role connotes her 

ambiguity. Additionally, while the protagonist and the queen share the meal of “mock 

beef tea” (‘There’s nothing in it but potatoes’), they eat “the broth” in silence while a live 

orchestra plays popular and classical songs in the background (19). The queen loves 

music, another positive and intelligent trait. Essentially, “the broth” is just boiled potato 

water, and the humor is subtle though apparent here, and is another poke at the queen’s 

mental state (19). Though a bit mad, she is still a positive, morally superior character 

because of her love for music and harmless nature.  

Though she is intelligent, the queen also follows absurd beauty and health fads, 

one of them having to do with “live sponges,” which also works as further a symbolic 

reference to the queen’s harmless, positive-ambiguous character and ambiguous mental 

and emotional state which garners sympathy from the reader (Carrington, Complete 

Stories 17). Represented by allusions to a harmless plant-animal, the sponge represents an 

ambiguity reflected by her intelligent though at times unstable yet harmless mental state 

that leans onto the side of moral superiority due to her non-violence. Like the sponge, the 

queen’s intelligence and mental stability is now riddled with holes or gaps of absurdity 

after some event earlier described as “the heat” caused an episode of “mad[ness]” (16). 

While she takes her goat milk bath, she claims she only uses live sponges because “It’s 
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healthier,” referencing her following what would perhaps be a beauty fad of the day (16). 

The narrator describes the scene: “The sponges were swimming all over the place in the 

milk, and she had trouble catching them. A servant, armed with long-handled tongs, 

helped her from time to time” (17). Her connection to the danger of ambiguousness is 

represented by trying to catch the swimming, “live sponges” in her bath, a bizarre and 

comical detail which signifies her mental and emotional instability (an implied earlier, 

unhinged emotional episode), and a somewhat childlike playfulness and detached quality 

as perhaps dangerous in regards to her power status in conjunction with the power she 

holds (17). The soft, malleability and fleeing activity of the sponges represent the queen’s 

emotional and mental state, garnering more sympathy from the reader as there seems to 

be a desire to escape as represented by the sponges running away. Additionally, 

harmlessness of sponges also garner sympathy as they do not kill to eat, but rather absorb 

nutrients such as detritus, bacteria, and plankton through filter feeders (an omnivorous, 

plant-animal) (Quinton, “It’s a Spongy World”). Though the queen in the “The Royal 

Summons” is an ally of the protagonist and are both considered morally superior 

characters (both show moderated tendency towards indulgence but consume ascetic, 

vegetarian diets), the queen has a harmless element of dangerous ambiguousness: though 

she is detached and unstable, because of her diet, cleverness, and alliance with the 

protagonist, she leans towards the side of good. Moreover, though the queen follows, at 

times, illogical fads and shows signs of madness, she has positive traits such as 

intelligence, a love for music, and non-violence, and is symbolized by the sponge, 

teetering her ambiguous quality towards harmlessness and nonviolence, and thus a 

morally superior one.  
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When meat does appear in the story, the positive-ambiguous queen does not 

consume it but rather situates it in a liminal space in her body (specifically, up her nose) 

which further reflects the tension of the ambiguity of her precarious state of mind in 

relation to her high-power status, accentuating her boundary blurring nature that leans on 

the side of moral superiority as signified by her vegetarianism. The queen never 

consumes meat in the story, but she uses it as a cold remedy by stuffing “beef morsels 

marinated in olive oil” or marinated “cold noodles in liver juice, preferably calves’ liver” 

up her nose to cure head colds (Carrington, Complete Stories 21). This further 

emphasizes her ambiguous quality: she is intelligent due to her ability to sense the 

incompetency of her government officials, but also has a tendency to follow illogical fads 

that are ambiguous themselves in terms of morality (notably, the use of “calves’ liver” 

implying the killing of baby cows who have not had a chance to live their lives). The 

naval-insert cold remedies occupying the liminal space between her nose and throat also 

reinforces another aspect of her ambiguous nature that seems to be blurring borders 

between what is pure and impure, stressing the dangerous and perilous quality of her 

“ambiguousness” (the meat trespasses the boundary but does not fully penetrate 

completely into a full, oral digestion/is not consumed) and mental stability in relation to 

her power and sovereign role while also underscoring her moral superiority with her 

intelligence and vegetarianism, as in the end, she never consumes the meat. 

Though both protagonist and queen have weak traits (the protagonist is too honest 

and the queen is slightly mentally unstable) both are intelligent and morally superior. 

While the queen is slightly unhinged, she is still morally superior due to her recognition 

of the stupidity and corruption of the government officials. Additionally, though the 
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queen has questionable habits and character traits that echo fad-crazes and mental 

instability, she is honorable like the protagonist who is a woman of her word and the only 

player who does not cheat in the game of draughts. 

Though vegetarian diets are morally superior in Carrington’s view, Nature proves 

to be the purest diet in her view, as the anemone cake, mentioned earlier in “Monsieur 

Cyril de Guindre,” is civilized through the cooking process, it hints at society’s hypocrisy 

and barbarism. Again, there is a definitive tactfulness with the choice of the characters’ 

diet: ambiguous foods such as anemones are eaten by antagonists; and potatoes when 

eaten by humans (vegetarianism) and flesh when eaten by carnivorous, predatory animals 

(“Nature’s diet”) are the chosen and/or consumed food choice of those with higher moral 

character in these three short stories. In the end, the strong scent of the lions’ signifies the 

return of the queen to the natural cycle of predator killing their prey. It signals that flesh 

becoming meat to carnivorous animals as the second-most morally superior of diets as it 

is “Nature’s diet,” (besides, in Carrington’s view as stated earlier, the most morally 

superior of the animals as those who eat already dead flesh without killing) though the 

very act of annihilation is never finalized and hangs eternally in its own liminal state, 

teetering towards superior, pure, and morally immune Nature. 

The annihilation of the queen and her subsequent consumption by Nature is the 

subconscious need for Carrington to release the traumas of her dissociating self during 

her own nervous breakdowns which started to begin, though on a comparably less 

traumatic scale, at this time. The stories were written in 1937-38, when Ernst first 

abandoned her to console his first wife, as we also saw in Little Francis (1937-38). Her 

transformation into becoming meat for the lions’ is a way for Carrington to create a 
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positive, magical realist meaning from dissociating anxiety, heartbreak, and tragedy. 

Once more, Carrington also plays here with the notion of “mad[ness]” (or, an 

emotionally, unhinged state) and pokes humor at it, however, because of this “mad[ness]” 

(16) and her moral superiority within the group of dimwitted, corrupt government 

officials, she must be assassinated. The moral righteousness of keeping one’s word 

(according to the laws of this magical realist world) and thus unfortunately having to pull 

through with killing the queen is reinforced when Nature, represented by the uprooted 

cypress tree (who turns out to be the umpire of the game), chases after the protagonist, 

intervenes and prevents her escape. Though the queen might soon become dinner for the 

lions, there is a return to the superiority of Nature over civilization with the possibly 

inevitable end of flesh becoming meat for predatory animals. 

In a sense, through Carrington’s magical realist perspective, the queen’s moral 

superiority is honored by now becoming meat for animals rather than dishonored by 

becoming defiled by other means such as consuming meat for pleasure, which the queen 

never does, thus her “purity” is retained. Though tragic, the violence of the possible death 

is honorable and pure: killed by hungry animals rather than by a human hand bearing 

knife or gun. The queen’s perhaps inevitable death returns her to Nature’s natural cycle 

by one of its most essential functions: to consume5. Carrington is able to redeem her 

states of madness by alluding to its naturalness; her “mad” state or dissociative coping 

mechanisms induced by emotions and external circumstances rather than drugs or innate 

spontaneity (on a biological level). She attempts to release these past traumas by 

throwing it back to the maw of nature, the purest form of consumption as opposed to that 

 
5 (and the other, though irrelevant here, to multiply). 
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of corrupt civilizations’. Carrington’s view is clear, though animals can kill for food, it is 

immoral if humans do. However, after a recent study done by a team of scientists at Tel 

Aviv University, what diet is actually more moral if vegetables can also feel6?

 
6 Khait, Itzhak, et al. “Sounds Emitted by Plants Under Stress Are Airborne and Informative.” Cell, vol. 
186, no. 7, 2023, pp. 1328–1336. Elsevier, https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cell.2023.03.009. First published in 
Live Science in 2019, the study was recently re-published as peer-reviewed. Scientists measured the 
amount, intensity, and frequencies of the ultra-sonic sound frequencies or distress sounds (between 20-100 
kilohertz) of tomato and tobacco plants within the course of an hour when they deprived the plants of water 
and cut off their stems. 
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Chapter VI. 

Mushrooms or “Fruits of the Night”: On the Concept of Ambiguousness 

Following one another in single file, we reached a great hall decorated with 

mushrooms and other fruits of the night.  

—Leonora Carrington, “The House of Fear” 

The following section discusses the background and biographical context 

pertinent for this chapter. 

Background and Biographical Context for “Mushrooms” 

I will now examine some biographical/literary influences and cultural/academic 

factors that may have contributed to Carrington’s specific description of mushrooms and 

her particular understanding of their symbolism, and how this creates the message she 

conveys in “The Royal Summons” and “The House of Fear.” The symbolism of the 

mushroom itself will first be analyzed through the lens of the scientific classification of 

mushrooms at the time Carrington wrote the stories (they were classified as plants) and 

other literary influences as stated earlier. I will then further analyze them through Mary 

Douglas’ concept of “ambiguousness,” breaking down the ambiguous entity into a 

positive and negative aspect, in which its darker aspect is used to represent the 

ambiguous-antagonist Lady Fear in “The House of Fear.” I will explore the more light-

hearted association of mushrooms with madness, absurdity, and altered states as seen in 

Alice in Wonderland (a significant childhood influence of Carrington’s) (Aberth, 
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Surrealism, Alchemy 14), and how it is used to represent the madness of the morally 

superior, ambiguous-positive queen in “The Royal Summons.” With precarious states of 

madness, tendencies to indulgence, and associations to the Dionysian, Carrington uses 

mushrooms to represent the two ambiguous queens. The morally superior, “Royal 

Summons” queen represents the positive-ambiguous side of mushrooms, whereas Lady 

Fear represents the negative-ambiguous side of mushrooms. Moreover, mushrooms as 

“fruits of the night” contain multiple Biblical and literary symbolism that infused 

Carrington’s particular understanding of the then-classified plant (Carrington, Complete 

Stories 37). 

Like sea anemones and sponges, Carrington uses mushrooms to signify the 

dangerous quality of “ambiguousness” of the two queens. Both the short stories written in 

1937-38, “The House of Fear” and “The Royal Summons,” include a female protagonist 

who meets a powerful queen or woman of high status who is foreshadowed by the 

mention or appearance of mushrooms. Mushrooms represent this dangerous quality of 

“ambiguousness” which is connected to “uncontrolled, unconscious, dangerous, 

disapproved powers” which culture tries to separate from by deeming taboo to maintain 

order, as theorized by Mary Douglas (Douglas 124). Carrington uses mushrooms 

significantly as a key foreshadowing symbol in both story line models to point to the 

queens’ ambiguous state between madness and sanity, a trait held in even higher tension 

by their high status, powerful leadership roles. Noting this repeated technique of the 

mushroom used by Carrington to represent and foreshadow the queen’s ambiguous states 

in the two, highly similar story line models and stories, it is evident that the mushroom 
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symbolism is not random and serves to categorize the two queens respectively as 

ambiguous-antagonist and ambiguous-positive characters. 

The following section begins the analysis for this chapter. 

Analysis for “Mushrooms” 

In “The House of Fear,” the darker side of the mushroom’s ambiguous symbolism 

affirms the immorality, or over-indulgence, of the ambiguous-antagonist Lady Fear. The 

protagonist describes the eerie opening of the scene in which she meets the mistress of 

the House of Fear: “Following one another in single file, we reached a great hall 

decorated with mushrooms and other fruits of the night” before she sees the mistress, 

“reclining in the Roman fashion on a very large bed” who “looked slightly like a horse, 

but was much uglier,” wearing a dress of suffering, “live bats sewn together by their 

wings” (Carrington, Complete Stories 37). Further emphasizing Lady Fear’s ambiguous 

state, mushrooms, neither distinctly plant nor animal, are also ambiguous like the “live 

sponges” the queen in “The Royal Summons” bathes in (17). Though sponges are 

classified as animals (Morgan 12), mushrooms are organisms classified as neither plants 

nor animals but as fungi (Mishra 29). At the time Carrington was writing these stories, 

mushrooms were classified as plants and only beginning in 1959 were they proposed to 

be classified as fungi by Robert Whittaker (Hagen 70). Thus, it would make sense that 

Carrington chooses to describe mushrooms as “fruits” (whose cap is also called “fruit 

body” within science) (Mishra 2) and categorize them within the plant kingdom 

(Carrington, Complete Stories 37). By her classifying mushrooms as a plant, the 

mushroom retains its higher moral standing as a food in her view. Extending this concept 

of morally superior versus “dangerous/ambiguous” morality to her characters, we see that 
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the protagonist is the “pure” character with her higher moral standing and that the queen 

and mistress represents an element of “danger” due to their “ambiguousness” (madness 

and indulgent characteristics) though still retaining some moral integrity as plants or 

“fruits of the night” (37). 

Though the mushrooms are technically supposed to be morally superior because 

of their classification as plants during the time Carrington wrote this story, whether she 

agreed with this classification or if it fully aligns with my theory of Carrington’s view on 

immoral and moral diets could be contested, as her metaphorical description of 

mushrooms as “fruits of the night” (37) implies a darker, more ambiguous nature due to 

its omnivorous consumption (or rather absorption), representing immoral7, amoral, and 

moral8 aspects of humanity’s shadow. Though Carrington considers mushrooms a fruit 

and thus a “morally superior” plant, it also stands for “night” or all that is Dionysian 

(representative of chaos, without Apollonian order) and throws the entire established 

plant into moral ambiguity. As Camille Paglia elucidates in Sexual Personae: “The 

Dionysian is nature’s chthonian fluidity. Apollo, on the other hand, gives form and shape, 

marking off one being from another” (30). The intent of Apollo, or the society, is the 

same as Douglas’ theory that I use, when she explains that culture uses laws/rules as 

structure/boundaries to separate “uncontrolled, unconscious, dangerous … powers” from 

the “pure” in order to maintain order (Douglas 124). Night represents chaos, or the 

hidden, shadow aspects of life in which society tries to control in order to maintain order. 

“Night” in “fruits of the night” (Carrington, Complete Stories 37) includes within its 

 
7 The shadow does not contain solely immoral aspects. Rather, immoral aspects are contained within the 
subconscious which can manifest into reality through action (the Apollonian reality also contains immoral 
aspects, that, as it could also be argued, can also stem from the subconscious or ID aspect of the mind). 
8 An example might be a shadow aspect such as anger, being used for good. 
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covert, subconscious embrace references to the underworld with indulgence and 

forbidden knowledge, further “dangerous” and immoral traits that represents the 

ambiguous-antagonist Lady Fear. Additionally, Carrington notes the ambiguous, 

mysterious, and slightly ominous nature of mushrooms who are also omnivorous like 

snails and have a more fleshy, meatier texture, taste, and color than plants (often being 

used as meat substitutes in vegetarian dishes) by alluding to its association with night. 

The allusion to mushrooms as “fruits of the night” (37) also references the forbidden fruit 

(alluding to the temptations of sin), which led to the downfall of Adam and Eve in the 

Garden of Eden. It also alludes to Hades’ pomegranate, the forbidden fruit of the 

underworld. Both represent the same forbidden fruit of knowledge, which, when eaten, 

curses Adam and Eve and their progeny to mortality in the Bible, and forever chains one 

to the underworld, like Persephone, in Greek myth. Though still morally superior because 

it is a plant, Carrington also considers mushrooms to be morally ambiguous because of its 

connotations to the underworld, flesh, omnivorous absorption, and temptation. 

Though considered a fruit in Carrington’s eyes as per her description, the 

mysterious, ambiguous nature of mushrooms is also noted as it is the antagonists who 

consume mushrooms and not the morally superior protagonist or positive characters, or, 

as seen in “Monsieur Cyril De Guindre,” eat nothing at all. The morally superior, women 

protagonists/positive characters eat frugally and with a sparing, controlled indulgence, 

and when they do, it is in the eating of potatoes, a non-ambiguous plant or root vegetable. 

Antagonists, however, as seen in “Monsieur Cyril De Guindre,” eat cooked, ambiguous, 

omnivorous dishes. The narrator describes the main dish served on Monsieur Cyril’s 

lavish banquet table: “This chicken, which had been marinated— plucked but alive—for 
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three days, had in the end been suffocated in vapours of boiling patchouli: its flesh was as 

creamy and tender as a fresh mushroom” (Carrington, Complete Stories 84). In describing 

the cruel cooking process that turned the chicken’s flesh to that of a mushroom’s, 

Carrington comments on the hypocritical and barbaric side of civilization. Notedly, only 

the antagonists consume the meal and their immorality is reaffirmed by their 

consumption of this ambiguous food, which has a hidden, or unknown, dark side.  

As the three men antagonists, Cyril, the Abbott, and Thibaut, feast around the 

extravagant dinner table, the Abott calls over Cyril’s daughter, Panthilde. The narrator 

describes Cyril’s daughter, “Panthilde who at that moment arrived from the garden, 

remained at a distance. She looked at the three men, however, with a sombre eye” 

(Carrington, Complete Stories 87). Panthilde is observant, cautious, and wise, knowing 

more than she should, and intuitively knowing that something is very wrong. The narrator 

describes: “Panthilde did not move; she breathed heavily while looking at the table in an 

anguished way” (87). While the antagonists excessively indulge, Panthilde does not 

participate. Monsieur de Guindre’s daughter, Panthilde, with the prefix Pan representing 

“all” echoes the Greek’s Eve, Pandora, who opened the box that released all the evils into 

the world. However, with Carrington’s twist, she never participates in her father’s 

sacrilegious dinner banquet and, with her look of anguish, remains a morally superior 

protagonist. Though protagonist characters can be connected to aspects of the 

underworld, they do not participate in its immoral practices (excessive indulgence or 

hedonism), and this is a significant reason why Carrington deems them morally superior 

protagonists. 
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Also having traits of excessive indulgence like the antagonists in “Monsieur Cyril 

De Guindre,” the Lady Fear in “The House of Fear” is an ambiguous-antagonist 

character, representing more negative, immoral aspects that also reflect the crueler traits 

of a dictator. When the protagonist leaves her warm and cozy home to the mistress’ 

freezing castle for the dinner party, the contrast is extreme both externally and as 

represented by the severe and concerning traits of the antagonist Mistress Fear. Her castle 

is extremely cold, “built of stones that held the cold of winter” (Carrington, Complete 

Stories 36). She creates an absurdly difficult game for her guests (all horses except for the 

protagonist who is a young woman) to play after a dinner which is announced but never 

served: 

Supper will be as usual, and everyone is entitled to three portions. But 
apart from that I have thought of a new game…I shall be the umpire and 
decide who wins. 

You must all count backward from a hundred and ten to five as quickly as 
possible while thinking of your own fate and weeping for those who have 
gone before you. (37)  

After which they must tap the beat to two different songs on their front and back legs. 

Everyone is “entitled to three portions” of dinner: the word “entitled” to the reference to 

rationing with “three portions” is an ironic euphemism and instills a sinister feeling and 

sense of distrust for the queen. The phrase is reminiscent of rationing during military 

training, war-time, or a concentration camp, and is never served (which perhaps makes 

this scene more akin to the latter). The fact she decides herself to be the umpire of the 

game (which she is the creator and rule-maker of) suggests the grandiose, self-imposed 

power of dictators. Furthermore, the mistress also wears a dress of “live bats sewn 

together by their wings: the way they fluttered, one would have thought they didn’t much 
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like it” (37). These references to discomfort, torture, and suffering of animals and humans 

signify the mistress to be an antagonist and immoral.  

The Lady Fear adds ominously at the end of the game instructions, “though I 

can’t see all over the hall at once, the Good Lord sees everything” (Carrington, Complete 

Stories 38) alluding to her own eye as the Eye of Providence and exhibiting dictator-like 

traits. In fear of making a mistake, the protagonist tries to remain unseen throughout the 

game and narrates, “I had an uncomfortable feeling that she could see me very well…It 

went on like this for twenty-five minutes…” (38). The visual zooming in of the queen’s 

all-seeing, one eye, which the narrator describes as being “six times bigger than one 

ordinary eye” emphasizes the pressure she feels (38). The mistress appears to delight in 

this discomfort of others, increasing fear onto her guests by suggesting them being 

watched by the all-seeing eye of the “Good Lord,” which is in sardonic reference to her 

own single, huge, and unsettling eye (38). It is grandiose, falsely humble, and ironic to 

allude to her own eye as the Eye of Providence, also known as “divine providence” or 

God’s all-seeing eye watching over humanity, a symbol which also appears in ancient 

Egyptian myths, the Greek classics, references by 17th century authors, and in “alchemy, 

astrology, the kabala, Rosicrucianism, and Free-Masonry,” along with the protective Evil 

Eye or hamsa (Kopel 264, 263). Carrington conflates this symbol with the all-seeing eye 

of dictators (like Hitler and Stalin) which is where the danger of ambiguousness lies. 

“Lady Fear” (Assa 222) carries the “uncontrolled” power of the “non-structure” which 

threatens to unleash itself if the characters make a mistake in the difficult and 

complicated game (Douglas 124). The antagonist queen’s refusal to feed her guests 

despite promises and her apparent delight in the discomfort or suffering of others 
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signifies her immorality. While others suffer, she indulges or enjoys in her massive house 

“a great hall decorated with mushrooms and other fruits of the night,” signifying her 

Dionysian tendencies (Carrington, Complete Stories 37). At the end of the hall, she lies in 

a posture of indulgence: “reclining in the Roman fashion on a very large bed” (37). The 

Lady Fear is more dangerous than the queen in “The Royal Summons” because she 

indulges at the expense and suffering of others, leaning fully into the darker aspect of the 

ambiguous with traits of tyranny and immorality. 

In contrast to Lady Fear, the queen in “The Royal Summons” shows more 

controlled indulgence which signifies her as the morally superior, positive-ambiguous 

character. The protagonist describes the interior design of the halls before she meets the 

queen, “We passed down corridors decorated in imitation marble, admirably done, 

through rooms with Greek bas-reliefs and Medici ceilings and wax fruit everywhere” 

(Carrington, Complete Stories 17). The “imitation marble, admirably done” points to 

perhaps a less wealthy queen, possibly due to a higher ratio of resources geared towards 

the people in comparison to other rulers, rather than herself. It is also a sign of her 

morally higher un-ostentatiousness with material objects. Furthermore, despite the 

cheaper material, the marble interior design is morally superior because of its skilled 

craftsmanship, showing value in artistic skill and intelligence rather than surface-level 

materialism. The corridor scene ends with the protagonist entering the queen’s bathroom 

and seeing her in her bath, bathing in her goat milk and “live sponge” bath, having 

“trouble catching” the “swimming” sponges (17). The queen seems to be fully immersed 

in her own absurdist world, occupied with catching the “live sponges” (17). The gaudy 

light-heartedness of the imitation, ornate décor paired with the queen’s preoccupied and 
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detached state of mind signals that though she is not completely in her own agency, she is 

less selfish and does not over-indulge, signifying less ominous, Dionysian tendencies and 

a higher moral character (17). 

Both powerful women of sovereign status in the two short stories have some 

indulgent characteristics: though Lady Fear’s is in excess, the queen’s is more controlled 

and restrained. Though it is their great power which allows them the luxury to indulge, 

only the Lady Fear fully luxuriates in this privilege. It is implied that the Lady Fear’s 

“great hall decorated with mushrooms and other fruits of the night” (Carrington, 

Complete Stories 37) is made from raw, expensive material (and the very “fruits” 

themselves) while the queen’s is explicitly described to be made of “imitation” (though 

“admirably,” extremely well-recreated) material (17). This detail gives Lady Fear greater 

power than the queen in “The Royal Summons,” which makes Lady Fear the more 

dangerous character. The disparity of her great wealth in comparison with withholding 

food from her guests also signify her ambiguous-antagonist danger and immorality. 

While the Lady Fear luxuriates completely in her wealth and power lying fully reclined 

“in Roman fashion” on her huge bed (37) echoing the indulgent dictatorship of certain 

Roman emperors, the queen is checked by her intelligence, ascetic, vegetarian diet, and 

harmlessness arising from her slightly mentally unstable, detached thinking which grows 

a sense of empathy to the character for the reader. While the queen is harmless and 

morally superior by not withholding all her wealth to herself as represented by the 

cheaper (though well-imitated) material of her halls, the Lady Fear hurts her subjects 

while indulging in her wealth and power.  
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Mushrooms also appear in “The Royal Summons” to allude to madness, 

absurdity, and altered states of consciousness and realities in a more humorous way. 

Representing a whole different class of “food” with psychoactive properties, these 

allusions to madness and alternative realities occur most famously in Alice in 

Wonderland (the caterpillar sits on a mushroom which, if eaten from different parts of it, 

can alter Alice’s shape), one of the stories of Carrington’s childhood that much 

influenced her and her literary work (Aberth, Surrealism, Alchemy 14). In “The Royal 

Summons,” after the protagonist receives the royal invitation of the queen and goes to her 

car to leave, she finds that her chauffeur has just buried it, relaying: “‘I did it to grow 

mushrooms,’ he told me. ‘There’s no better way of growing mushrooms.’ ‘Brady,’  I said 

to him, ‘you’re a complete idiot. You have ruined my car’” (Carrington, Complete Stories 

16) and she then proceeds to “hire a horse and cart” to go see the queen (16). The 

absurdity and humor of this moment is attached to mushrooms to foreshadow the queen’s 

madness and signify the queen’s ambiguous nature, in which similar moments of 

absurdity and humor as attached to her precarious mental state occur later in the story 

(such as watering the flower prints on her carpet (19), and bathing in live sponges and 

catching them from running away) (17). Though both queens show signs of madness 

represented by mushrooms, a more light-hearted, directed focus is used when 

representing the ambiguous-positive queen character by reference to mushrooms in a 

humorous, absurdist dialogue and situations. 

In sum, mushrooms are associated with the Dionysian and signify madness and 

tendencies to indulgence of both queens, with “The Royal Summons” following the same 

storyline model with “The House of Fear” with the foreshadowing of mushrooms before 
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meeting the queen character. However, the Dionysian aspects of the immoral, 

ambiguous-antagonist Lady Fear is unchecked, whereas the ambiguous-positive and 

morally superior queen in “The Royal Summons” is checked by her ascetic, vegetarian 

diet, harmlessness, and sharing of her own wealth to her subjects rather than indulging in 

excessive wealth like the Lady Fear. Both queens are ambiguous because of their 

precarious mental states in relation to the power they wield, though one leans towards its 

positive aspect and the other, towards its negative one. Carrington uses the mushroom to 

demonstrate this with the queen representing the more positive aspect of the ambiguous 

mushroom, whereas the Lady Fear represents its negative aspect. The scientific 

classification of mushrooms as plants and its Biblical and literary allusions all contribute 

to Carrington’s specific and unique understanding and use of mushrooms as represented 

by the two queen figures and antagonist characters – though morally superior as plants 

(queens wielding high power status), its ambiguous nature ultimately associates the 

mushroom as morally ambiguous with the ability to lean either way. This characteristic is 

depicted by Carrington’s use of it as a foreshadowing element to show more positive 

aspects for the ambiguous-positive character of the queen in “The Royal Summons,” and 

negative aspects for ambiguous-antagonist Lady Fear and antagonists in “Monsieur Cyril 

de Guindre” by their consumption, in which Carrington draws attention to the 

mushroom’s darker, ambiguous-negative qualities such as its fleshy texture and 

omnivorous absorption. 
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Chapter VII. 

The Cosmic Egg, Alchemy, Cooking, and Art 

The egg is the macrocosm and the microcosm, the dividing line between the Big 

and the Small which makes it impossible to see the whole.  

—Leonora Carrington, Down Below 

The following section discusses the theoretical background pertinent to this 

chapter. 

Background for “The Cosmic Egg” 

The creation of art, like cooking, is the creation of an intangible idea or emotion 

into something tangible. Both are forms of expression generating from the same seed: the 

creative impulse, which may also extend to the purpose of affecting spiritual 

transformation in both artist (creator) and receiver. Thus, art and cooking have 

similarities also with alchemy, which is similarly rooted in the idea of transformation. 

The fundamental goals of alchemy, an esoteric practice, is the creation of the 

“philosopher’s stone” or “elixir of life” for immortality and the transmutation of base 

metals into gold as a practice and method based in the manipulation of Earth’s elements 

in order to achieve higher spiritual understanding (Dixon 1). It therefore makes sense that 

Carrington would choose alchemy as a metaphor for both cooking and the creation of art. 

This explanation is first offered by Whitney Chadwick in her important 1986 essay 

“Leonora Carrington: Evolution of a Feminist Consciousness,” the earliest scholarship 
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that discusses this subject Carrington and food. Of Carrington’s creative process, 

Chadwick writes: 

 She has related alchemical processes to those of both painting and 
cooking, carefully selecting a metaphor that unites the traditional woman’s 
occupation as nourisher of the species with that of the magical 
transformation of form and color that takes place in the artist’s creative 
process, nourishing the spirit. (41) 

Like Gloria Orenstein (her quote discovered after writing this observation), I note 

that as food is for the mouth, art is food for the eyes (“Chrysopeia of Mary the Jewess”). 

Sharing themes of creation, transformation, and physical and spiritual nourishment, 

Carrington, who describes herself as having been “a daughter, and a sister, and a lover, 

and a mother, and a wife, and an artist” (Acker 00:00:45-00:00:52) philosophically and 

creatively melds these acts of creation from art, magic, and the domestic spheres, 

blending cooking, and painting/art-making, with alchemy in her work and real life as a 

way of artistic and spiritual transformation, actualization, and healing. It is her way of 

normalizing or feminizing the domestic sphere, a reminder of the persecuted women 

(Orenstein, “Chrysopeia of Mary the Jewess”) and her importance, and a form of self-

affirming performance art and narrative-meaning making and actualization. In this 

chapter, I will discuss Carrington’s use of the fundamental symbol, the cosmic egg, and 

concepts of alchemy as a way of understanding the universe and the meaning and purpose 

of life, as well as recognition, and amplification of the feminine aspect in alchemical 

practice with its close associations with cooking, which not only serves as a way to 

empower women but also as her own magical realist framework for narrative trauma 

therapy.  

The following section will discuss the biographical context that led to 

Carrington’s feminist perspective and independence. 
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Further Feminist Background and Biographical Context for “The Cosmic Egg” 

To begin, Carrington’s particular use of alchemy and the egg, and their feminine 

aspects, demonstrates her defiance of social norms which shaped the trajectory of her life 

and artistic career. In the Jungian school of psychology, every individual is comprised of 

both a masculine aspect (animus) and feminine aspect (anima), with a unique 

composition, balance, and expression of each; however, throughout history, men and 

women have not been understood in this way, with their roles and freedoms (or lack 

thereof) delineated and justified by what is societally, religiously, and/or culturally 

associated with their discrete, physical sex. Though great achievements have been made 

by both sexes (despite many by women remaining lesser known/unknown), women have 

been constricted by society by both the excuse of their sexual and thus biological roles as 

mothers, inferiority, and traits deemed over-emotional, irrational, (even during 

Carrington’s time, “hysterical”) and by societal laws/rules: not allowed to own property, 

go to school, vote, etc. Women have consequently had less freedom, rights, and 

opportunities than men until only recently and only in certain parts of the world; they are 

often still understood (and conditioned) to be seen as the property of men and inferior to 

them rather than as equals. It can also be argued that the women – most, but not all - were 

complicit to this conditioning, perhaps also because they had no other choice or opted for 

safety and financial stability, or survival. But Carrington did not take this safe 

conventional path. Subjected to familial and societal obligations, expectations, and 

conventions that ran counter to her individuality and artistic dreams (which, at the time, 

was not the conventionally desired path for women in early 20th century England, and 

especially for the daughters of the high, upper-middle class as Carrington was), the brave, 
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young, and determined Carrington rebelled and fought to attend art school, giving up a 

comfortable life for one of poverty but freedom. Barely financially supported by her 

father, she explains: “from the King’s Court, I went to the pig sty,” until finally, with her 

parents’ minds unchanged, she could only run away to further pursue her artistic career 

(Aberth, Surrealism, Alchemy 21).  

The following section will discuss the alchemical background that inspired 

Carrington’s feminist perspective on alchemical concepts. 

Alchemical Background for “The Cosmic Egg” 

For Carrington, associating the alchemical egg with the Divine Feminine, 

alchemy and art-making became a domestic, feminist act. Because of her history, 

Carrington favored and was greatly influenced by the work of Robert Graves, specifically 

The White Goddess, in which he argues that the earliest, primal matriarchal civilizations 

were overthrown by the later patriarchal ones. Carrington uses fundamental concepts of 

alchemy and its symbolism of the egg, giving it her own spin by feminizing the egg 

symbol as a womb, or origin of life, and drawing attention to the alchemical connection 

with cooking, which is usually relegated to the domestic, private sphere associated with 

women. A historical figure and important connection that inspired her was that one of the 

two earliest recorded, historical alchemists was a woman who was regarded as one of the 

foremost authorities of alchemy, Maria the Jewess, who invented alchemic vessels 

associated with cooking, such as the double-boiler or bain-marie, which we still use 

today, and was named after her (Patai 60, 61; Orenstein, “Chrysopeia of Mary the 

Jewess”). According to C.G. Jung, “Alchemy made possible pre-Christian paganism 

which had not yet lost psychic value but was not permitted in the Christian dogma” (Jung 



 

81 

102). Carrington called the Holy Trinity “the sterile brothers of the trinity” (Carrington, 

Hearing Trumpet 117), noting the exclusion of the feminine element. This can support 

why alchemy was so attractive to Carrington and why she drew attention to its feminine 

roots (painting The Chrysopeia of Mary the Jewess, 1967, the one real, historical figure 

she references (Orenstein, “Chrysopeia of Mary the Jewess”) and was so drawn to other 

connected esoteric studies such as the apocryphal Jewish cabala. As Janet Kaplan 

explains of Carrington and her close friend and collaborator, Remedios Varos and the 

alchemical cooking experiments they created together: “Using cooking as a metaphor for 

hermetic pursuits, they established an association between women’s traditional roles and 

magical acts of transformation” (Kaplan 96). 

The following section begins the analysis for this chapter. 

Analysis for “The Cosmic Egg” 

Like the alchemists, Carrington recognizes the symbolic importance of alchemical 

steam as a representation of the transformation, a significance which she believes is a 

secret which woman, symbolized by the Divine Feminine, or Mother Goddess, knows, in 

her painting The Giantess (The Guardian of the Egg), 1947. In alchemical texts, the 

vapors from alchemical distillation are symbolized by birds (Runstedler 42). We see this 

exact alchemical metaphor being depicted in the painting, in which an egg-shaped 

Giantess holds an egg protectively at her chest, while a group of birds fly out from the 

opening of her red cloak. The Giantess herself is both an egg and egg-shaped alembic, 

her womb depicted as the womb of the universe, the symbolic source of the initial 

alchemical step of the marriage of opposites, or joining of “the male and the female” 

(Patai 66). In alchemy, this initial step is catalyzed by distillation in an egg-shaped, glass 
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alembic. She is Carrington’s magical realist version of the Neolithic fertility Goddess 

stone statue, the Venus of Willendorf. An Egyptian obelisk illustrated on her chest 

symbolizes her knowledge and esoteric wisdom, of which is implied to be held in the egg 

as the product of her womb. The Giantess is also a storyteller like Carrington herself, and 

it is through the use of the egg symbolism in which she can share this wisdom not only 

physically in artistic practice but also as a philosophic framework for her understanding 

of the universe and life.  

The steam of the alchemical process and its association to cooking is not just a 

frivolous connection but a rather ancient and essential one. In Alchemical Studies, Carl 

Jung explains alchemy’s connection to cooking, due to cooking’s role as the “earliest 

form of chemistry” and its shared byproduct of steam, which was held to high symbolic 

significance by the alchemists. He explains the connection thus:  

The angel, as a winged or spiritual being, represents, like Mercurius, the 
volatile substance, the pneuma, the (πνεύμα) (disembodied). Spirit in 
alchemy almost invariably has a relation to water or to the radical 
moisture, a fact that may be explained simply by the empirical nature of 
the oldest form of “chemistry,” namely the art of cooking. The steam 
rising from boiling water conveys the first vivid impression of 
“etasomatosis,” the transformation of the corporeal into the incorporeal, 
into spirit or pneuma. The relation of spirit to water resides in the fact that 
the spirit is hidden in the water, like a fish. (75)  

This “fish,” Jung furthers explains from the alchemical texts, is a (by)product of the 

“alchemical transformation,” and “represents the arcane substance,” acting as a 

“…collyrium (eyewash) which will enable the philosopher to see the secrets better” (76). 

Another significant point other scholars have noted is the association of alchemical 

vessels to cooking vessels as seen by one of the oldest, historical authorities of alchemy: 
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a Jewish woman called Maria the Jewess or Prophetissa9 credited as the inventor of the 

bain-marie, or double-boiler, which was named after her as mentioned earlier, and the 

tribokos and keratakis (Patai 61). She teaches: “The vapor [produced by volatilizing the 

sulphurous substances in the metals] is the spirit of the body” (Patai 67). This ancient 

connection with alchemy, the body/soul, and cooking was not lost on Carrington. 

 Another alchemical concept that inspired Carrington was the symbolism of the 

egg that serves as a philosophical framework for her art-making and also writing, as a 

positive, objective understanding and perspective for Carrington to be able to make 

healing meaning-making with trauma narrative therapy.  Connecting alchemy with art 

production and actualizing it in her artistic practice in which artmaking itself becomes a 

magical practice, the egg and its symbolism align with her personal, narrative philosophy, 

artistic purpose, and narrative-actualization, which is another mode of healing for 

Carrington in which her magical realist world is actualized in her real life for purposes of 

ritualistic and philosophic affirmation, meaning-making, narrative-therapy, and as an aid 

to better translate and communicate her ideas, messages, visions, and/or (traumatic) 

experiences.  

 
9 Jung calls alchemy “the dawn of the scientific age,” that was perhaps a catalyst for the Scientific 
Revolution (Sir Isaac Newton, also an alchemist), whose “God under me” ethos conflicts with Christ 
consciousness (Jung 127). Maria the Jewess on the other hand, believed alchemy to be given by God to the 
Jewish people and was considered by others to be not only the alchemical authority, but also a prophet 
(Zosimos calls her ‘the divine Maria’) as she associates her divining to God (Patai 60, 70). It is recorded 
that she had said only the people of Abraham are allowed to know the secrets of alchemy. She is reported to 
have stated “If you are not of our race, you cannot touch it, for the Art is special, not common” (Patai 70). 
Battistini writes: “According to apocalyptic literature, it was rebel angels who showed man how to conquer 
the Philosopher’s Stone (Battistini 252). It is generally agreed by scholars that alchemy originated in 
ancient Egypt before spreading to the Middle East, India, and China, though alchemy was also practiced in 
India (or the Indus Valley civilization) which preceded the Egyptian civilization. Thus, other scholars argue 
its origins was in Vedic India before spreading “throughout the Mediterranean in the 8th and 7th century 
BC” (Battistini 252). Maria the Jewess or Prophetissa also started a school for alchemy in Egypt (Lewis, 
“Mary the Jewess”). 
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The string of the dark womb of the Divine Feminine or secret of the origin of 

creation that runs through the various symbols of the Divine Feminine Carrington uses 

stems first and foremost from the egg, which is used by both Carrington and the 

alchemists as a sort of macro/micro model of the universe, which Carrington uses while 

writing Down Below as an imaginary “crystal,” or what Susan Aberth describes as a 

“clairvoyant crystal” (Surrealism, Alchemy 82) or which Hannah Silverman describes as 

a “crystal ball” (Silverblank 115) to peer back into her darkest, most traumatic time. 

Aberth describes it as the “cosmic egg of creation,” which is also sometimes likened to 

the alchemical vessel, known as an alembic, in which the alchemist performs the 

distillation” (Surrealism, Alchemy 82; Alchemical Kitchen 173). We see Carrington 

conflate this symbol with the egg-shape of the Divine Feminine or Mother in her 

painting. It would be helpful to inform the reader that alchemical vessels are preferred to 

be made of glass for its function to better see the transformation occur without touching, 

as Maria the Prophetissa explains herself (Patai 178). It is imperative that the egg is a 

crystal one, as this transparency connects it to the alchemical glass vessels. This 

transparency is also what imbues Carrington’s imaginary crystal egg with magical 

powers, functioning as a healing lens or protective talisman as well as a “clairvoyant 

crystal” (Aberth, Surrealism, Alchemy 82) or “crystal ball” (Silverblank 115) in which 

contains all of the cosmic past and future. Carrington makes use of this philosophy, a sort 

of predestination in which everything is written and contained already in this symbol of 

the “cosmic egg,” or the symbol of the first physical seed of life, to make sense of a 

traumatic experience of the past by answering why she thinks this might have happened 

to her from a future-self perspective, making the  unexplainable “present or meaningful” 
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(Langdon 349) from a wise, and mature, positive overall standpoint rather than a more 

negative standpoint or victimhood. This objective, self-growth mindset is thus a 

necessary mode and perspective conducive for personal growth and healing (besides 

being naturally implemented by writers of trauma literature or memoir, a strategy found 

also in Dr. Pennebaker’s writing protocol trauma therapy study). Philosophical, 

alchemical concepts symbolized by the alchemical egg serve as the framework she uses 

to heal her own traumas as a mode of narrative therapy as seen in her trauma memoir 

Down Below, and as the fundamental starting point of her symbolic lexicon of the Divine 

Feminine. 

In Down Below, after Carrington explains about her traumatic episode after Ernst 

was taken away and she escaped to Spain with two friends from France and stayed in a 

hotel, she uses the egg as a symbolic lens to ease her into remembering and as a mode of 

narrative therapy to help her revisit and analyze her trauma from an objective perspective 

for the purpose of meaning-making and healing. The boundaries of reality and the self 

broke down and fused with the imagination (Lusty 346), a side effect of dissociation. 

Magical realism blended with reality, and was her way of coping and understanding the 

madness that was going on around her and all the horror she saw on her way to Spain. 

Carrington describes in Down Below: “The road was lined with coffins…They obviously 

were people who had been killed by the Germans. I was very frightened: it all stank of 

death. I learned later that there was a huge military cemetery in Perpignan” (8). She 

experienced intense traumas compiled back-to-back in a short amount of time, while 

already in a dissociative state. In Spain, after an incident where she tore up a “vast 

quantity of newspapers” and threw them in the street in front of the hotel she was staying, 
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having believed it to be a mode of control or “hypnotic device” by the Nazis (15). She 

remembered the incident as occurring after a gang rape by a group of officers, though she 

does not connect the two. I argue, however, that this was the expression of her repressed 

trauma from the rape, which occurred while she was already in a state of dissociation 

(though at a less severe state than she was when Ernst was taken away in Saint-Martin-

d’Ardèche, France). Other scholars do not mention this gang rape, except for Carlos 

Martín, which I discovered after I completed writing that argument and this chapter 

(Martín 23). After the newspaper incident, Carrington was “accused… of madness, 

obscenity, etc.” (Carrington, Down Below 15) and was subsequently seen by a doctor 

who was horrified by her “political theories” in which she “endeavored to convince him 

that the World War was being waged hypnotically by a group of people - Hitler and Co.” 

(16). Aberth argues that in an interview over 50 years later, the same doctor who treated 

her at the asylum noted her “‘Surrealist’ world-view” as startling and “disturbing” “for 

the conventional Catholic doctors” of her time, and wondered if it “influenced” her 

diagnosis at the time (Surrealism, Alchemy 46). He added that he wonders “if Carrington, 

in 1941, was actually sane in her adaptation to society as it was at the time and if now she 

would even be classified as ill” (46). Additionally, Moorhead and other scholars state that 

it was Carrington’s father who had her admitted to a mental asylum (Emre, “How 

Leonora Carrington Feminized”). Soon after meeting the doctor after her newspaper 

episode, Carrington was told she would be going “to a beach at San Sebastian,” was 

anaesthetized in the car and “handed over like a cadaver to Dr. Morales, in Santander” 

(Carrington, Down Below 18). 
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 The chapter ends, and as the next chapter begins, the reader senses Carrington 

prepare looking back into the darkest chapter of her most traumatic time, in which 

Carrington was subjected to forced Cardiazol injections in the mental asylum, and is the 

moment where we see her use the “crystal egg” and its alchemical symbolism to aid her 

in revisiting her trauma and as a mode of narrative-healing and meaning-making. In this 

moment, she warns the reader that, as is often seen in trauma narratives, she cannot 

depend on her memory time, laying out truthfully the holes or “gaps” in her memory 

(Langdon 341). Carrington begins the darkest chapter of her story in Down Below thus, 

aided by the image of the “crystal” egg:  

I am afraid I am going to drift into fiction, truthful but incomplete, for lack 
of some details which I cannot conjure up today and which might have 
enlightened us. This morning, the idea of the egg came again to my mind 
and I thought that I could use it as a crystal to look at Madrid in those days 
of July and August 1940 - for why should it not enclose my own 
experiences as well as the past and future history of the Universe? The egg 
is the macrocosm and the microcosm, the dividing line between the Big 
and the Small which makes it impossible to see the whole. (19) 

She then follows with another analogy to help refine her meaning of the importance of 

seeing anything objectively: “To possess a telescope without its other essential half- the 

microscope-seems to me a symbol of the darkest incomprehension. The task of the right 

eye is to peer into the telescope, while the left eye peers into the microscope” (19). 

Carrington explains the importance of looking at an idea, concept, or situation from both 

a macro, or exterior, objective or omniscient bird’s eye view, as well as a micro, or 

interior, personal one. She aligns herself with the cosmos, a way to impersonalize the 

traumas committed to her body in an effort to heal. 

With ritual, art-making, and cooking as such important and favored acts in 

Carrington’s life, practice, and work, the use of egg to make tempera paint in her art 
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practice had its essentially domestic, culinary, and symbolic function as well as acting as 

a bridge for her magical realist realm with this physical realm, a healing act in its own 

way. Scholarship on Carrington suggest the technical and culinary connections of her use 

of egg tempera paint in her painting practice. My analysis builds on this by explaining the 

philosophical symbolism and implications of the egg and how she uses it to aid herself in 

narrative trauma therapy. Appearing significantly in esoteric and alchemical discourse, 

the egg inspired her to be used in her literary and art works, as well as art practice. In 

Carrington’s life and artistic and literary work, there is a need for her to combine both 

reality and her unseen, spiritual realm and she uses food, fundamentally from a 

philosophical and artistic standpoint, the egg, to act as this bridge or gateway to connect 

these two realms of the physical and the unseen, or spirit realm. This symbolic 

physicality helped her further integrate her body and psyche into the physical act of 

creation for the purpose of better translating her ideas and visions, not just technically but 

philosophically as well - perhaps functioning as a magical, artistic boon.  

The egg itself is a perfect philosophical symbol of life, which the alchemists also 

saw, as both a symbol of the universe, and the inception of life itself. Its physical roles 

also as a food and for others as paint, such as the artists that Carrington looked up to such 

as Hieronymous Bosch and Pieter Brueghel the Elder, who also used egg tempera as a 

mode to best express themselves technically in the form of paint due to its fast- drying 

nature and “jewel tonalities” (Aberth, Alchemical Kitchen 166). This, to Carrington, must 

have encompassed her entire artistic philosophy, and its use in her work was as 

significant in its physical form as its philosophical one in her work. Both function as 

symbolic bridges of understanding life and the cosmos. In alchemy, the egg is the initial 
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egg-shaped alembic in which occurs the distillation of the “marriage” or “union” of the 

masculine and feminine opposites, mercury and sulphur (Patai 65). The egg is a highly 

significant symbol to the alchemists as it symbolically embodies the four elements of 

earth by consisting of four parts: the shell, the thin placenta, the albumen, and yolk (Patai 

64). All the transformations alchemy strives for is derived from the four base elements, 

and transform through four stages symbolized by the colors red rubedo, black nigredo, 

white albedo, and yellow citrinatas (Runstedler 23). It is from the four foundational 

elements from which the distillation and refinement with fire (echoing a phoenix 

transformation), birth the Philosopher’s Stone of immortality, and “gold” (Patai 66). The 

four colors are mixed on a small triangular metal plate called the kerotakis that is derived 

from the same name as the palette (keros) that Greek painters would mix their paints on 

(Patai 61). Echoing the ancient, symbolic associations with alchemy and art intwined in 

its origins, Carrington deliberately uses this concept with her use of egg to make tempera 

paint in her artistic practice. For Carrington, there tends to be a need to physically play 

out and embody these metaphorical ideas and concepts and we see this in her use of 

food/drink (in this example, the egg as the most fundamental to her conceptually) as a 

bridge to fully integrate with and artistically express the unseen or spirit realm. We see 

this enacted out in her use of the egg in her artistic practice and art. 

The egg symbolism is a starting point and foundation of the philosophy and 

technical practice of alchemy, and Carrington uses its symbolism to not only to better 

understand the world and the universe, but also to connect the intangible with the tangible 

and as a mode of narrative-actualization and therapy. The re-focusing of the feminine, 

symbolic aspect of the egg acts as philosophical framework for her artistic purpose and as 
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a mode of healing through magical realist trauma narrative therapy. The egg is a sort of 

shamanic talisman, intangible in its philosophical, symbolic aspect with its power to 

purify, objectify, and clarify past experiences, and tangible for its technical, physical 

properties as paint, bridging and making manifest her spirit realm in the physical. 

Furthermore, Carrington’s conflation with the Divine and domestic Feminine through the 

domestic and creative arts serve to empower herself and all women as cooking and art-

making as acts of nurture and love (healing of others and of the self) are magical acts of 

creation in which an intangible internal aspect manifests into the tangible world.
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Chapter VIII. 

Conclusion 

The paintings of Leonora Carrington are not merely painted. They are brewed. 

They sometimes seem to have materialized in a cauldron at the stroke of 

midnight. 

—Edward James, a patron of Leonora Carrington 

As we have seen, the most visceral of Carrington’s descriptions surface in her 

descriptions of food (consuming, fasting, vomiting, cooking/ “brewing”). Proudly calling 

herself a witch to her friend Gloria Orenstein (“In Memory” 194), Carrington blends 

cooking, art-making, and magic in her real life with actual cooking and alchemical 

cooking experiments and art-making. This concept of “brewing” can be extended to her 

literary work, an amalgamation of intensely sensate descriptions, personal and multi-

cultural symbolic references and concepts, ruthless parody and the grotesque with 

venomous black humor and free-associative plots that operate within the laws of its own 

magical realist world. As Sonia Assa argues, “food elaboration” and its “consumption” 

comprise “the central act of narrative” in her work (Assa 213-14); in this thesis, I build 

upon this fundamental argument by offering historical, auto/biographical, and symbolic 

context analyzed through structural anthropology, feminist, and psychological (narrative 

therapy) lenses for Carrington’s use of food and actions/inactions associated with them in 

her literary and artistic work as a mode of magical realist narrative trauma therapy. 

Additionally, I argue against the often-purported view of Carrington’s positive view of 



 

92 

unrestrained excess in Carrington and Carrington and food scholarship. Due to her 

dissociative behaviors around food in times of stress and trauma, magical realist narrative 

centered around food symbolism is used as self-expression and therapy for Carrington as 

seen in the prolific amount of her work that centers around food, indicating the benefit of 

magical realist trauma narrative for survivors (specifically those with an interest in food 

or also use food as coping mechanisms) and their need to self-heal through creative and 

narrative forms. 

This thesis is informed by and builds upon Sonja Bar-Am’s “Narratives of 

Psychosis, Stories of Magical Realism” on using magical realism as a lens to better 

understand and treat trauma patients in a less pathologizing and cursory way to form a 

better, more collaborative treatment method with the patient. I believe this magical realist 

perspective and method would also prevent misdiagnosis, which happened to Carrington 

and others. I aim for this thesis to help the reader to better understand Carrington, oneself, 

or others who may wish to use or use magical realist trauma narrative as therapeutic 

expression in the fields of literature and psychology. It may also serve as a method to 

practice magical realist narrative therapy around food, philosophical and/or spiritual 

concepts, and metaphorical symbolism in an effort to help others who are also passionate 

about food and psychological/cultural food symbolism or may have also used food as a 

coping mechanism, or are simply interested in literary and psychological analysis around 

food and narrative therapy. 

As we see in Carrington’s work, there is repeated use of certain foods, characters, 

themes, autobiographic references, and story line models that appear around the same 

time frame of their creation and supports trauma scholars’ view of survivors’ need to 
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release trauma through narrative expression as it is a symptom of the trauma itself. As 

Judith Lewis Herman argues: “the story of the traumatic event surfaces not as a verbal 

narrative but as a symptom” (qtd. in Langdon 343). Jo Langdon supports this view, and 

observes: “It seems that traumatic experiences can often compel survivors to 

compulsively repeat their experiences in creative forms” (Langdon 344). In Carrington’s 

work, examples such as fasting, or drinking coffee, wine, and eating potatoes appear in 

times of anxiety and grief (and for potatoes, also repose in her short stories - perhaps to 

illustrate their emotionally curative effect in her real life) and the symbolism of 

mushrooms with the two queens and the mushroom chicken in short stories written in 

1937-38 and 1937-40 among other examples, as I analyze in my thesis.  

In this thesis, for Chapter 1, “Feral Girl,” I analyze Carrington’s use of food as a 

figurative device for magical realist narrative therapy and narrative-actualization by 

overturning childhood traumas caused by Catholic school expulsions and strict familial 

expectations of societal conventions and gender norms. The hyena’s consumption of the 

mask at the end of the story signifies the consumption of the mask worn for society and 

the triumph of the authentic self with her freedom from society by escape through the 

window not only echo Carrington’s own biography but affirms her view of the purity and 

superiority of Nature over the corruptions of society/civilization which is a repeated 

message in her work. Other magical realist logic around eating is also analyzed in “Cast 

Down by Sadness.” 

In Chapter 2, “Fasting, Exercising, and Purging,” Carrington’s dissociative 

behaviors around food begin to surface in Little Francis and other literary works due to 

anxiety caused by her and Ernst’s relationship, the “struggles and passions of that time” 
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which Marina Warner claims foreshadows her 1940 breakdown in Down Below (House 

of Fear 8). Biographical elements continue to appear in her work, as seen in “The 

Debutante” analyzed in Chapter 1 as well as in the stories analyzed in the subsequent 

chapters. During her breakdown as described in her trauma memoir Down Below, 

Carrington associates magical realism and metaphor to her body and place in the world, 

seeing her stomach as a filthy “mirror” of society, in need of cleansing (4). She practiced 

the concept of purification through a sparse, vegetarian diet and I use Mary Douglas’ 

definition of “dirt” or “pollution” to analyze this concept. As Assa argues, purification 

through diet is her way to “change/control the ‘inside’ in order for a change to take place 

‘outside’ (Assa 223). 

Carrington’s hierarchy of moral to immoral diets in accordance to positive and 

antagonist characters and its repeated symbolism is analyzed in Chapter 3, 

“Vegetarianism, ‘Flesh-Eaters’ or Nature’s Diet, and Vanilla Anemone Cakes: Moral and 

Immoral Diets.” Specific diets analyzed are: morally superior, ascetic vegetarian diets of 

young women protagonists and positive characters, the ‘flesh-eater’ or Nature’s diet of 

ungendered animals including scavengers (which builds upon the ‘flesh-eater,’ positive 

character of the female hyena in Chapter 1), and the omnivorous, “civilized” diet of 

taboo, ambiguous foods of the antagonists. Mary Douglas’ concept of “ambiguousness” 

is used to explain the taboo or “dangerous” element of the “non-structure” within ordered 

society that is reflected in Carrington’s ambiguous-positive and antagonist characters 

with the ambiguous foods or plant-animals used to represent them (Douglas 124). 

Autobiographical elements reappear in “The Royal Summons,” with the modest, 

vegetarian meals of potatoes, and the queen’s precarious, mental state being caused by 
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the weather, or an external factor. Carrington’s allusion to its outside cause shows an 

awareness of her own trauma being caused by external factors rather than an innate one. 

Self-affirming, purging of trauma by throwing the mentally unstable queen to the lions’ 

den (Nature) against her will is her way of illustrating the necessity of purifying and 

releasing her trauma, and moving on while commenting on the cruel corruption of 

society. 

In Chapter 4, “Mushrooms or ‘Fruits of the Night’: On the Concept of 

Ambiguousness,” Carrington’s use and view of mushrooms in her work is analyzed by 

the scientific classification of mushrooms as plants during her time and literary works 

that influenced her such as Alice in Wonderland (mushrooms connoting madness in one 

of her childhood favorites), and Biblical and mythical allusions to mushrooms as 

forbidden “fruits” of knowledge (Carrington, Complete Stories 37). In particular, the 

positive and negative aspects of ambiguous mushrooms are analyzed with two stories of 

similar and repeated story line model written in 1937-38, and the mushroom as it appears 

in another story written during the same time (1937-40). The story line models use 

mushrooms to foreshadow and represent the two ambiguous queens (ambiguous-positive 

in “The Royal Summons” and ambiguous-negative/antagonist in “The House of Fear”), 

as well as both stories including an umpire (the cypress tree in “The Royal Summons” 

and the Mistress Fear herself in “The House of Fear”). These repeated symbols, narrative 

model, and themes of anxiety, madness, and fear further affirm Herman and Langdon’s 

arguments about the repetitive, compulsive, and therefore symptomatic need for trauma 

survivors to creatively purge their trauma. 
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In Chapter 5, “The Cosmic Egg, Alchemy, Cooking, and Art,” Carrington 

combines the alchemical process with cooking and art-making, feminizing the “domestic 

sphere,” as proposed by Whitney Chadwick in 1986. Using the philosophical, symbolic 

concepts of the alchemical egg in her artistic philosophy, work, and practice, Carrington 

is able to live out her magical realist world by uniting reality with her inner world and the 

spirit realm as a form of magical realist narrative trauma therapy. 

As her traumatic experiences arise to be purged and healed, due to her need to 

“exorcise the experience” (Aberth, Surrealism, Alchemy 48) and her traumas, magical 

realist trauma narrative therapy comes into play when Carrington uses art and writing as 

coping mechanisms and tools for, as her son explains, “self-discovery” (G. Carrington 

46) and healing. Eugene Arva argues that magical realist trauma narrative is a way to 

make the “unspeakable” (qtd. in Langdon 349) and “felt reality” (qtd. in Langdon 348) 

re-experienced in a different way, by “simulating” the “felt” experience (qtd. in Langdon 

347). As food was so tied to her traumatic experiences through dissociative behaviors and 

coping mechanisms, Carrington naturally created her own lexicon of expression around 

food by connecting food and her body with magical realist and multi-cultural, literary, 

philosophical, and spiritual symbolism as way to better understand herself and create 

positive meaning from her difficult and unjust experiences of trauma. Additionally, 

Moorhead writes: “Leonora told me that every piece of writing she ever did was 

autobiographical” (Surreal Life 34). There is a need for Carrington to, as Edkins 

describes of trauma expression, make meaning from her life experiences including the 

horrific, unplaceable ones/events (qtd. in Langdon 349). A positive self-growth and 

objective perspective is required as an element in the writing of the trauma narrative, 
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which we can see is utilized in her literary work and which is also seen in Dr. White’s 

narrative therapy and Dr. Pennebaker’s third component of his writing protocol in which 

connections are made from the traumatic event. For Carrington, she stated in Down 

Below that she was grateful for the sentence passed on me by society,” calling it:  

probably, surely even, a god-send, for I was not aware of the importance 
of health, I mean of the absolute necessity of having a healthy body to 
avoid disaster in the liberation of the mind. More important yet, the 
necessity that others be with me that we may feed each other with our 
knowledge and thus Constitute the Whole. I was not sufficiently conscious 
at the time of your philosophy to understand. The time had not come for 
me to understand. (3)  

When one feels the need or that the time is right for it, trauma narrative writing therapy is 

an essential and helpful mode for healing and prevention of self-harm or suicide. In this 

quote, Carrington alludes to her unhealthy, dissociative behaviors around food, drink, 

cigarette-smoking, and over-exercise during her breakdown as exacerbating her 

precarious mental state (though she mentions and details traumatic war-time experiences 

and it is clear she was in and out of lucidity at the time, she does not say that these 

traumatic war-time experiences could have also contributed to the aggravation of her 

dissociative behaviors). Carrington also shares her need for others for helping and 

inspiring one another, voicing a perspective against isolation and/or suicide. The need to 

purge trauma when it arises is a way to heal, and narrative-meaning making through 

magical realist trauma narrative therapy comes in as a helpful and beneficial method for 

healing. Gabriel Weisz Carrington wrote in his beautiful memoir about his mother: “For 

Leonora, her art, writing, and other creative activities were her way of coping, and they 

all came together into an ongoing project of self-discovery” (46).  

As the traumatic experience internally repeats itself, it takes from her life by 

negatively affecting her mental and physical health: Carrington overturns and triumphs 
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over it by magical realist trauma narrative writing and creating, as well as using and 

teaching herself a valuable lesson of gratitude and positive, creative therapeutic methods 

for the prolonging of her life and happiness by taking care of herself through healthy 

rather than negative, dissociative behaviors of ingesting, purging, or restricting certain 

foods as coping mechanisms. Carrington once told Marina Warner that “her favorite story 

from the Bible was Jacob wrestling with the angel. ‘We have to hang on,’ she said. ‘Even 

if the angel cries, ‘Let me go, let me go.’ We don’t listen. No. We have to hang on’ 

(Carrington, Down Below xxxiv). Rather than exacerbating symptoms with extreme 

physical means to alleviate internal suffering, Carrington transmutes her pain into 

positive meaning-making through a self-growth mindset. 

Ultimately, though my thesis, like other Carrington scholarship, analyzes her 

writing and art, Carrington was against the intellectualization of her work as she believed 

the most important function of art is to make one feel (“Don’t Try to Intellectualise Art” 

00:01:31-00:01:46). I totally agree with this. However, this analysis is necessary in 

providing a road map and additional evidence for how magical realist trauma narrative 

therapy (with a specific focus on food as symbolism) is a valid and beneficial practice for 

trauma survivors. In fact, the deciphering of the ingredients behind one’s emotion caused 

by Carrington’s work will only yield a deeper understanding of the writer and the multi-

cultural mythic and personal symbolism and esoteric and religious/spiritual philosophies 

that influenced her. Carrington liked to remain enigmatic and inaccessible in both her 

work and in interviews and was astute on what she did share. She liked to instead ask her 

viewers how they interpreted her piece, as the subjective interpretation was where she 

claims the meaning of the piece lies. It is still important, however, to understand the 
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implications of the messages and lessons her symbolism and magical realist logic 

conveys in order to see what issues are still at stake today and to understand how she was 

able to overcome the impacts of unjust/inhibiting societal norms, war, and trauma by 

using her own unique food and eating/fasting/purging symbolism. Even without 

deciphering, the impact is felt, but with the decoding of just a few elements, one walks 

away all the more awed. Carrington is a true artist, using her knowledge, experiences, 

visions, and gifts to create moral lessons, moments of transformation, and beauty. Like 

the alchemist, she transmutes her traumas into an impenetrable gem, a crystal egg 

talisman that can aid each of our own individual, heroic journeys should we decide to 

peer through it into our own life experiences.
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Appendix 1. 

Images 

 

Figure 1.  The Giantess (The Guardian of the Egg) 

Oil and egg tempera on wood panel, 117 x 68 cm. 1947. Private Collection 
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Figure 2. AB EO QUOD 

Oil on canvas, 71 x 61 cm / 28 x 24 in. 1956. Private Collection  
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