
Before we met for the interview below, Leda Catunda told me that I should see the movie 
Arrival, based on the book Story of Your Life, by American science-fiction writer Ted Chiang. 
Leda is an avid reader of literature, and she mentioned the author as a reference to her new 
monographic publication Cyclical Time. The film follows a linguist and a physicist who are 
recruited by the US Army with the goal of deciphering a language spoken by aliens that have just
landed on Earth. These unknown beings communicate through simultaneous overlapping 
ideograms, thus undoing the "arrow of time" or any reference to a sequential flow of events.

In Catunda's studio — a townhouse in the Morumbi district in São Paulo — pieces from the 
beginning of her career share the walls with work under development. There you can see all the 
sealing pieces from the 1980s, all the insects from the 1990s, the tongues, the drops, the roads, 
the t-shirts, the lakes and all the people. The artist keeps a private collection of the last decades 
of her work in which, as she puts it, "the most recent improve the early ones". The organized 
disorientation of her studio seems to replicate precisely the central argument — or methodology 
— of her work: to shuffle and overlap, in her own special way, the images of the world and its 
residue. Paulo Herkenhoff wrote that Leda Catunda's work contains tactile traps, and I would 
add: tactile and semantic. 

Catunda's sections and layers of fabric are selected, allocated and sewn one at a time. Each piece 
of visual information is grouped, taking into account its formal and content aspects, into thematic
sets dictated by the artist. She presents us familiar images, only to then put us at crossroads — 
that's what I call semantic traps. Just like Chiang's aliens, Leda invites us to experience the 
images and the language through a different logic and to participate in her never-ending game of 
associations, in which the apprehension of information always depends on relationships that are 
interchangeable, non-causal and sufficiently open. 

Fernanda Brenner: We've started our conversation talking about the idea of circular time, 

which is the title you've chosen for this publication. You've told me that you feel as if 

your current work meets, on the same plane, with your work of twenty or thirty years 

ago, and also with work yet to come. Taking this into account, I think we could start this 

interview talking about what you're doing today and about the topics you're interested in 

at the moment. 

Leda Catunda: I've been working with layers of thin and transparent fabric and thinking about 

using warm shades of reds, oranges, roses and yellows for an exhibition I'll do with Judy 

Chicago at Carpintaria in Rio de Janeiro. Sharing an exhibition with another artist is something 

very interesting, because one work informs the other, and the combinations generate new 



interpretations and original narratives for each other. This was very powerful, for example, in the

show with Alcides at Estação gallery [Leda Catunda e Alcides — Onde Estamos e Para Onde 

Vamos (Leda Catunda and Alcides — Where We Are and Where We're Going), 2018], which I 

curated. While putting the exhibition together, I realized that we had been using the same colors 

and that our pieces harmonized perfectly. In the case of the show with Judy Chicago, my attitude

reflects a degree of reverence for her work, her trailblazing and her approach to feminism in a 

radical and explicit way. The formal association between our work through organic and sensual 

shapes already exists, and I've decided to accentuate them even more with this chromatic choice, 

which is clearly symbolic. It's a bit like the work presented in the last Biennial [2018], where I 

opted for golden and its association with the idea of sacred, derivations from the idea of tragedy 

as proposed by Sofia Borges' curatorial work. In Eldourados [2018], I favored color over the 

appropriated images I always use. I'll also participate in a double exhibition with Argentinian 

artist Alejandra Seeber at the MALBA [Museo de Arte Latinoamericano de Buenos Aires (Latin 

American Art Museum of Buenos Aires)] next year [2020]. 

FB: How was the experience of leaving the "discovered image" somewhat aside in your 

work from 2018? Since the 1980s you've investigated — or perhaps you nurture some 

kind of irreverent suspicion toward — the constitutive elements of images in the context 

of pop culture and mass consumption, in their formal and semantic aspects. Your recent 

work has made me think about your work from the 1990s, after Vedações [Sealing] 

[1983], such as Fígado [Liver] [1990] and Moscas [Flies] [1994], in which you also 

worked more with compositions and single-color fabric, or masses of color. 

LC: At that particular time, in the 1990s, that was a fairly rational choice. In fact, I think I've 

been doing a pendular motion, oscillating between radical pop and implied figuration, resulting 

from the construction procedures of what I've been calling "object-paintings". That more drastic 

break in the early 1990s happened because I started to think that my paintings from the 1980s 

were being viewed with too much focus on the narrative character and the anecdotal aspect of the

prints. This childish view of my work bothered me, so I looked for something more intense, and 

even conceptual. There was a strongly ironic character, of course: painting spots on a spotted 



jaguar [Onça pintada (Spotted Jaguar), 1984]. This focus on the figuration of characters, 

animals, cats and jaguars, or even the direct meaning of appropriated soft objects such as towels, 

blankets or mattresses, started to prevail. As a result, in the first half of the 1990s, still keeping 

the attitude of material appropriation, I started to stress issues more related to form and texture 

rather than the appropriated image, as in the work shown at the São Paulo gallery in 1992 and the

Biennial in 1994. I opted for more subjective figuration, such as the bellies and insects like flies 

and beetles. 

FB: Was that the moment when you started to think more about the presence of your 

work, its objectual character? 

LC: Yes. In these pieces that I started to call "object-paintings", I relied a great deal on the 

dramatic aspect, the tactile character of velvet, and felt a need to work with volume. My 

intention was to give my work its own body, a body that was soft and lined with covers. Maybe 

it was a way to build a notion of intimacy... The work took on a very theatrical character. More 

recently, I put all of that together: materiality, textures and appropriated images. I've been 

reinforcing an idea of excess through the construction of paintings with up to thirty layers, as in 

the case of Polvo [Octopus] (2017), in which the images are never fully revealed. These pieces 

are like people, which have many, many inner layers, some impossible to reach even for 

themselves, but still they're there... as a constitutive part of the subject. I'm very interested in the 

width of existence and of reality, in intensities and sensations that are able to be perceived, but 

not explained. 

FB: You collect ready images from the world, which are produced industrially. These 

prints are already imbued with information about the context in which they were 

produced and reveal the esthetic preferences of the society where they circulate. You 

called a recent exhibition Gosto dos Outros [Other People's Taste] [Fortes, D’Aloia & 

Gabriel, 2015], but you often rely on personal experiences and biographical data as the 



starting point for your work. How do you manage your affections and combine them with

other people's affections? 

LC: I sometimes say I like to like what other people like. I appreciate the dedication and love 

contained in the act of collecting, for instance. Like someone who fills their home with objects 

printed with the crest of the sports team they love. This might seem bizarre sometimes, but we 

can't deny that it's a most loving gesture. The idea of including the prints in my pieces came up 

as a way for me to relate to the images in the world. While at university, I started to think about 

new possibilities for painting as a medium, disconnected from the notions of representation and 

expression. I was feeling bad about the idea of producing new images in a world that's already so

saturated with them, and this led me to appropriate available images. The first thing I did was 

glue a flannel to be the background of a canvas I was painting, and from there I started to work 

directly on printed fabric. In the Sealing series, from 1983, I covered most of the images with 

paint, leaving only a few of them visible, in a subtraction process.

This paved the way for what I view as a kind of conceptual painting, in which I try to 

bring together the visual and tactile side and the symbolic potential of the images I create. When 

I choose a fabric, I start to build a web of narratives that are consolidated in the pieces. The 

method is always similar, but the starting points differ. For instance [opening the cabinet where 

she keeps her fabric archive], this fabric: it has a Sudoku stamp. I bought it thinking about Jac 

Leirner and the work she's been doing with this game, and I wanted to use this material as a gift 

for her. This other one, with Hollywood actors, I bought at Vinte e Cinco de Março street in São 

Paulo. And this one, with three-dimensional spheres, I bought in China, on a very similar 

shopping street, only much bigger. The prints convey clues about a society and a time, revealing 

things about who produces them and who buys them. In 1987, I made a piece called As três 

graças [The Three Graces]. I bought towels that were fashionable at the time, with prints 

showing naked women, and I pondered about how absurd this superposition was: half-naked 

women lying down on the beach over images of idealized bodies that resembled their own.

FB: What changed in your work process when you started to produce your own images 

and print them on fabric, in the early 2000s? This gesture can be seen in a new light with 



the exponential growth in the use of social media worldwide and the impact this had on 

the construction of contemporary subjectivity... In fact, I take this as a cue to ask you to 

talk a bit about the biographical insertion in your work. The first piece you created with 

personal images was a self-portrait, in 2002. 

LC: The possibility of producing my own images was the "technological event" that contributed 

the most to transforming my recent production. My first experiences with this new technique 

were with personal photos, from albums, and I would mix my face with the face of my husband 

at the time, and we became like a kind of love artichoke. A morula, actually...

FB: What's a morula?

LC: It means mulberry in Latin, and also, in biology, it's the name given to the group of cells that

is formed after the early cellular divisions in the womb — the cells become a "tiny mulberry", 

which is the first thing you are before you become a fetus. I used this idea in many other pieces. 

Regarding the internet and social media... The internet made me come across this 

constant exchange of everyday narratives, which had a strong impact on how I see things. What I

find especially interesting is the possibility of contact between different cultures through the 

exchange of images, music, videos... Visual information feeds our self-consciousness. Our 

consciousness is largely formed by what we see and our visual repertoire, a universe full of 

symbology which adds multiple meanings and creates new subjectivities. We're absurdly 

informed nowadays. The density of my visual repertoire is very different from the time when I 

graduated. The speed with which images are propagated and this obsession with "real time", with

"live" information, is radically changing our moral compass. The internet curdles anguishes, 

generating anxiety, but it also sets us free and really broadens the reach of facts.

Some people have become alarmed, but I think that adaptation is a constitutive element 

of humans. This new relationship with the image creates new world conceptions, new 

vocabularies, new values... 



FB: I imagine that the reception of your work has also changed considerably in the past 

ten years. 

LC: Having worked for so many years, I feel as if, despite having planned a speech and 

developed a formal and conceptual vocabulary, the work spins around me. There are things I do 

now that echo thoughts from twenty years ago, and this temporal ellipsis surrounds me in "linear 

time". Gradually I comply and abandon things and find others in this process: solutions for 

pieces, revisited ideas, ways of manipulating a material... I've been thinking quite a bit about the 

adherence that the work has had in the last few years, and I can't get this idea of circular time out 

of my head. It feels like my current work gives different meanings to the older ones. It's almost 

as if the most recent works improved the early ones. 

FB: How?

LC: There's a moment when I start to think: I've drawn this before! These ideas are never 

exhausted; they go back to the same point. There's a clear conflict with the modernist idea of 

progress, as if a relevant artistic pathway required some kind of infinite evolution or constant 

innovation. In my view this idea doesn't apply to reality. I think about how silly this notion of a 

"self-copy" is — a type of simplistic criticism that haunts the production of some modern artists, 

especially. The way I see it, the fact that some artists are constantly re-elaborating their poetics 

starting from the same points, believing in their private universes in search of the consistency of 

a proposal, is something positive. 

FB: This discussion about recurrences reminded me of the project Atlas Mnemosyne, 

from 1924, by the German art historian Aby Warburg. He wanted to establish, by 

constructing large-scale panels with collages of anachronistic photographic images, 

transmission lines of visual characteristics through time — some sort of art history 

without words. He used reproductions of paintings, graphics arts and sculpture, as well as

applied art displays such as carpets, genealogic panels, photographs or advertisements, to 



map how strongly symbolic and emotionally loaded images repeated themselves in 

different times and cultures. I think there's a relationship between the way you establish 

connections among images and Warburg's methodology. How do you view the 

compositions that curator Jacopo Crivelli Visconti called "laces"?

LC: I find it funny to think of the romantic idea of "voices" that whisper ideas to artists, melodies

to composers, cathartic stories to writers. In my case, it would be as if something metaphysical 

told me, "Draw an artichoke once more!" I recently found a detail in the painting Ecce Homo, by 

Hieronymus Bosch, where one of the characters is wearing a hat that is very similar to one of the 

shapes I created, virtually the same drawing I used for the installation Derretido [Molten], from 

2002. I was taken aback by that and had fun imagining the surreal possibility that, despite being 

centuries apart, Bosch and I would have heard the same voice. The most logical explanation, of 

course, is that I must have seen the image before and retained it in my subconscious. However, I 

have the feeling that all of this is happening all the time, in a kind of circular time, and that 

because we're stuck in the third dimension, we can only see one chapter at a time. I believe that 

desire is the cornerstone of creation and that the power of the symbolic images that repeat 

themselves through history and among different cultures results from a combination between the 

collective unconscious and common sense, between subjectivity and dreams, but is above all 

made up of desires. 

About the laces and groupings, I think that the images I produce, as well as those I 

appropriate, are related to a search for the affective element, for that which comforts people — 

what I've been calling "affective consumption", which is when someone decides to consume 

things they identify with, such as the iconography of a soccer team or a heavy metal band. My 

work with images of pets, just like the pieces with band t-shirts or even the collages of Coisas 

para comprar [Things to Buy] [2016 and 2017] represent some kind of search for the harmony 

reflected in the desire to belong, which means so much to all of us... This sometimes can be 

cruel, such as in Patrocínios [Sponsorhips] [2012 and 2013], done with logos of soccer sponsors,

where the set of images I chose became almost a witness to Operation Car Wash, as most of 

those companies ended up in the crime pages of newspapers.



FB: Looking at your watercolors and engravings, or even the wallpaper where you 

created a pattern with your contour inventory [Orgânicas (Organic), 2015], I see them as 

a kind of "zero degree" of the image, in which the hollow organic shapes are filled with 

various "stuffings" — image combinations that end up becoming like a time-space 

capsule. The work for the 2018 Biennial transported me to an interesting place. It was as 

if you had put decades of collected images into a blender, and the result of that mixture 

were a thick golden liquid. Those pieces emphasize the contours and volumes in a very 

distinct way, compared to those from the 1990s.

LC: The watercolors and engravings bring rounded and organic shapes, such as drops and 

tongues often inspired in the vegetable kingdom, such as the succulents, those chubby little 

plants. The images come from the appropriation of soft objects and iconographies from around 

the world — from pictures found on the internet to the t-shirts I took from my family's drawers 

when I didn't have money to buy materials, early in my career. Perhaps if we think of what I 

called pendular movement, the images I'm doing today in my studio and those from the 2018 

Biennial take a little break from I Love You Baby [Tomie Ohtake Institute, 2016], which was 

certainly the most saturated exhibition I've done.  On the wallpaper there was information about 

the process, and there was an agglomeration of images gathered in various universes. The pieces 

taken together reflected the standardization of behavior in affective consumption and individual 

exposure in social media. Simultaneously, there's the issue of the material character of the pieces,

which was always important to me. I always try to bring the work closer to the viewer through its

presence in space, its volume. My painting is somewhat broken into pieces; it spreads on the wall

and takes advantage of gravity to dramatize shapes. This is what I described in my doctoral 

dissertation as the poetics of softness.

FB: From Retrato [Portrait] [2002], your first work with printed personal images, to Mar

Linda [2016], almost 15 years have passed. Maybe that was the time during which the 

production of "reference" images ceased to depend on the editorial mediation of fashion 

and behavior magazines and passed on to the hands of social media users, who forge, 

share and often make a living selling their images, like the "digital influencers". In Mar 



Linda, the main raw material is the extensive photographic collection created by the 

young woman, Mar Linda, who enacts her day-to-day life in social media in a 

deliberately theatrical and larger-than-life manner. In this work you make use of a new 

form of appropriation where you choose a different type of image, which is neither 

personal nor manufactured, and which circulates freely in the online world. How do you 

see this? 

LC: The obsessive behavior with one's own image started in the gossip magazines and 

undoubtedly expanded with social media. People have been taking pictures of their own face and

body, their vacations, using photography to show how nice their lives are. Dessert, holidays, 

your boyfriend... It's all an attempt to record and share what they believe is the best expression of

personal happiness, beauty, faith and true love. This has always been how I related with the 

images in the world, which are magnetized by the person and culture that produced them. It can 

be my own story, the story of my friends or of whomever manufactures the prints I buy.

FB: Generally speaking, the artists and people involved with culture are always thinking 

about how to engage and how to respond to the conflicts in their time. With this in mind, 

I like to think about the idea of nuance and about art's potential to ask new questions and 

to dismantle — or at least put in check — binary oppositions, just like any form of 

authoritarianism. Your work seems to me destabilizing, to admit fallibility, contradiction,

and to encourage the reconfiguration of ideas. How do you view these matters in such a 

complicated political moment, not only in Brazil, but also worldwide? 

LC: About those aspects, I remember an important moment in my life. I was in New York in 

2001, staying very close to the Twin Towers. I was about to open my first individual exhibition 

in the city, but I couldn't make it to the gallery. I was confined for two days in what they called 

the "frozen zone". When I finally made it to the gallery, the staff had hung my work without me. 

Everything looked great, but one of the paintings looked a little bit slanted. I remember thinking, 

"What difference does it make? Three thousand people have died next to me!" I told that to my 

father, and he said, "No, Leda, you're wrong. That one inch makes all the difference. What just 



happened, all the violence and extremism, are the worst of humankind, and these subtleties that 

art can bring — that one inch and your exhibition — are the best that humankind has to offer." I 

found that a bit absurd. I was in shock, but today I think a lot about this. About how to make sure

I find a place for subtlety, for people to meet around culture. That vision made me stronger, and I

believe that if everyone had the opportunity to develop their creative potential, as Beuys said 

when he claimed that everybody is an artist, then maybe we wouldn't have to be self-destructing. 

FB: Thinking about circular time and the collapse of the modern idea of future, I'd like to 

ask you: what do you think the artists in future generations will be like? 

LC: I think they'll be just like artists were in the past and are in the present. If a person is an 

artist, she or he will necessarily talk about life and existence, encourage interpretations of the 

world through their work in a more or less conscious way. The observing and questioning 

attitude of artists invariably persists. What changes are the surroundings and the structural 

elements of the professional art scene. The fundamental aspect will always be the person's ability

to set their own path, to find a unique way to move around in the society they belong to in order 

to create relevant syntheses of their time. These ideas echo in my personal experience. Beyond 

being very engaged with the art scene in general, I cultivate a taste for adventure and mystery; I 

feel an attraction for things I don't know. I travel often and get in touch with many different 

cultures. Sometimes I like to be in crowds, in situations such as the Brazilian carnival, soccer 

stadiums and large urban centers, where I always act as an observer. I continue to let myself be 

hypnotized by the visuality of ordinary things.

 


