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CATALINA LEÓN (Buenos Aires, 1981)

Is a visual artist and cultural manager. Her 
practice is often engaged with other disciplines, 
blending painting with elements like earth, 
plants, and organic materials. At times, her 
works are exposed to the outdoors, coex-
isting with the artist herself, the passing of 
viewers over them, and the passage of time.  
In her installations, León meticulously inter-
venes in spaces, inviting connections with the 
transcendent.

Far from conceiving her media as neutral surfac-
es, the artist understands them as fields loaded 
with stories that she reactivates and resignifies in 
her pictorial practice. Her works integrate marks, 
stains and accidents in a process of constant 
rewriting, affirming the vitality of materials that 
refuse to be mere passive media. Catalina León’s 
work is constructed as a delicate balance between 
her creative action and the ability to act of ma-
terials that seem to breathe and offer resistance, 
configuring a “laboratory” where the condition of 
painting is experimented with. The artist seeks to 
make each piece a matrix to evoke pulsating life.

León has participated in group exhibitions at 
esteemed institutions, including the Fondation 
Cartier pour l’Art Contemporain (Paris, 2005), 
the Musée d’Art Contemporain (Lyon, 2008), 
the Casa de América (Madrid, 2010), the Museo 
Moderno (Buenos Aires, 2012), Malba (Buenos 
Aires, 2009 and 2011), and the Bienal de Curitiba 
(Brazil, 2019), amongst others. In parallel to her 
work as an artist, in 2006 she began a journey 
in the world of palliative care and in 2010 she 
cofounded Vergel, a non-profit organization ded-
icated to intertwining art and health, of which she 
is still the general coordinator.
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Catalina León

AgñipéYamulemau y Yambeque 2023-24 
[in the image Yamulemau] 240 × 120 cm
Latex acrylic, appliqués and embroidery 
on canvas and pencil on paper prepared  
with endured on wooden structure 



In November 2023, Catalina León and I ended 
up spending two weeks in residence together in 
the small town of San Carlos, Salta, Argentina.  
We were hosted by the Museo Jallpha Kalchaki 
as part of a cultural and experimental exchange 
between contemporar y ar tists and loc al 
knowledges and crafts –from pottery to plant 
medicine. The air is arid in San Carlos– dust 
covers everything, and it is red, and yellow. Water 
comes to the town in trucks, and by the end of our 
trip, the water truck in the main square had none 
left. A sense of foreboding settled into the town.  

Spending some time together like this, in isola-
tion from the rest of our tethers and obligations, 
brought with it the opportunity for me to delve 
deeper into the emotional and intellectual core 
of Catalina’s work. The artist, who always travels 
with her unstretched canvases like a little suitcase 
of amulets, lays them on the ground, sings, danc-
es, paints on them. She invites people to lie on top 
of them. She covers the surfaces with layers and 
layers of images and patterns, portraits, iconogra-
phies inspired by the history of Italian grotesque, 
animals, plants and patterns. The making is never 
over, busy as the canvases are with registering, 
recording on their surface the passing of people, 
the passing of time. Their support also registers 
the making and unmaking of matter: Catalina 
paints on plasterboard fragments, then scattered 
onto the ground; on unstretched canvas, layered 
until it creates spatial arrangements. She layers 
these landscapes with natural and decomposable 
materials, so that the works burst with life but are 
also relics, and we walk through her works with 
a combination of childish excitement and the 
attentiveness of an archaeologist. 

When we first met, Catalina and I recognised in 
one another a shared passion for practices around 
death and dying. Anthropological retellings 
of death and mourning rituals the world over;  
reflections on our own death; an immersion in 
care practices in close proximity to the dying –all 
of these things brought us into conversations that 
went deeper than one would expect, and much 
faster. At the time we met, Catalina was writing 
an audio guide aimed at helping listeners create 
rituals and a deeper connection with their own 
mortality– replete with DIY home exercises, 

too. 18 years ago, alongside her artistic practice, 
Catalina began to work with the people who are at 
the end of their lives and their families, and only 
a few years later, she founded Vergel, an art-led, 
palliative-care non-profit organisation looking 
after children with no cure and long-term illness. 
It is probably no surprise then that, after having 
shared more than one cry, the end of our resi-
dency period in Salta brought us to San Carlos’s 
cemetery, where we walked around for some 
hours, finding and sharing stories, flowers, draw-
ings. Catalina’s and my ghosts strode along with 
us, occasionally poking at an emotional nerve, 
always left too exposed: in a cemetery, like at a 
funeral, one person’s death is everybody’s death. 

It was in the exuberance of iconography and dec-
oration that characterises death in Latin America, 
that I realised that Catalina’s extraordinarily 
joyful, layered paintings and installations, replete 
with fish, birds, flowers, colour, leaves stitched 
together with thread, plasterboard fragments 
individually adorned, soil and fruits, were a 
long-durational experiment to bring life and joy 
to the grieving process. A bit like Penelope, really.  
Too often, when we make sense of her story, 
Penelope unweaves her textile at night in order 
to never finish daytime’s weaving work. But in 
its stead, the psychoanalyst Jean Laplanche 
once asked himself, could it not be the other way 
around? Could she not be weaving during the 
day in order to never be finished unweaving at 
night – in order for the work of mourning never 
to complete? As we imagine, and in imagining,  
we peel, layers and layers of time within Catalina’s 
work, we are also repeating a ceremony as old as 
human time: retelling, remembering, transform-
ing in order to both let go and hold on. 

In her cosmic, astrologically-influenced worlds, 
Catalina infuses intimacy and connection. For the 
exhibition at Mayoral, Catalina León has chosen, 
for a title, the word agñipé. It is a neologism, 
which the artist sought in order to anchor the 
exhibition to those energies or ideas that entered 
into dialogue with the works as they were being 
made. She sends me her definitions as she boards 
a flight to Italy:

Something beautiful sometimes appears, 
when you’re not looking for it

agñipé n.
1 Hot day in the middle of winter.
2 Something beautiful that appears without looking for it.
3 Bittersweet taste.
4 Bubbly feeling after dancing a lot.
5 Lucidity achieved on deciding not to understand 
something.

As an artist, and as a human being, Catalina bursts 
with agñipé. It only takes a second to realise. 
The same abundance, exuberance, dedication 
to – no: commitment to love holds all of agñipé’s 
definitions together, as well as the emotional 
and spatial landscapes Catalina creates through 
canvas and situation. Reading them, I imagine 
an adult’s flashy, fuzzy, broken-up memories of 
childhood summers. Or Catalina’s rooms and 
canvases, her altars and temples, full of living and 
lived material. Or again, that gentle high that her-
alds the beginning of love. In her last definition, 
as in the rest of the work, we find an invitation: 
“Lucidity achieved on deciding not to understand 
something”. Which is exactly what happens when, 
wanting to return to the world, we fold back into 
it, and at that very same moment we come to 
realise that the deepest possible meaning found 
in existence is completely immanent, or at the 
very least completely adherent, to existence itself, 
births as we birth, unspools as we unspool.

— Lucia Pietroiusti

Exhibition curated by the Mayoral gallery team 

Para el Son y la Salsa,  2016-20 
que son fuente de mi alegría 232 × 172 cm 
Acrylic and embroidery on cotton canvas 

Esperando na Janela 2019-23 
Acrylic, pencil and cotton fabric 180 × 210 cm


