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“My drawings are not drawings but documents.
You muest look at them and understand wheat’s inside.”

—Antonin Artaud, “Mes dessins ne sont pas des dessins...”, Rodez, April, 1946

Amunm Artaud (18g6—1g48). a brilliant, tormented figure in Paris avant-garde
literary, cinematie, and theatrical circles in the 1g20s, i1s best known for the
expression of revoll in his writings, primarily his manifestoes of the Theater of
Cruelty. Yet Artaud was also an artist. "This first American exhibition of his draw
ings includes three distinet groups of works: the “Spells,” the "Rodez Drawings,”
and a series of portraits and self-portraits, all executed between 1957 and 194.8.
Few images of the human psyche are as direct and intensely drawn as these works
by Artaud, rarely exhibited until quite recently.

Artaud’s life took the form of journeys and voids, marked by periods of
frenetic creativity as well as psychological instability. Raised in a striet Catholie
family in Marseille, France, Artaud was afflicted as a child with acute meningitis,
which left him with a stutter and various nervous disorders. Between 1g14 and
1g1g, he underwent a series of “rest-cures” in hospitals in Switzerland and France,
where he began to write poetry and read the work of Charles Baudelaire, Arthm
Rimbaud, and Edgar Allen Poe. Diagnosed with hereditary syphilis, Artaud was
prescribed laudanum, an opiate, initiating a lifelong addiction to drugs.

\rtaud moved to Paris in 1gzo. determined to become a writer and actor. After
performing minor theatrical roles in the Paris theaters of Lugné-Poé and Charles
Dullin, he achieved a brief period of celebrity as a film actor, appearing most
memorably as Marat in Abel Gance's Napoléon (1g27) and as the monk Massien
in Carl Dreyer’s The Passion of Joan of Arc (1928).

In addition to acting, Artand wrote prolifically, publishing his first book of
poetry, Tric-Trac du Ciel (Backgammon (_Jf' Heaven). in 1g25. During this l'u-1'||\:|_
he also published art criticism, film seripts, and prose-poems and formulated his
early theoretical texts about the theater. At the same time, he became involved
with the Surrealists through his friend, the artist André Masson. Appointed the
director of the Central Bureau for Surrealist Research in 1925, Artaud edited and
|un|h|is|1i~tl the third issue of La Révolution Surréaliste (15 April 1925). His
involvement with Surrealism influenced his script for the film The Seashell and
the Clergyman (1g28), directed by Germaine Dulac, which is widely regarded

today as one of the great examples of Surrealist cinema. Artaud’s differences with

André Breton, the leader of the movement, resulted in his expulsion from the
group i 1gz26.

I]m'mg the early and mid-1gz0s. Artaud devoted himsell to the development

and dissemination of his manifestoes about the theater. After founding the Alfred

Jarry Theater in 1929, Artand published his two seminal manifestoes on
the Theater of Cruelty, in 1932 and 1933, and in 1955 mounted The Cenci. an
ambitious production based on his theories.

Artaud traveled to Mexico via Cuba in 1930, i]1.-;;'ri|'1_-l| by :':‘;L{]m;gh about
[n'u-(_;nr‘lq-x. civilization and e|.-_:.||'n|r.l;_{_\. In Havana, he witnessed a voodoo cere-
mony and was given a silver dagger by a sorcerer-priest; the dagger later appears
in a charcoal drawing of 1944 (fig. 1). In Mexico City, Artaud wrote, lectured,
and became acquainted with the artists Diego Rivera and Maria lzquierdo.
Hoping to find what he termed the “magic reality of a culture that could be
ignited without much diffi-
culty,” he journeyed on
horseback to the Sierra
Madre in northern Mexico,
where he stayed among the
larahumara Indians and
took part in their peyote
rituals. He was spellbound
by the |Hm!.~:['.|[>:-. and
recorded the experience in
1 loyage to the Land r,r‘
the Tarahumara.

In November 1936,
Artaud returned to Paris,
penmiless and ill. After several
attempts at detoxification
and a brief engagement to
Cécile Sechramme, a Belgian
artist, he departed abruptly

for Ireland in 1937. There.

he traveled to Galway,
Dublin, and the remote
Aran lIslands. Unable to
communicate i lnglish
and with no money or

access to drugs, Artaud
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became increasingly un
stable and was deported from Ireland as an “undesirable.” Upon his return to
France, he was detained at I.e Havre, beginning an eight-year confinement in a
succession of psychiatric hospitals.

Firs

Artaud issued a series of “spells™—vwiolently colored, charred scraps of paper bear-

from Ireland in 1937 and then from the hospital of Ville-Evrard in Paris,

ing incantations, warnings, and cabalistic signs intended to have a physical effect on
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ir recipients, His spell for Leéon Fouks (8 May 1g39) (fig

burned, incised—as an act of exorcism and purnf;

2 ), imscribed witl

thick pu
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crosses and hexasrams, instructs the

And in case of danger touch your heart

it hand and the spell will tlluminate.

food and medicine

The outbre:

of the Second World War in 1939 resulted in severe shortages of

psychiatric hospitals in particular were hit

penury, and

Artaud suffered from tl

» deprivations. In the |m.-<|ul.4| ol Rodez, where he was

confined between 1g 13 and 1940, he was H|||I.|l'l'.'l'[l to early expermuments with

ertroshioe

therapy. Within a period of nineteen months, he received fifty-one

electroshock treatments, which caused a broken vertebra and the loss of several

teeth. During this peried, Artaud beg to draw, using graphite, wax crayons, and

large sheets of |

per given to him by local painter Frédérie Delanglade. The

rs" attest to his acu

“Rodez Drawin > pain and psy« hological fragmentation. These
drawings are visual metaphors, inflected by a vocabulary of symbols, images,

words, and non-words. The Soldier with a Gun (October 1g45—January 1946)

(1

3) is strewn with seythes, guns, and disassembled bodies. I'he phrase “the

coward’s season w 111 pass unde? the canon’s fire” 1s scrawled across the surtace of

: ! "
the work, the words embedds the cor

yosition. The |l.'-|!

1 u;l!r-;-. of the period res

eapons in this drawing ¢

al Artaud’s obsession with

resistance and his revo
After the end of the war in 1945, the artist Jean Dubuffet

Arthur Adamov. who had

1wamst the mter: and external

5 torturing hom.

nown Artaud in Paris in the twenties, visited him at

Rodez. They arranged his transfer to a private clinic in Ivry, a suburh of Paris.

At Ivry, Artaud was free to come and oo at will. He 1'\]\\"'|I'I‘.I'l‘l| a personal and

spiritual resurrection: He wrote extensively, appeared in performances of his

prose-poems, and produced a series of

:III'I'l]'.!Ii." and self

portraits. The subjects for these w rers and friends who were,

oup of ads

in some vect, like a family to Artaud. Among them were Adamov, the actor

sister Minouche Pastier, Lily Dubuf

Roger Blin, Paul évenin, her daughter Domnine, her husband Yves, her

artist’s wife), the art dealer Pierre

[.oeh, his «

r Florence Loeb, the young poet Jacques Prevel, his wife

Rolande. and his mistress Jany de Ruy. Prevel deseribed Artaud’s worki

process:

He stood before a table cov

paper, chanting, humming, and

shrieking while gouging his pencils a

id crayons into the paper. He excavated the

features of his subjects

as seen in 1 he Portrait of .fruf,?r'e’:'\ Prevel

(26 April 1947) ( {), he tore apart and reassembled the skin, wounding it,

puncturing 1it, re [\]'tft']'l.!ls_’ the anatomy of the face and head and surrounalng

the entire image with text. In Artaud’s Self-Portrait (17 December 1g46)
(cover). he confronts the viewer with a relentless frontal gaze. the lines of his

face incised, his hair spreadin

like around his face. starkly outlined

against an open expanse of blank paper

Artaud’s portraits and self-portra the (

ts were exhibited ilerie Pier

July 1947, the only exhibition of his work during his lifetime. For the catalogue
of the exhibition, Artaud wrote a prose-poem in which he noted, “the human

|iu-.'|,,'|; e

tace, /1n fact, wears/a |

th of sorts/on its face /which 1t 1s incumbent

on the ||\'.|I'.I¢'|' j\!l‘l'is

ly /to save 1t from /by restoring /its own features.







By late 1947, Artaud
was heavily dependent on
drugs to reduce his constant
|I<li]i.‘ in February |!.j§"‘l he
was diagnosed with inoper
able rectal cancer, and he

died one month later, at the

age of fifty-two.

Antonin Artaud’s defi
dance of }-l!!irl] .J[]r| |"-.I][I.'J'i'.|.
conventions is emblematic
of the artist’s condition
in the twentieth century
His expression of this rage

hoth in words and in these

images has had a far

reaching effect on the arts

in the twentieth century,
particularly on theater and

literature. -\|I||r1'.|;1_'|1 rela-
1 ali A
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Centre de tively unknown until recent
yvears, his drawings have
nonetheless enjoyed an underground reputation. Their impact in the milieu of

visual art is apparent in the work of artists as diverse as Jean Dubutfet, Alphonso

Ossorio, Georg Baselitz, Arnulf Rainer, Nancy Spero, Patti Smith, and Kiki Smith.
Artaud has emerged as one of the most compelling figures of this century.
The singular vision that informs his drawings and the authority of his voice have

not abated, even half a century after his death.

Christina Houstian
Curatorial Assistant
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