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About the Author

Leonora Carrington was a British-born Surrealist painter and writer who has been described, alongside people such as Pablo Picasso and Joan Miró, as one of the leading lights of the Surrealist movement. Born in Lancashire in 1917 to a strict Catholic family, she first came into contact with Surrealism through her lover, Surrealist painter Max Ernst, before moving to Mexico in 1942. The Hearing Trumpet, her most famous piece of writing, was first published in French in 1974 and in English in 1976.
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Note on the Text

‘The Debutante’ and ‘The Oval Lady’ were translated from the French by Kathrine Talbot with Marina Warner. ‘As They Rode Along the Edge’, ‘Cast Down by Sadness’ and ‘The Neutral Man’ were translated from the French by Kathrine Talbot.

Down Below was first written in English in 1942 in New York (text now lost). It was dictated in French to Jeanne Megnen in 1943, then published in VVV, No. 4, February 1944, in a translation from the French by Victor Llona. The original French dictation was published by Editions Fontaine, Paris, in 1946. Both the French dictation and the Victor Llona translation were used as the basis for the text here, which was reviewed and revised for factual accuracy by Leonora Carrington in 1987, and republished by NYRB Classics in 2017.




White Rabbits




The Debutante

When I was a debutante, I often went to the zoo. I went so often that I knew the animals better than I knew the girls of my own age. Indeed it was in order to get away from people that I found myself at the zoo every day. The animal I got to know best was a young hyena. She knew me too. She was very intelligent. I taught her French, and she, in return, taught me her language. In this way we passed many pleasant hours.

My mother was arranging a ball in my honour on the first of May. During this time I was in a state of great distress for whole nights. I’ve always detested balls, especially when they are given in my honour.

On the morning of the first of May 1934, very early, I went to visit the hyena.

‘What a bloody nuisance,’ I said to her. ‘I’ve got to go to my ball tonight.’

‘You’re very lucky,’ she said. ‘I’d love to go. I don’t know how to dance, but at least I could make small talk.’

‘There’ll be a great many different things to eat,’ I told her. ‘I’ve seen truckloads of food delivered to our house.’

‘And you’re complaining,’ replied the hyena, disgusted. ‘Just think of me, I eat once a day, and you can’t imagine what a heap of bloody rubbish I’m given.’

I had an audacious idea, and I almost laughed. ‘All you have to do is go instead of me!’

‘We don’t resemble each other enough, otherwise I’d gladly go,’ said the hyena rather sadly.

‘Listen,’ I said. ‘No one sees too well in the evening light. If you disguise yourself, nobody will notice you in the crowd. Besides, we’re practically the same size. You’re my only friend, I beg you to do this for me.’

She thought this over, and I knew that she really wanted to accept.

‘Done,’ she said all of a sudden.

There weren’t many keepers about, it was so early in the morning. I opened the cage quickly, and in a very few moments we were out in the street. I hailed a taxi; at home, everybody was still in bed. In my room I brought out the dress I was to wear that evening. It was a little long, and the hyena found it difficult to walk in my high-heeled shoes. I found some gloves to hide her hands, which were too hairy to look like mine. By the time the sun was shining into my room, she was able to make her way around the room several times, walking more or less upright. We were so busy that my mother almost opened the door to say good morning before the hyena had hidden under my bed.

‘There’s a bad smell in your room,’ my mother said, opening the window. ‘You must have a scented bath before tonight, with my new bath salts.’

‘Certainly,’ I said.

She didn’t stay long. I think the smell was too much for her.

‘Don’t be late for breakfast,’ she said and left the room.

The greatest difficulty was to find a way of disguising the hyena’s face. We spent hours and hours looking for a way, but she always rejected my suggestions. At last she said, ‘I think I’ve found the answer. Have you got a maid?’

‘Yes,’ I said, puzzled.

‘There you are then. Ring for your maid, and when she comes in we’ll pounce upon her and tear off her face. I’ll wear her face tonight instead of mine.’

‘It’s not practical,’ I said. ‘She’ll probably die if she hasn’t got a face. Somebody will certainly find the corpse, and we’ll be put in prison.’

‘I’m hungry enough to eat her,’ the hyena replied.

‘And the bones?’

‘As well,’ she said. ‘So, it’s on?’

‘Only if you promise to kill her before tearing off her face. It’ll hurt too much otherwise.’

‘All right. It’s all the same to me.’

Not without a certain amount of nervousness I rang for Mary, my maid. I certainly wouldn’t have done it if I didn’t hate having to go to a ball so much. When Mary came in I turned to the wall so as not to see. I must admit it didn’t take long. A brief cry, and it was over. While the hyena was eating, I looked out the window. 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.’

‘You’ll find a bag embroidered with fleurs-de-lis in the cupboard. Empty out the handkerchiefs you’ll find inside, and take it.’ She did as I suggested. Then she said, ‘Turn round now and look how beautiful I am.’

In front of the mirror, the hyena was admiring herself in Mary’s face. She had nibbled very neatly all around the face so that what was left was exactly what was needed.

‘You’ve certainly done that very well,’ I said.

Towards evening, when the hyena was all dressed up, she declared, ‘I really feel in tip-top form. I have a feeling that I shall be a great success this evening.’

When we had heard the music from downstairs for quite some time, I said to her, ‘Go on down now, and remember, don’t stand next to my mother. She’s bound to realize that it isn’t me. Apart from her I don’t know anybody. Best of luck.’ I kissed her as I left her, but she did smell very strong.

Night fell. Tired by the day’s emotions, I took a book and sat down by the open window, giving myself up to peace and quiet. I remember that I was reading Gulliver’s Travels by Jonathan Swift. About an hour later, I noticed the first signs of trouble. A bat flew in at the window, uttering little cries. I am terribly afraid of bats. I hid behind a chair, my teeth chattering. I had hardly gone down on my knees when the sound of beating wings was overcome by a great noise at my door. My mother entered, pale with rage.

‘We’d just sat down at the table,’ she said, ‘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.’

(1937–38)




The Oval Lady

A very tall thin lady was standing at the window. The window was very high and very thin too. The lady’s face was pale and sad. She didn’t move, and nothing moved in the window except the pheasant feather in her hair. My eyes kept being drawn to the quivering feather: it was so restless in the window, where nothing was moving!

This was the seventh time I had passed in front of this window. The sad lady hadn’t stirred; in spite of the cold that evening, I stopped. Perhaps the furniture in the room was as long and thin as the lady and the window. Perhaps the cat, if there were a cat, would also conform to their elegant proportions. I wanted to know, I was devoured by curiosity, an irresistible desire took hold of me to enter the house, simply to find out.

Before I knew exactly what I was doing, I had reached the entrance hall. The door closed quietly behind me, and for the first time in my life I found myself inside a stately home. It was overwhelming. For a start, there was such a distinguished silence that I hardly dared to breathe. Then there was the incredible elegance of the furniture and the trinkets. Every chair was at least twice as tall as an ordinary chair, and very much narrower. For these aristocrats, even plates were oval, not round like ordinary people’s. The drawing room, where the sad lady was standing, was adorned with a fireplace, and there was a table laid with teacups and cakes. Near the fire, a teapot waited quietly to be poured.

Seen from the back, the lady seemed even taller. She was at least ten feet tall. The problem was how to speak to her. Begin with the weather, and how bad it was? Too banal. Talk of poetry? But what poetry?

‘Madam, do you like poetry?’

‘No, I hate poetry,’ she answered in a voice stifled with boredom, without turning to me.

‘Have a cup of tea, it will make you feel better.’

‘I don’t drink, I don’t eat. It’s a protest against my father, the bastard.’

After a quarter of an hour’s silence she turned around, and I was astonished by her youth. She was perhaps sixteen years old.

‘You’re very tall for your age, Miss. When I was sixteen I wasn’t half as tall as you.’

‘I don’t care. Anyway, give me some tea, but don’t tell anyone. Perhaps I’ll also have one of those cakes, but whatever you do, remember not to say anything.’

She ate with an absolutely amazing appetite. When she got to the twentieth cake she said, ‘Even if I die of hunger, he’ll never win. I can see the funeral procession now, with four big black horses, gleaming. They’re walking slowly, my little coffin, white in a drift of red roses. And people weeping, weeping …’

She began to weep.

‘Look at the little corpse of beautiful Lucretia. And you know, once you’re dead, there’s nothing very much one can do. I’d like to starve myself to death just to annoy him. What a pig.’

With these words she slowly left the room. I followed her.

When we reached the third floor, we went into an enormous nursery where hundreds of dilapidated and broken toys lay all over the place. Lucretia went up to a wooden horse. In spite of its great age – certainly not much less than a hundred years – it was frozen in a gallop.

‘Tartar is my favourite,’ she said, stroking the horse’s muzzle. ‘He loathes my father.’

Tartar rocked himself gracefully on his rockers, and I wondered to myself how he could move by himself. Lucretia looked at him thoughtfully, clasping her hands together.

‘He’ll travel a very long way like that,’ she said. ‘And when he comes back he’ll tell me something interesting.’

Looking out of doors, I noticed that it was snowing. It was very cold, but Lucretia didn’t notice it. A slight sound at the window attracted her attention.

‘It’s Matilda,’ she said. ‘I ought to have left the window open. Anyway, it’s stifling in here.’ With that she broke the windowpanes, and in came the snow with a magpie, which flew around the room three times.

‘Matilda talks like this. It’s ten years since I split her tongue in two. What a beautiful creature.’

‘Beautiful crrrreature,’ screeched Matilda in a witch’s voice. ‘Beeeautiful crrrreature.’

Matilda went and perched on Tartar’s head. The horse was still galloping gently. He was covered in snow.

‘Did you come to play with us?’ enquired Lucretia. ‘I’m glad, because I get very bored here. Let’s make believe that we’re all horses. I’ll turn myself into a horse; with some snow, it’ll be more convincing. You be a horse, too, Matilda.’

‘Horse, horse, horse,’ yelled Matilda, dancing hysterically on Tartar’s head. Lucretia threw herself into the snow, which was already deep, and rolled in it, shouting, ‘We are all horses!’

When she emerged, the effect was extraordinary. If I hadn’t known that it was Lucretia, I would have sworn that it was a horse. She was beautiful, a blinding white all over, with four legs as fine as needles, and a mane which fell around her long face like water. She laughed with joy and danced madly around in the snow.

‘Gallop, gallop, Tartar, but I shall go faster than you.’

Tartar didn’t change speed, but his eyes sparkled. One could only see his eyes, for he was covered in snow. Matilda cawed and struck her head against the walls. As for me, I danced a sort of polka so as not to die of cold.

Suddenly I noticed that the door was open, and that an old woman stood framed in the doorway. She

























PENGUIN BOOKS

UK | USA | Canada | Ireland | Australia
New Zealand | India | South Africa

Penguin Books is part of the Penguin Random House group of companies whose addresses can be found at global.penguinrandomhouse.com.

www.penguin.co.uk

[image: Penguin Random House UK]
The Complete Stories of Leonora Carrington published in the USA by Dorothy Project 2017
Down Below published in the USA by New York Review Books 2017
This edition published in Great Britain in Penguin Classics 2026

Stories and translations copyright © the Estate of Leonora Carrington, 2017
Down Below copyright © the Estate of Leonora Carrington, 1988

The moral right of the author has been asserted

Leonora Carrington, St Martin d’Ardèche, France, 1939 © Lee Miller Archives, 2026. All rights reserved.

ISBN: 978-1-837-31261-0

Penguin Random House values and supports copyright. Copyright fuels creativity, encourages diverse voices, promotes freedom of expression and supports a vibrant culture. Thank you for purchasing an authorized edition of this book and for respecting intellectual property laws by not reproducing, scanning or distributing any part of it by any means without permission. You are supporting authors and enabling Penguin Random House to continue to publish books for everyone. No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner for the purpose of training artificial intelligence technologies or systems. In accordance with Article 4(3) of the DSM Directive 2019/790, Penguin Random House expressly reserves this work from the text and data mining exception.

The authorized representative in the EEA is Penguin Random House Ireland, Morrison Chambers, 32 Nassau Street, Dublin D02 YH68

A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library


All correspondence to:

Penguin Books

Penguin Random House

One Embassy Gardens, 8 Viaduct Gardens, London SW11 7BW



EPUB/xhtml/prh_core_assets/images/prh_uk_logo.jpg
Penguin
Random Houge
UK





EPUB/xhtml/prh_core_assets/fonts/avantgarde-regular.otf


EPUB/images/cover.jpg
M ODERN
CLASSICS

White Rabbits/
Down Below






EPUB/xhtml/prh_core_assets/images/title_page_logo.png





EPUB/xhtml/prh_core_assets/fonts/avantgarde-bold.otf


