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creation.”56 However, due to the emergence of patriarchal, Abrahamic religions, the Goddess 

was erased, therefore expunging the roles and rights of women as creators and artists.  

 The Goddess, and occult religion in general, is incredibly important in understanding 

Carrington’s work. In a sense, it is as though Carrington is attempting to both destroy patriarchal 

values and enhance the presence of a female creator, or Goddess, in her works. As previously 

mentioned, she incorporates many female figures in her work, as well as animals that represent 

different aspects of herself as a woman and creator.  

   

 A painting that exemplifies Carrington’s ideas concerning the binary between the 

patriarchy and women artists and creators is the above painting, titled Rarvarok.57 This painting 

shows three predominant and separate groups of figures. On the left, one can see three men clad 

in dark attire. On the right, there is a horse carriage in which sits the White Goddess, a persona 

that Carrington incorporated in her artwork several times. In the foreground in front of the 

carriage is a woman who appears to be going mad, and writhing on the floor.   

 According to Orenstein, the men “on the left are the Priests, Rabbis and Choir Boys of 

the Judeo-Christian religions” which entails that they are symbolic of patriarchal, Abrahamic 
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religions that suppressed the Goddess throughout history.58 They seem to be “judging” the 

woman on the floor, who seems to be in a state of absolute possession.59 It is implied that the 

woman on the ground is having a profound vision of the White Goddess in the carriage; this 

means that the image of the Goddess is a product of the woman’s mind. Additionally, the 

carriage is indeed a “death chariot;” the woman is having a vision about death and the arrival of 

the White Goddess of life and death.60 Orenstein further explains that “in Carrington’s mythic 

vision death is a passage to another dimension, one in which encounters with the lost tribes and 

races that worshipped a Goddess...transpire.”61 The use of a hysterical woman expresses 

Carrington’s admiration and respect for such states of mental insanity, because she believed them 

to serve as pathways towards the Goddess, and eventually the Marvelous. It is as though, in 

addition to being patrons of Judeo-Christian religions, the men are also representations of early 

Surrealist men who gazed upon the plight of women in attempt to find glimpses of the Marvelous 

without truly understanding or respecting what these women were going through.   

  

When it comes to animals, Carrington employs a great deal of them in her work as 

representations of various facets of her personality. For instance, in the painting above, titled 
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Self-Portrait62, the viewer can see Carrington in a room with a hyena, and a rocking horse. 

Outside, a white horse can be seen galloping freely in the forest. Carrington frequently uses 

hyenas and horses in her paintings. The hyena, for instance, represents “her subversive rebellion 

against traditional femininity” as well as “the intrusion of the wild into a domestic space.”63 

Meanwhile, the image of the white horse symbolizes her “love of freedom and desire to escape 

the stultifying class background” that permeated her upbringing.64 The fact that the viewer can 

see both a white rocking horse and a real white horse outside shows that Carrington felt herself 

to be trapped in a domestic sphere, but truly longed to be free in the natural world.   

 Art Historian and Carrington specialist Susan Aberth provides more insight into the 

significance of the horse in Carrington’s work when she writes,  

Epona, the Celtic goddess that appeared to her followers on a white horse, would 
be an important feminine archetype for Carrington later on in Mexico, particularly after 
reading Robert Graves’s 1948 Celtic study The White Goddess. Although it is uncertain if 
she specifically identified the white horse with Epona at this early date, it is certainly a 
possibility, considering her mother’s and grandmother’s great interest in Celtic legends.65  

   
Aberth’s research on the significance of the horse, particularly the white horse, in Carrington’s 

paintings sheds light on and ties back into Carrington’s interest in the Goddess. Due to her 

maternal family’s lineage, Carrington feels a kinship with this animal that is associated with the 

Celtic goddess, which, in turn, implies that Carrington felt herself to be affiliated with the notion 

of the Goddess.   

         A painting that combines Carrington’s use of animals and attempts to deconstruct 

patriarchal values that the male-dominated Surrealist movement embodied is Portrait of Max 
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Ernst.66 Carrington had a serious and tragic affair with Surrealist Max Ernst, who left her due to 

political conflicts, and eventually married Dorothea Tanning years later. During his relationship 

with Carrington, the two artists supported each other’s artistic development in the countryside of 

France. In 1939, Carrington painted Portrait of Max Ernst, a work that I believe represents 

Carrington’s ironic stance towards Surrealist ideologies pertaining to the male seeker and the 

Muse.  

  

         In this painting, one can see Max Ernst clad in an eccentric, furry red cloak with a fish 

tail. One of his feet protrudes from the cloak, covered in a bright yellow sock with green stripes. 

He is holding a lantern and seems to be exploring the icy landscape around him. Behind him is a 

white horse that appears to be frozen and resembles the terrain.  

         Even though this painting is of Carrington’s lover, it is also a way for her to make fun of 

both him and his misogynistic contemporaries who propagated anti-feminist, Surrealist 

tendencies. The first thing that many people notice is Ernst’s extended foot, clothed in the 

obscenely yellow sock. When I sat across Gloria Orenstein during our meeting, I asked her if she 
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thought that Carrington was being ironic by painting Ernst in such a manner. Orenstein 

exclaimed something along the lines of, “Of course! His sock is ridiculous!” Abert quotes critic 

Fiona Bradley, who takes the reading of this painting further, by exploring some of its deeper 

ideas. She writes,  

Carrington’s Portrait of Max Ernst recreates the male artist as a mystical figure of 
transformation and rescue. Bird-like and also fish-like, Ernst is a vivid splash of colour, 
capable of liberating and reviving both the frozen horse behind him and the one trapped 
in the glass of the lantern he carries. If the bird and the horse may be read as totemic 
substitutions for Carrington and Ernst, the picture perhaps reverses conventional 
Surrealist male/female behavior. Carrington may be claiming Ernst as her ‘muse.’67   

   
My own interpretation of the painting builds upon the insight that Bradley provides. I agree that 

Carrington is positioning Ernst to be her Muse, and that there is a Surrealist gender reversal 

because Carrington, as a woman, is painting her male Muse. However, at the same time, I 

believe that Carrington layered more than one interpretation in this painting.  

         The icy terrain brings to mind Carrington’s fascination with Lapland, a Finnish city 

inhabited by the Sami people, an indigenous group that Carrington was drawn to because of the 

shamanic, healing knowledge that some Sami individuals possess as a part of their heritage. The 

landscape, in addition to Ernst’s lantern and pondering gaze, imply that Ernst is on a mystical, 

shamanic journey. Furthermore, the presence of the white horse again serves as a figurehead for 

Carrington, herself. She has inserted herself in the painting with Ernst in her spirit animal form. 

However, what is most notable about this representation of the white horse in contrast with her 

other works is that the white horse appears frozen into the icy land around it. Thus, the white 

horse, Carrington, and the landscape are one. Moreover, Ernst’s exploration of the land can be 

extended to an exploration of Carrington. Finally, as Ernst is a Surrealist who sought out the 
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Marvelous, it can be said that in this painting, he is navigating the Marvelous that is embodied by 

the landscape, white horse, and Carrington herself.  

         I believe that this painting showcases some of the most significant aspects of 

Carrington’s work that are also pertinent to The Hearing Trumpet and her other literary works, to 

which we will now turn.  

Leonora Carrington’s Literary Work  

Carrington’s literary work is as imaginative and visional as is her visual artwork. 

Literature allows Carrington to elaborate on her opinions concerning gender and patriarchal 

structures. For Carrington, women are extremely significant as creators and saviors because of 

their connection with the Goddess. Meanwhile, men are painted as destructive, negative entities 

who are completely out of harmony with nature and a deeper understanding of the universe. Men 

are responsible for creating horrible institutions that go against nature, in an attempt to acquire 

more power and control over the earth and its inhabitants so as to feed their egos. Oftentimes, the 

men in her works make things get out of hand, leaving women to clean up the mess and thus 

raise to power. In other words, women succeed out of the failures of men as the rightful leaders, 

creators, and saviors of the world.  

One of Carrington’s more rare works of literature that embodies these notions is her 

unpublished play titled Opus Siniestrus.68 The play explores a world in which women have died 

out and been survived by malicious, power-hungry men who are on the search for new sources of 

existence in order to propel life on earth. The play is extremely bleak, in that it does not seem to 

have a happy ending.  The Hearing Trumpet, on the other hand, lends the power of women more 

triumph. The novel continues Carrington’s theme of woman as creator and savior, oppressed by 

the patriarchal structures set in place my men. It was published in 1977, during the crux of the 
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feminist matristic artist movement when women artists were embracing their identity as women 

and found it to be a source of inspiration, deplete of patriarchal values.   

The novel is from the point of view of an old woman named Marian Weatherby, whose 

personality was inspired by Carrington’s contemporary and close friend Remedios Varos. 

Marian’s son and daughter-in-law decide to send her away to a nursing home because they find 

her to be an embarrassment and burden due to the fact that she is practically deaf. Before she 

leaves, Marian’s friend, Carmella, gives her a trumpet that she uses as an efficient hearing aid. 

The nursing home is an unusual one because of its gothic aesthetic and structure; it is inhabited 

by eight old women who each live in a unique housing situation. For example, one woman lives 

in a building that is modeled after a large boot. Marian is struck by a painting of a nun in the 

dining room, and with the help of one of the other women, learns that the nun was a Goddess 

worshipper who used her pious facade to try to steal the Holy Grail for the Goddess. The 

Goddess, in turn, appears to Marian and the women as a Queen Bee composed of a large swarm 

of smaller bees. Post-Apocalyptic events ensue, leaving the women stranded at this nursing home 

and destroying the world around them, until the Goddess sets things in order again, with the help 

of Marian and her friends.  

         In stark contrast to the concept of the Muse as a young, beautiful woman from whom 

Surrealist men can learn from, Marian is an old woman who learns through herself and from the 

other old women surrounding her. Marian’s old age and personality make her fit into the 

category of the Crone, an archetype for a wise, old, yet unattractive woman that the Surrealist 

men often shunned or disregarded because of her appearance and age. The Crone is the most 

significant character type in Carrington’s novel, in which out of the twelve characters, eight are 

Crones. I argue that the Crone is a representation of an older woman who has found solace 



Asif 38 

within herself as a creator and intellectual, and is thus her own Muse. Through self-reflection, the 

Crone can achieve the Marvelous.  

 In her chapter titled “Patriarchal Symbol Systems as Decoys,” Orenstein articulately 

explains the significance of the Crone, especially in relation to Carrington’s work, when she 

writes,  

In her extensive study of the Crone, Barbara G. Walker (1985) connects the Crone 
to Sophia and Minerva, Goddesses of Wisdom, and recalls her specifically as that aspect 
of the Great Goddess of Old Europe, referred to by Marija Gimbutas (Gimbutas, 1982) as 
the second aspect of death and regeneration.  

The Crone has always been associated with the aspect of the total cycle of life, 
death, and regeneration represented by Death, and it is for this reason that the Crone has 
been so forcefully denied and despised. In a culture that despises death, it is obvious that 
older women will be rejected and demeaned.  

Yet, Walker tells us that ‘an important point about these traditions of the 
knowledge-giving, civilization-creating Crone’ is that her intellectual gifts were not 
based solely on what is now called ‘feminine intuition,’ emotion, or unconscious 
responses. She was equally credited with analytical intelligence of the sort that has 
become stereotyped as ‘masculine.’69  
  

Firstly, the Crone has been associated with wisdom; by virtue of their old age and self-

reliance, these old women possess a great deal of valuable knowledge. Likewise, the Muse is a 

figure through which one can achieve the Marvelous, which is also a form of wisdom. Crones are 

also representatives of death, in that Crones are elderly women whose lives are coming to a 

close. However, because they are on the brink of stepping across the threshold to death, these 

women experience a form of rebirth in the sense that old age lends them a new awareness that 

they did not previously have. Old age, and the loneliness that comes along with it, allows for 

Crones to shift inwards, causing their perspective to become anew and unshackled from social 
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standards. Thus, it is almost as if the process of aging has made them more susceptible to 

accessing the Marvelous and utilizing its gifts for their own good.  

In a sense, the Crone is a much more realistic representation of what a Muse should 

actually be, because while Muses possess routes towards the unconscious and its gifts, Crones 

possess an “analytical intelligence of the sort that has become stereotyped as ‘masculine’.”70  

This is not to say that Crones rely on patriarchal structures and systems in their thought process, 

but that they have a more clear understanding of their experiences which allows them to come to 

a deeper understanding more easily. It is unfair that this type of thinking is “stereotyped as 

‘masculine’” because all women should be seen has having the capacity to intellectualize and 

make decisions in this way, rather than exist in some sort of dream land that must be deciphered 

by over confident and self-righteous men, like the early Surrealists. Furthermore, by making 

Crones, such as Marian Weatherby and her friends, the main characters of her novel, Carrington 

is challenging the concept of the Muse because for once, old, unattractive women, rather than 

vulnerable yet beautiful female figures, are able to behold the power and secrets of the 

Marvelous for themselves. They also keep their insight amongst themselves, unlike the Muse 

who exists for the sake of seekers. Crones seek for themselves, through themselves.  

Most importantly, Carrington’s The Hearing Trumpet is an example of a feminist artist 

work that seeks to promote the image of the Goddess, and thus the image of woman as a creator, 

rather than woman as a mere Muse. In fact, it can be said that by recognizing the Goddess within 

herself, a woman can become her own Muse and therefore gain access to the Marvelous through 

herself. This act of self-recognition and self-reliance is a prevalent theme throughout the novel. 

Tracing the Crones’ journey to finding the Goddess in themselves, within a patriarchal world, 
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can help further explicate my argument that seeks to show how Surrealist women overturned 

patriarchal, Surrealist values and reclaimed their own identity as artists rather than just Muses.  

Before we further investigate the novel, it is important to understand the character of 

Marian, outside of the context of her identity as a Crone. Marian is 92 years old and quite content 

with the smaller things in life, including her cats, her endearingly obnoxious neighbor, Carmella, 

and her garden. She lives in Mexico with her son and his family, but dreams of going back to 

England and eventually Lapland71. Her grandson, Robert, describes her as a “‘drooling sack of 

decomposing flesh’.”72 She is aware that her looks have most definitely faded, but takes pride in 

it; she admits, “I do have a short grey beard which conventional people would find repulsive. 

Personally I find it rather gallant.”73   

In this situation, Robert can be likened to the patriarchy, and thus the early figures within 

the Surrealist movement, because of its role in belittling unattractive women, especially Crones, 

and unfairly elevating young, beautiful woman to the point of dehumanization. Instead of 

succumbing to patriarchal pressures, Carrington has created a character who defies these insults 

and instead takes ownership of them. In this way, Carrington is reclaiming a feminist identity, 

like that of the Goddess that transcends age and beauty, and instead depends on one’s self-

possessed logic and ability to create. At the same time, however, it is clear that Marian definitely 

has room for improvement in terms of understanding her true purpose and significance, outside 

of her identity as a caretaker of her cats and plants. She has yet to become in tune with the 

Goddess within her.  

                                                                                                      
71 Recall Carrington’s fascination with Lapland and the Sami people. 
72 Carrington, Leonora. The Hearing Trumpet. New York: St. Martin's, 1976. Print. 15. 
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 The presence of the Goddess figure becomes clear early on in the novel, through 

Marian’s spiritual inclinations. When reflecting on her nostalgia for the north, such as England, 

Marian thinks, “They say you can see the Pole Star from here and that it never moves. I have 

never been able to find it.”74 The Goddess has often been associated with the Pole Star, due to 

the fact that it is a guiding star, and can be related to connections between women and spirituality 

within the history of matriarchal religions. The fact that Marian has never been able to find this 

Pole Star shows that she is spiritually out of touch with herself, even though she desires to be 

otherwise. In this way, she is not in harmony with the Goddess within herself, and thus her 

ability to understand her purpose within the universe around her as a creator and savior is 

lacking. However, as she learns about her imminent move to Santa Brigida, the nursing home, 

her spiritual connection with the Goddess, and thus herself, becomes stronger. She begins to see 

her purpose in life, and in the lives of others, as a creator and savior. Thus, she begins to embody 

an extension of the Goddess herself, and thus not a passive Muse or useless Crone.  

Marian’s self-development and growth, in terms of finding the Goddess within herself, 

becomes initially noticeable right after she finds out that her family wants to send her away to a 

nursing home. Upon receiving such horrific news, Marian seeks solace from the Goddess figure, 

Venus. Marian imagines that she is experiencing a “death grip on [her] haggard frame as if it 

were the limpid body of Venus herself.”75 In other words, she is willing to stand true to herself, 

no matter how hard the institution may try to eradicate her sense of self.  

         Marian builds a relationship between herself and the Goddess when she thinks about the 

Snow Queen during a cheerful reverie of her youth that is disturbed by an eerie premonition. 

Almost like a foreshadowing of what she will undergo later in the novel, Marian thinks,  
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Feeling so strong and happy is very dangerous, something horrible is about to 
happen and I must find the solution quickly.  

All the things I love are going to disintegrate and there is nothing I can do about it 
unless I can solve the Snow Queen’s problem. She is the Sphinx of the North with 
crackling white fur and diamonds on the ten claws of every foot, her smile is frozen and 
her tears rattle like hail on the strange diagrams drawn at her feet. Somewhere, sometime, 
I must have betrayed the Snow Queen, for surely by now I should know?76  

   
         Firstly, Marian puts herself at the center of the dilemma that her premonition poses. She 

knows that only she can resolve the chaos that is to come; this illustrates the fact that Marian 

knows that her actions are consequential and not worthless as her family may believe them to be. 

She recognizes herself as a potential savior of something grandiose. Most importantly, Marian 

implies that her identity as a savior is dependent on the Snow Queen, who is another form of the 

Goddess. In other words, Marian can only save her world from disintegrating if she understands 

the Snow Queen’s mystery and finds the solution for it.77   

While Marian is slowly recognizing the significance of the Goddess within her own self 

development, she is surrounded by patriarchal structures from her time at home, to her new 

experiences at Santa Brigida. The institution is run by an overbearingly patriarchal couple, Dr. 

and Mrs. Gambit. Their methodology and way of life can be related to that of the early male-

dominated Surrealist movement, in that it is patronizing and suppressive towards women, 

especially Crones, and strives to achieve a higher truth, much like the Marvelous.  

Santa Brigida’s patriarchal values are made clear to readers far before Marian even steps 

foot on its premises, when her daughter-in-law, Muriel, says, “‘Santa Brigida is run by the Well 

of Light Brotherhood and they are financed by a prominent American Cereal company.”78 It is 

important to note that Carrington, like other Surrealists, was against capitalistic ventures and 
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much preferred an organic system of life that promoted creativity rather than dehumanized it for 

money-making purposes. Furthermore, when one thinks of Carrington’s previous works like 

Opus Sinestrus, the fact that Santa Brigida is run by a Brotherhood and funded by a capitalist 

enterprise is enough to cloak the institution with an aura of corruption and evil. Marian’s panic at 

the news is made clear when she says,  

‘O Dear Venus (I always pray to Venus, she is such a brilliant and recognizable 
star) what is the ‘Well of Light Brotherhood?’ that sounds more terrifying than death 
itself, a Brotherhood with the grim knowledge of what is better for other people and the 
iron determination to better them whether they like it or not.’79  

   
This passage clearly shows how the Goddess figure is a source of solace for Marian, 

while a Brotherhood is a source of anxiety and impending doom. This is in line with 

Carrington’s theme of matriarchal figures as saviors and creators while patriarchal figures are 

representatives of destruction and evil. Additionally, by illustrating men in such fashion, 

Carrington is critiquing the men in her life, as well, including the early Surrealists. She is 

accusing them of being as oppressive towards women as they were creative.  

In this novel, the most prominent example of a male, Surrealist figure is Dr. Gambit, the 

psychiatrist who runs the institution that is the Well of Light Brotherhood. Dr. Gambit uses 

Christian teachings to keep his elderly, female patients regulated and in check with his own rigid 

values. Upon Marian’s first night at Santa Brigida, Dr. Gambit introduces her to the institution 

by saying,  

‘Today for the benefit of a new member of Our Little Society I shall outline the 
basic principles of Lightsome Hall. Most of you have been here for some time and are 
thoroughly acquainted with our Purpose. We seek to follow the inner Meaning of 
Christianity and comprehend the Original Teaching of the Master. You have heard me 
repeating these phrases many, many times, yet do we really grasp the meaning of such 
work? Work it is and Work it shall remain. Before we begin to get even a faint glimmer 
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of Truth we must strive for many years and lose hope time and time again before the first 
recompense is awarded us.’80  
  

       For Dr. Gambit, Work will lead his pupils to gain entry into the realm of Truth. Similarly, 

the Surrealists desired to achieve the Marvelous, which they understood to be a realm of Truth. 

Yet, Dr. Gambit believes that Work, in conjunction with “the Original Teaching of the Master,” 

or Christ, will help his pupils become enlightened.81 The rigidity of Dr. Gambit’s teachings, in 

addition to the fact that he is a male figure whose theories are ingrained in a patriarchal, 

Abrahamic religion, paint him in a negative light. Especially because of Carrington’s own values 

against institutionalization and the patriarchy, it becomes clear that Dr. Gambit is not a figure of 

ingenuity, and his system for reaching the Marvelous is flawed.  

         Moreover, it is clear that Dr. Gambit’s rhetoric is extremely didactic and rigid; he lays 

out his “outline” of teaching as if it were a sermon he has programmed. He is also condescending 

towards his pupils, all of whom are older women; unfortunately this is not surprising because as 

previously mentioned, Crones have been greatly looked down upon due to their old age and 

relative unattractiveness. This becomes obvious when Dr. Gambit asks if his pupils truly 

understand the concept of Work, despite the fact that he has repeated himself several times.                 

Dr. Gambit’s techniques for achieving the Truth are questionable due to their underlying 

lack of genuineness. He believes that “the Key to the understanding of Inner Christianity” is 

“Self Remembering.”82 When one of the women says that she feels shame because she 

sometimes forgets to Remember herself, Dr. Gambit replies, “‘The very fact that you observe 

this fault in your own character is already an improvement…We Remember Ourselves in order 
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to try and create objective observation of Personality’.”83 This may seem to be helpful advice, 

yet the way that Dr. Gambit interacts with these women reveals otherwise. Self Remembering is 

his way of making the women suppress their natural instincts and true personal attributes, so that 

they instead become unoriginal and unobtrusive beings. In this way, Dr, Gambit’s realm of the 

Truth is actually a guise for motivating these women to blindly obey him and thus not disturb his 

way of life.   

For Carrington, Dr. Gambit’s teachings are extremely dangerous and debilitating because 

they prevent these Crones from living up to their full potential as women, creators, and saviors. 

According to Susan Aberth, Carrington is quoted to have said, “‘If you are in a condition of 

social inferiority, I think it affects you very much creatively...You might have incredible visions 

but you might be too bashful to show them. Your creativity becomes inhibited.”84 Due to Dr. 

Gambit’s power at the institution, the women feel like they have to abide by his rules; after all, 

he controls how much they eat, what time they have to go to sleep, how many hours of exercise 

and recreational activity they are allowed to get, and so on. For this reason, many of the women 

are afraid to speak out against him, and instead strive to follow his teachings. Like the woman 

who felt shame in forgetting to Remember herself, these women are trapped in his teachings 

which actually serve to destroy their ability to understand themselves.  

These women may feel their “social inferiority” even more acutely due to the fact that Dr. 

Gambit is also a psychiatrist, in addition to being a religious authority. He uses his title as doctor 

to further instill compliance in his pupils. It can also be said that Dr. Gambit is a Freud-esque 

character, which enhances his similarities to the early male-dominated Surrealist movement. This 

is made clear when Georgina, one of Marian’s more self-aware peers, says,  
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‘Gambit is a kind of Sanctified Psychologist…The result is Holy Reason, like 
Freudian table turning. Quite frightful and as phoney as Hell. If one could only get out of 
this dump he would cease to be important, being the only male around, you know. It is 
really too crashingly awful all these women…’85  

  

Like Dr. Gambit, Freud also focused on treating female patients, and simultaneously took 

advantage of them by using his identity as a doctor and knowledgeable man. Additionally, like 

the Surrealists and Freud who were invested in the idea of hysteria because of the secrets that the 

psychotic state seemed to contain, Dr. Gambit also finds female psychotic states of delusion and 

grandeur to possess a great deal of knowledge, despite his attempts to suppress it.   

This contradiction becomes clear with the character of Natacha Gonzalez, one of the 

Crones whom Marian lives with. Natacha is known throughout the institution to have the ability 

to interact with other dimensions and spirits. She intrudes into Marian’s private appointment with 

Dr. Gambit in a state of absolute fury, and claims that a higher being informed her that one of the 

Crones was a threat to the institution. Dr. Gambit repeatedly tells her, “Be serene, Natacha, 

remember your Special Mission,” but when this is not enough to subdue Natacha who continues 

to warn him about the dangerous gossip she has overheard, he says, “What sort of gossip, 

Natacha?—you are blissfully calm and Serene—What sort of gossip?”86 This shows that while 

Dr. Gambit is devoted to teachings of peace, truth, and serenity in order to keep his pupils 

obedient, he also aware that some of them, like Natacha, may know of a greater knowledge that 

he is greedy for. Marian catches on to this and comments on how “Dr. Gambit had a most 

unexpected attitude to Natacha;” their encounter left him “looking so distressed” that Marian 

“felt sorry for the poor man.”87   
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 While Dr. Gambit’s desire to help his pupils gain entry into the realm of the Truth is 

comparable to the Surrealists’ yearning for the Marvelous, it is important to note that Dr. Gambit 

and the Surrealists utilized different techniques to achieve the same end-goal. For example, the 

Surrealists practiced automatism and unshackling themselves from rules and institutions. 

Meanwhile, Dr. Gambit encourages his students not to “interpret Higher Planes and their 

mysteries before [she] can extricate [herself] from Automatic Habits.”88 Instead, he promotes 

self-discipline through institutionalized guidelines, such as religion. In this way, the character of 

Dr. Gambit is a way in which Carrington can criticize patriarchal institutions and dogma that 

sought to suppress women yet simultaneously exploit them for their own use.   

         In order to protect Marian from the patriarchal institution that is the Well of Light 

Brotherhood, and aid her in her journey towards the Marvelous and recognition of her power as a 

woman and creative being, the Goddess appears in three physical forms: as the nun, the Queen 

Bee, and as a reflection of each of the Crones, including Marian. The first representation of the 

Goddess that appears in the novel is the nun, whom Marian initially sees in a painting in the 

dining room during Dr. Gambit’s first speech. Marian recounts,  

While he spoke I was able to examine a large oil painting on the wall facing me. 
The painting represented a nun with a very strange and malicious face…The face of the 
nun in the oil painting was so curiously lighted that she seemed to be winking, although 
that was hardly possible. She must have had one blind eye and the painter had rendered 
her infirmity realistically. However the idea that she was winking persisted, she was 
winking at me with a most disconcerting mixture of mockery and malevolence.89  

  
Throughout the novel, the nun becomes an increasingly important Goddess figure, and 

Carrington even devotes a lengthy portion of the novel to her life story. First and foremost, it is 

important to note that the nun is not meant to be a negative entity, even though at first glance 
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Marian uses words like “malicious,” “strange,” “mockery,” and “malevolence” to describe her 

face and gaze. The fact that Marian perceives the nun to be such a disturbing figure demonstrates 

that she is still out of touch with the Goddess, and is therefore under the influence of patriarchal 

systems that would condemn the nun. However, her curiosity regarding the nun’s identity and 

facial expression, despite the fact that she should be giving Dr. Gambit her full attention, shows 

that she is continuing to wake up to the mysteries of the Goddess that haunt Santa Brigida.  

         Marian is further enlightened about the mysteries of the Goddess, and thus is closer to the 

Marvelous, when one of the Crones, named Christabel, gives her a book that recounts the history 

of the nun, whose actual name is Doña Rosalinda Alvarez della Cueva. The biography makes it 

clear that the nun lived centuries ago and was in fact a witch who was striving to get her hands 

on the Holy Grail for the Goddess. After Marian finishes reading the book, things being to spiral 

out of control at the institution. Natacha and one of the other Crones poison a fellow Crone—

who turns out to actually be a man in disguise—which inspires the other Crones to begin a 

hunger strike.   

 One day, Marian is visited by Carmella, who mysteriously tells her to organize a 

midnight meeting with the other Crones. The meeting takes place at the institution’s bee pond. 

Though hungry, the Crones find themselves in a state of elation and ritualism. They each receive 

biscuits that resemble fortune cookies, in that each one contains a scrap of paper with writing on 

it. Strangely enough, Marian’s says “Help! I am prisoner in the tower.”90 Christabel begins to 

lead a ceremony, in which she recites a chant about the Goddess. After the chant, “it seemed that 

the cloud” above them “formed itself into an enormous bumble bee...she wore a tall iron crown 

studded with rock crystals...As she faced [Marian] [she] was thrilled to notice a sudden strange 
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resemblance to the Abbess.”91 Here it becomes obvious that the nun is an important Goddess 

figure who seems to transcend time and body.   

 The invocation of the Queen Bee causes the weather to become extremely cold; though 

they are in Mexico, they are soon engulfed in snow. The snow does not cease and they are soon 

stranded in a post-apocalyptic world. One night, they experience an earthquake that destroys part 

of the building, and see a winged body surge out of one of the unused towers of the institution. 

The Crones decide to investigate, but once they are inside the tower, Christabel mysteriously 

urges Marian to explore alone. This scene in the novel is perhaps the most important, as it is 

when Marian finally actualizes her full potential as a woman who has the Goddess within her.   

 Marian ventures downstairs into a chamber and sees a cauldron, behind which stands a 

woman who is an exact duplicate of Marian, herself. Obviously, Marian is taken aback, and 

observes that “she may have been a hundred years older or younger, she had no age. Her 

features...were more intelligent...she carried herself with ease.”92 The woman invites Marian to 

climb into the cauldron she is stirring, by saying “‘Jump into the broth, meat is scarce this 

season’.”93 Marian resists but her body moves against its will, and soon enough she is in the 

cauldron. After experiencing “a mighty rumbling followed by crashes,” Marian finds herself 

standing in the chamber alone, stirring the pot in which she sees her own body.94   

She finds a mirror and has a revelatory experience in which it becomes clear that Marian 

has finally succeeded in finding the Goddess within herself, and thus recognizing her self-worth 

and purpose. She looks into the mirror and first sees the face of the nun. Marian recounts that the 

face of the nun “faded and then I saw the huge eyes and feelers of the Queen Bee who winked 
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and transformed herself into my face.”95 Then Marian holds the mirror at arm’s length and sees 

“a three-faced female whose eyes winked alternatively. One of the faces was black, one red, one 

white, and they belonged to the Abbess, the Queen Bee and myself.”96 Upon going back upstairs 

to the real world where her friends awaited her, Marian realizes that her body feels much more 

youthful and sprightly, and she feels mentally more at ease. When she reports her experience to 

her friends, who all seem to have had similar experiences in the past. “And they all spoke 

together, Ourselves, the Queen Bee and the Abbess of Santa Barbara de Tartarus!” as if they 

were all one and the same with the Goddess.97 They immerse themselves in happiness and 

rejoice at their collective feat at establishing solidarity with the Goddess.  

The Hearing Trumpet is a tale of spiritual self-development and growth in which the 

protagonist, Marian, becomes immersed in a convoluted series of events that led her to 

experience an awakening. In the beginning of the novel, Marin is stuck in a state of uncertainty 

regarding her self-worth and purpose. She admires the Goddess, but there seems to be a distance 

between herself and the Goddess which slowly but surely is bridged together during Marian’s 

time at Santa Brigida. By intermingling Surrealist tropes, like the Muse and the Marvelous, with 

patriarchal systems and the notion of the Goddess, Carrington provides for readers a story that 

expresses her own unique version of Surrealism as a woman artist and creator. For Carrington, 

women can achieve the Marvelous by understanding themselves, through themselves and their 

own experiences. In this way, each woman in this novel is her own Muse, out of which she can 

create and life up to her full potential.  
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Epilogue 
 
 When I had the privilege of meeting Gloria Orenstein, I asked her many questions about 

Leonora Carrington and Dorothea Tanning. Orenstein shared with me a story in which she first 

approached Carrington for her dissertation about feminist Surrealist artists in the early 1970s, 

only to be turned away by the artist, who did not want to get involved with academia. Sometime 

later, Carrington had a sudden change of heart and spontaneously flew from Mexico to New 

York to meet Orenstein, and the two became very close friends. Unfortunately, Orenstein was 

unable to form such a bond with Tanning, because of her insistence on not being labeled as a 

feminist artist. However, Orenstein did reveal that if Carrington and Tanning were alive, the 

former would have been very “jealous” of being in the same thesis paper as the latter; any time 

Tanning was brought up in conversation, Carrington would completely disregard her 

contemporary woman artist. Despite their animosity towards each other, which I assume was 

triggered by the fact that Max Ernst left Carrington and eventually settled down with Tanning, 

the work of the two artists beautifully complement each other and provide viewers and readers a 

deeper understanding of women within the Surrealist movement.   

 Firstly, both Tanning and Carrington use tropes of gothic novels in their works to set the 

scene. As previously mentioned, several feminist scholars believe that the gothic allows women 

artists to dismantle patriarchal ideologies because of the fact that the gothic lies on the threshold 

between reality and fantasy. This state of limbo is a realm in which patriarchal values cannot 

exist, because such values rely on the anti-fantastical, the monotony of daily life. In this way, the 

gothic allows both Tanning and Carrington to freely explore their own Surrealist ideas and 

interpretations of the Marvelous, the Muse, and more.  



Asif 52 

 Moreover, landscape is important for both Tanning and Carrington. Tanning’s work takes 

place in the desert, an environment of incredible expansiveness that seems to stretch forever on 

the horizon. The beauty of the desert, with its intense sunsets, serenity, and darkness, allows 

Tanning to explore her ideas of the Marvelous. Carrington, on the other hand, is more interested 

in icy landscapes like that of Lapland. Upon the invocation of the Goddess in her novel, 

Carrington thrusts her characters into a world of snow. Marian seems to appreciate this, for the 

last quote of the novel is “If the old woman can’t go to Lapland, then Lapland must come to the 

Old Woman.”98  

Within their respective literary worlds, Tanning and Carrington both create characters 

who are continuously seeking. Both artists make sure that women are the predominant seekers of 

their novels. In Tanning’s work, Nadine and Destina are two of the most dominating seekers, 

even though Nadine is inauthentic in her methods and intentions. In Carrington, Marian is on a 

perpetual search in order to discover the mysteries of the institution she is trapped by, so as to 

further understand herself and the universe around her. In this way, Tanning and Carrington 

overturn patriarchal ideologies of the Surrealist movement that limit the concept of seeking to 

men and prefer women as Muses.   

 The idea of the Muse is also prevalent and subverted in the works of both artists. In her 

novel, Tanning makes it clear that any living creature can be a Muse, whether they are a man, 

woman, or child. Carrington adds to this by inserting the Crone into the equation as a Muse-like 

figure who exists for herself, and not anyone else. Tanning takes things further by using the 

character of Destina to suggest that la femme enfant can be a Muse for herself, as well. Tanning 

and Carrington imply that the Muse does not need to be gazed upon by a man; one can be her 

own Muse and observe herself in order to attain a greater truth or the Marvelous.   
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 The Marvelous manifests quite differently in the works of Tanning and Carrington. For 

Tanning, the Marvelous is a dangerous place that only those who truly deserve it can reach. It is 

deeply tied to the breadth and mystery of nature and its creatures, and thus can only be accessed 

by someone who is in harmony with the environment around them and has a pure sense of 

curiosity. Only Destina can truly attain the Marvelous, because as a child she is continuously 

wondering about the world without any resentment or tainted perception. For Carrington, the 

Marvelous seems to reside within one’s self, and can be accessed through self-awareness and 

self-actualization, which includes finding the Goddess within one’s self.   

 The Goddess makes an appearance in both of their works. For Tanning, the Goddess is 

deeply embedded in the fruits of nature because of nature’s cycle of life and death that the 

Goddess symbolizes. Meanwhile, Carrington’s work incorporates the Goddess more overtly 

through literal representations, such as the Queen Bee and the nun. Regardless, the Goddess is 

incredibly important to both Tanning and Carrington, because She represents the notion of 

women as artists, creators, and beholders of greater truths.   

 Finally, both Tanning and Carrington have created works of literary art that succeed in 

overturning Surrealist ideologies that have previously suppressed women. Their work exhibits 

female characters, like Destina and Marian, who triumph in their journey towards the Marvelous. 

Their achievements are made through themselves, through self-reliance and an untainted 

perception of the world around them. The difference in age between Destina and Marian simply 

shows that access to the Marvelous is not limited to one type of person. Rather any woman has 

the ability discover the wonders of the Marvelous for herself, in order to become a creator in her 

own right. 
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