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Early Surrealism, which was primarily a literary movement, advocated for the practice of automatism.  

By avoiding all aesthetic and (more importantly) moral rules, André Breton believed that this 

procedure would liberate poetry from the chains of reason and allow the individual’s subconscious to 

emerge. In order to overcome the stubborn limitations of consciousness, the poet should write down 

the words and verses that first sprung to mind with the aid of images of a recent dream or some kind 

of narcotic which would leave the brain’s rational capacities in momentary suspension. Obviously, the 

surrealist painter had a harder time when it came to putting automatism into practice: by the time he 

or she had prepared the canvas and laid the paint on the palette, it was very likely that the dreamy 

images or the effects of the drug employed had evaporated. And what to say of sculptors, especially if 

their work consists of drilling holes through knife blades. 

 

Without entirely being a surrealist, the works of Catalina Mena Ürményi (b. Santiago, Chile, 1971) 

share some of Surrealism’s most audacious achievements. She has a capacity to disturb the viewer, a 

goal which most contemporary artists crave, though only a handful of them are successful. I am 

referring to authentic disturbance, one which touches on deep emotions, the kind found in the works 

of artists who, like Mena, are partial heirs of the surrealist tradition: Louise Bourgeois, Juan Muñoz, 

Carmen Calvo, Chema Madoz. Catalina Mena disturbs by combining objects which at a first glance 

seem incompatible, arriving at images which share the latent violence of Man Ray’s iron with nails. 

 

In the works that can now be seen at Madrid’s Rafael Pérez Hernando Gallery, Catalina Mena has 

drilled, no doubt with infinite patience, small holes into the blade of all sorts of knives. She later uses 

those holes to embroider images or words. The unexpected use of knives as a support for 

embroidering inevitably reminds one of the celebrated verse of Leautréamont, which despite 

repetition remains a powerful image: “beautiful as the chance meeting on a dissecting-table of a 

sewing-machine and an umbrella.” Placed before us, these visibly useless knives begin to give off 

strange echoes. The art of Catalina Mena thus finds bonds with the most audacious Surrealism, the 

one which reveals the subconscious not of the artist but of the spectator. 
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The art of Catalina Mena feeds off violent encounters between unrelated objects. It feeds off the 

knowledge that an object consists not only of its visible appearance but also of all its connotations and 

uses. A knife lying still on a table implicitly contains all its uses: with it we can cut a piece of meat, peal 

an apple, divide a cake in portions – and commit a murder. In the piece titled Arcoiris (Rainbow), which 

consists of twelve machetes displayed in the form of an arch, Mena has embroidered a colourful floral 

motif on each of them. We react with surprise because these objects bring together the labour of the 

butcher and the seamstress. The work takes place precisely in the breach between both worlds. All the 

violence associated to the machete – the somewhat ruthless gesture required for tearing apart the 

meat, the loud thump it makes on the cutting board – is suddenly deactivated. The worst kind of 

violence is the one we can imagine, the one we hear others have suffered. The works of Catalina Mena 

play not with the consummation of violence but with its possibility. 

 

The realm of Catalina Mena is the home. The fact that she uses commonplace objects like knives and 

refers to activities as domestic as sewing is all but innocent. Like Buñuel, like the best Magritte, the 

efficiency of these works does not rely on imagining fantastic worlds full of obscure symbols; their 

strength lies in their everyday elements. They invite us to test the fragility of conventions. Civility and 

good manners guide our social relationships, says Buñuel in The Exterminating Angel, until we are 

deprived of the commodities that sustain them; we call a shoe a shoe, says Magritte, until we agree to 

call it moon; a knife is used to cut, says Catalina Mena, until we begin to use it as a surface for 

embroidering. 

 

In Léxico doméstico (Domestic Lexicon) – the most ambitious of the works on show, the richest, the 

densest in meaning – Catalina Mena has made holes in the blades of different types 400 knives. On 

them she has embroidered words with gold thread. Together they form a fearful cloud. The title of the 

piece refers to the quotidian nature of both the knives and the words sewn on to them, a kind verbal 

constellation of domestic life: love, family, affection, forget, faithful, lie, happiness, yield, desire, 

security. One feels it would take the fall of only one of those words to do away with the fragile balance 

that sustains domestic coexistence. Seen from this perspective, the snap of any of the strings that 

precariously keeps the knives floating in mid-air would make the same noise as the thunderclap that 

inaugurates a storm. 

 

The works of Catalina Mena Ürményi can be seen at Rafael Pérez Hernando Gallery alongside the 

interesting self-portraits of the Spanish artist María Gimeno until 4 June. 

 

 
Domestic Lexicon, 2012. Drilled and embroidered kitchen knives. 
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