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There	 have	 been	 very	 few	 opportunities	 to	 view	 the	 work	 of	 Henri	 Michaux	 (1899-
1984)	 in	 Catalonia.	 Despite	 the	 occasional	 presence	 of	 his	work	 in	 a	 group	 show,	we	
have	 to	 go	 back	 as	 far	 as	 1998	 to	 find	 the	 first	 example	 of	 a	 monographic	 Michaux	
exhibition	 in	 a	 public	 space.	 This	 was	 Henri	 Michaux.	 Dibuixos	 mescalínics	 (Henri	
Michaux.	Mescaline	Drawings),	curated	by	Victoria	Combalía	at	 the	Tecla	Sala	cultural	
centre	 in	 Hospitalet	 de	 Llobregat.	 The	 exhibition	 that	 we	 are	 now	 offering,	 Henri	
Michaux.	 À	 la	 nuit	 sans	 limites,	 a	 project	 organised	 by	 Juan	 Manuel	 Bonet	 and	 Marc	
Domènech,	 is,	 therefore,	 the	first	survey	show	to	be	mounted	in	Catalonia	 in	a	private	
space.	
	
This	 exhibition	 brings	 together	 over	 forty	 of	 the	 painter-poet’s	works	 –	 among	 them,	
watercolours,	gouaches,	oils	and	ink	drawings	–	and	charts	a	course	through	his	entire	
oeuvre,	beginning	with	a	splendid	gouache	from	his	 fond	noir	series	dating	from	1937	
and	 ending	with	 a	 painting	 from	1984,	 the	 year	 of	 his	 death.	 The	 exhibition	 features	
pieces	 from	many	of	his	most	 iconic	 series,	 such	as	his	Frottages	 from	 the	1940s,	 the	
graphic	signs	characteristic	of	his	Mouvements	 series	dating	 from	the	early	1950s,	 the	
works	 he	 made	 around	 the	 time	 he	 was	 taking	 mescaline	 and	 his	 extraordinary	
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watercolours	 from	 the	 1960s	 and	 70s,	 as	 well	 as	 the	 large	 ink	 drawings	 and	 acrylic	
works	he	made	in	the	1970s	and	80s.	
	
In	1972,	Michaux	wrote	‘Born,	raised,	educated	in	an	environment	and	culture	uniquely	
given	 over	 to	 the	 “verbal”,	 I	 paint	 to	 decondition	 myself’	 (Émergences-résurgences,	
1972).	It	was	precisely	in	the	fields	of	drawing	and	painting	that	Michaux,	a	poet	with	a	
considerable	 background	 in	 literature,	 discovered	 a	 remarkable	 opportunity	 to	 break	
with	his	past,	a	means	to	give	a	new	twist	 to	mental	spaces,	 ‘inner	phantoms’,	 that	he	
saw	 as	 unexplored	 and	 wished	 to	 express.	 His	 artistic	 work	 always	 travelled	 along	
experimental	paths	in	which	the	free	line,	rhythm,	movement	and	the	sign	are	of	great	
importance	and	in	which	there	is	no	place	for	the	depiction	of	external	reality.	
	
He	 searched	 constantly	 to	 artistically	 inform	and	 communicate	 the	hidden,	 a	way	out	
through	which	he	could	escape	the	norm,	cast	off	the	mould	and	experience	himself.	As	
Octavio	 Paz	 wrote	 in	 1977,	 for	 Michaux,	 ‘painting	 was	 more	 of	 an	 exorcism	 than	 a	
depiction	 of	 the	 artist’s	 visions’.	 This	 is	why	 he	 experimented,	 always	 under	medical	
supervision,	with	mescaline	and	other	psychotropic	substances.	In	addition,	as	a	result	
of	 this	 need	 to	 find	 a	 spontaneous	 and	 deconditioned	 origin,	 he	 was	 fascinated	 by	
primitive	 traditions	 and	drawings	 by	 children.	His	 interest	 in	 the	 line	 and	movement	
pointed	 him	 towards	 another	 tradition,	 Chinese	 calligraphy.	 And	 his	 respect	 for	 the	
Avant-garde	prompted	him	to	regard	the	works	of	Max	Ernst,	Paul	Klee	and	Giorgio	de	
Chirico	as	the	catalysts	that	led	him	to	embrace	painting.	
	
	
Henri	Michaux	was	born	in	Namur	(Belgium)	on	24	May	
1899.	 He	 made	 his	 first	 forays	 into	 the	 world	 of	
literature	while	still	very	young.	Despite	his	 interest	 in	
medicine	 (studies	 that	 he	 gave	 up	 shortly	 after	
embarking	 on	 them)	 and	 joining	 the	merchant	marine	
for	a	while,	 in	1922	Michaux	decided	to	devote	himself	
to	 writing	 after	 reading	 Lautréamont.	 In	 1925,	 he	
moved	 to	Paris,	where	he	met	 Jules	Supervielle.	 It	was	
during	 this	 time	 that	 he	 produced	 his	 first	 artworks,	
though	 he	 made	 a	 name	 for	 himself	 for	 his	 writings.	
During	the	years	that	followed,	he	wrote	and	travelled.	
He	 visited	 Ecuador	 in	 1927	 with	 his	 friend	 Alfredo	
Gangotena,	another	poet.	He	also	 toured	Turkey,	 India,	
Indonesia	and	China.	 In	1933,	he	published	his	 famous	
book	Un	barbare	en	Asie.	In	1937,	he	began	to	show	his	
pictorial	work,	which	had	evolved	alongside	his	written	
work	to	the	extent	that	some	of	his	books	(Entre	centre	
et	 absence,	 1936;	 Peintures,	 1939;	 Arbres	 des	 tropiques,	 1942;	 Exorcismes,	 1943;	 and	
Labyrinthes,	 1944)	 include	 drawings	 that	 accompany	 his	 poems.	 At	 the	 height	 of	 the	
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German	 occupation	 of	 Paris	 in	 the	 1940s,	 he	 continued	 to	write,	 paint	 and	 draw.	 He	
found	gouache	and	watercolour	to	be	his	best	allies.	After	the	death	of	his	wife	due	to	
severe	 burn	 injuries,	 he	 threw	himself	 into	 drawing	 using	 ink	 and	 in	 1951	published	
Mouvements,	a	book	that	features	many	of	these	drawings	of	forms	in	motion.	Between	
1955	 and	 1960,	 he	 experimented	 under	 medical	 supervision	 with	 mescaline	 and	
analysed	 the	 effects	 that	 this	 drug	 had	 on	 his	work.	 He	 published	 the	 conclusions	 of	
these	experiments	in	his	books	Misérable	Miracle	(1956),	L’Infini	turbulent	(1957)	and	
Paix	 dans	 les	 brisements	 (1959).	 In	 1965,	 the	Musée	 National	 d’Art	Moderne	 in	 Paris	
mounted	 a	major	 exhibition	 of	more	 than	 250	 of	 his	 works,	 establishing	 him	 on	 the	
international	 art	 scene.	 Numerous	 exhibitions	 followed	 in	 private	 galleries	 as	well	 as	
public	 institutions,	 notable	 among	 them	 the	Musée	 d’Art	 et	 d’Industrie,	 Saint-Étienne	
(1969);	Musée	des	Beaux-Arts,	Ghent	 (1971);	 Palais	 des	Beaux-Arts,	Brussels	 (1972);	
Kestner-Gesellschaft,	Hanover	 (1972);	Fondation	Maeght,	 Saint-Paul-de-Vence	 (1976);	
and	The	Solomon	R.	Guggenheim	Museum,	New	York	(1978).	During	the	closing	years	of	
his	 life,	he	 focused	 in	 the	main	on	producing	works	 in	 ink	and	 in	acrylic	 in	which	 the	
movement	 and	 rhythm	 of	 the	 line	 and	 the	 deliberate	 lack	 of	 definition	 of	 the	 forms	
became	 increasingly	 complex.	 As	Michaux	 himself	 said	 in	 1972,	 ‘the	 picture	 is	 ready	
when	a	large	amount	of	movement	can	be	perceived	in	it.	I	stop	before	the	anecdote’.	
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