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The Picture, the Poem, the Book:
Henr1i Michaux’s Three-Dimensional Creation

Elizabeth R. Jackson

uring his long hife, Henn Michaux persistently sought to share with others

what he called his inner-space, a mult-dimensional conceptual doman.
The ttle he chose for an early collection of poems and texts, L'espace du dedans
(Panis: Gallimard, 1944), reveals his penchant for exploration as well as a particu-
lar spatial orientation characteristic of all his productions.

Widely known as a poet and as an artist, Michaux’s work deserves to be rec-
ognized within a new focus. Throughout his career he produced a series of books
that reveal his sensitivity for multi-dimensional expression, to include compos-
itely art, poetry, and book design, thereby inventing a new unified esthetic object
as well as a nexus of flexibly modeled semiotic forms,

Born in Belgium in 1899, Michaux left home as a young man and traveled  Euzasern R. Jackson is Pro-
widely, finally to settle in France. Starting to wnite and to paint in the twenties,  fesor emenitus, Department of
he continued to delineate restless dramas emerging from within the depths of his ~ French and Talian, San Diego
spirit until his death in 1984. His career thus spans six decades within the twen- %€ Umvenioy.
tieth century.

A contemporary of the Surrealists, he never joined their group, choosing

instead to search independently for his own forms of expression. One of his first
literary works recognized as a major contribution was Un certain plume (Pans:
Gallimard, 1930), which recounts humorously the misadventures of a hero in
short tales with something of a Katkaesque flair. He continued to wnte poetic
prose, verse, and essays throughout his life and, in 1965, received the Grand Prix
National des Lettres which he refused, a typically modest gesture. His first art
exhibition was at Galerie Loeb in Pans in 1937. Subsequently his art has been
shown In important expositions in countries throughout the world: Iraly,
Germany, Switzerland, Sweden, the United States, and Japan.

The Harvard Library has a number of noteworthy books by Michaux that repre-
sent particular models of poetry, art, and book design combined. Through these first
editions, collectively samples of styles and subjects developed throughout his career,
we can trace Henn Michaux's evolution, particularly in the field of book arts.

One of Michaux’s early publications held by Houghton is Les réves et la jambe
(Anvers: CCa ira, 1923), a short book that has been described as a “philosophical
and literary essay.” Evocative of the tumes, it reveals the excitement of the post-
war European period, when Dada and Surrealism each staged their entry on the
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cultural scene in Paris. Additionally, it recalls the era when Frend's works, recent-
ly translated, were becoming known in France.

In this book, Michaux reflects on the nature of dreams, saying that they are
absurd but interesting. As for the second subject announced in his e, legs. he
considers them intelligent, “as are all things,” but unable to think like a man, only
like a leg. He then reflects on the cogmitive importance of visceral sensations. The
design of this book, though modest, is as important as the content, for we know
that Michaux, at this early moment in his career, helped choose the typeface, the
formar, and the page design.' Foreshadowing future book productions, this vol-
ume serves as notice that the material shape of his expression, in whatever medi-
um he might choose, would always be an important esthetic facet of his message.

Two books, published in the early in the 19408, indicate trends and styles that
Michaux would subsequently develop and refine. Exomismes (Pans: Robert |
Godet, 1943) and Labyrinthes (Pans: Robert ], Godet, 1944) both figure in the
Houghton collection.” These two original edinons are closely related in form and
content. Both contain reproductions of India ink drawings that Michaux created
for these books and that he intenspersed irregularly throughout the suite of his poet-
i texts. Beyond their representanional content, these drawings convey their power
as visual reflections of a highly charged emotional scene. The illustrations in
Exorismes are printed in black, representing directly the India ink originals, Those
included in Labyrinthes, however, are pninted in green. For it, Michaux also creat-
ed hand-crafted “ormaments,” likewise printed in green, to signal transitions with-
in the text, thereby developing a typographic design element as an extension of his
pictonial sequence. Altogether, the effect of both books is sober and elegant.

Orwerall, this period represents years of Michaux's life when he felt an urgent
need to externalize an accumulated network of arews-filled fantasies. Using his
pen, to create words and to make quick sketches, Michaux discovered a sort of
ruse, by which he could keep at bay events that threatened his equilibrium. The
reader never learns the precise source of his distress, for, ever concerned to main-
tain a pravate profile, Michaux never shared personal confidences with his read-
ers or admirers by way of a diary or through comrespondance. We know simply
that he spent some years during the forties in the south of France, that he was not
himself politically active, but that he sympathized with the Resistance. His wife
died in 1948 from an accident in which she was severly burned, and this event
cerainly influenced works composed at that tme.

Michaux does, however, tell us about the creative sphere. In his preface for
Exorcismes, he writes about his discoveries relating to the power of the pen: “In
these drawings, even ones which are very calm, most resembling ideograms, one

Fige 1. foppsite pagei Page f12] of
Mwhiuy, Exceciemes (Pans, gl
By pevission of she Hosghion Likrary,

! L wver or U jambe s mo paiblisher or preeing eubs- copy number i4, 1t ha 3 hght e wrppor and & cloth

lithmend indicated. The book i prastcd on ceeisn papsr,
walhi i3 Cise, eI 1T X 12 cennmaders. There ane
3% pages of texg, The origmnal edition icd of goo
copic; the copy in the Houghton colleaion s nums
bered 3t Machaux oelh shos i Bnt book = 2 kei-
tor b o Enened, Frang Hellem, weiten r.l.l‘l'!r 1 G2y,

Exoiosss mesarm 339 & I8¢ oontimeirn. I8 owa
prmdcd in as ongnal odition o ITT oopesi. 1
Deceniber 1543, by Derand. The Houghson Library ha
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Henn Michaux 33

can apparently discover gestures with which to refuse, magically to attack, if not
the flames at least the tough stance of a being momentanly galvanized to inca-
pacitate surrounding powers within a hostile World.™

A third work published later in the same period is one of Michaux’s finest cre-
ations. Meidosems (Paris: Le Point du Jour, 1948) represents the last in a series of
imaginary travel narratives, the only one to include illustrations. This is a true livre
d’artiste according to the prototypes developed by Ambroise Vollard in the early
rwentieth century, these based, of course, on a rich previous tradition. Meidosems
is presented exquisitely in folio format. It features thirteen lithographs, two of
which are double size. The first lithograph is folded and serves as a cover, por-
traying the mysterious creatures whose tale will unfold. This cover lithograph is
viewed first hazily beneath a protective sheet of glassine. The other double-page
lithograph, also folded, is inserted at the climax of the story—roughly in the mid-
dle of the book. Eleven other single-page lithographs play a role integral to the
narrative techmque. The first introduces the story, appearing, after the title page,
just before the reader finds the initial segment in the sequence of poetic texts
about life in Meidosem land. The narrator’s report includes an introduction to
Meidosem individuals and families, and gives examples of their astounding capac-
ity for metamorphosis, succinctly defined somewhat later in the narrative: *From
mist to flesh, limitless these passages in Meidosem land.™ The narrative proceeds
with a description of increasingly frightful adventures up through the double-fold
lithograph. The poetic text then broadens to portray a variety of Meidosem
dwellings and group encounters.

Owerall, the account 1s suffused with humor and sympathy. The author/artist
often suggests as well a philosophical dimension. We observe, for instance, a lith-
ograph on the right-hand page with the following passage facing it on the left-

hand page: Figure 2. (opposite page) Page [75] of

Michaux, Meidosems (Paris, 1948).

Oh owl-dormitories whose life-breath never stills. They come here, weary By permission of the Houghton Library.

Meidosems, guided by the thread which leads from femininity to thievery; from
birth to deacy, from joy to clay; from air to nitrogen.
They have ended up here. That is all there is to say.*

Here Michaux relates a quick saga about life cycles, about pain and pleasure,
abourt a diversity of elements. The powerful image developed in the first sentence
suggests an archetypal Minerva figure.

From this point on, his narrator portrays further trials and tribulations, leading
his readers on to a happy ending, a scene of longed-for liberation. The last litho-
graph depicts the Meidosems flying skywards, “forging a path in the empyrean like

Exorcismes, p. §: “Dans les dessins, méme les plus calmes,
les plus idéographiques, on peut retrouver, semble-t-il,
les gestes de refus et de 'aragque magique, et sinon les
flammes, du moins le dur maintien de I"étre moman-
témenent galvanisé pour tenir en échec les puissances
environnantes du Monde hosaile,”

P. 61 from Meidosemns, a bilingual edition published in
Santa Cruz, Califorma, by Moving Parts Press, 1993,
The French rext reads: “D"une brume 3 une chair, infi-
nis les passages en pays meidosem.” For this bilingual
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edivion, the book design was done by Felicia Rice,
translacion, introduction and notes by Elizabeth R.
Jackson. Tt includes reproductons of the original litho-
graphs and an appendix of five experimental lithographs,
"Oh dontein-hiboux du souffie inérouffable. Is vien-
nent ici. Meidosems épuisés, conduits par le 6l que va
du féminin au larcin, de la naissance i b pournimre, de
la joie 4 la glaite, de I'air 3 "azote, / lls ont aboun ici. 1l
n'y a nen & ajouter.”"—From Meidosems (1993), 94.
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a shell=burst of future felicity.” In this book Michaux achieves a focus, an inten-
sity and a remarkable breadth of unified purpose. The copy of Meidosens in the
Houghton Library is an especially fine item.” It is number 20 in a series of twen-
tv copies pnnted on Arches. Signed by the author and the publisher, it includes
an additional full set of lithographs printed in vermillion, ocher, and green.

Contnuing with Michaux's career, we see that the postwar years were more
settled and particularly productive. He became a naruralized French citizen in
1955, At this time his attention was progressively more focused on painting,
somewhat less on writng. Interestingly, he began to develop an entirely new
form of book. Our fourth example s entitled Mowvernents (Pans: NEF Collection
“Le Peint du Jour™, 1952).7 From a proliferation of India ink drawings featuning
sequences of variegated suck figures, he creared a volume suggested by a former
publisher René Bertelé who had by then taken a posinon with Gallimard.
Impressed by the flood of pages (twelve hundred!) that Michaux had been cov-
ering with stick figure sequences, Bertelé encouraged him to use these as the basis
for an entire volume. 50, Michaux selected a suite containing three- to four-page
sequences of ideogram dramas and arranged them to provide the main focus of
attention for his reader/viewers, in fact setting them up as pancipal body of what
we normally term “rexe.”

Mouvements (figure 3) thus presents sisty-four sheets of India ink drawings, nine
pages of a poetic text in verse form, and a “Postface” in prose. The reader/view-
er initially follows the first half of the drawings sequence, comprising several suites
of stick-figure adventures. Then follows a faidy lengthy verse version, wherein the
poet elliptically names a variery of forms suggested by the ideograms. “Cacrus!
...roots of bartles shooting up over the plains™; “A man leaping™...; “A man for
operation lightning”....; "A feast of splotches, a full scale of movements, ...

In the short final essay, Michaux tells about Berrelé's suggestnons and general-
ly expounds on his new ideas for book design. This explanatory message was no
doubt placed at the end of the book so as to be unoberusive, Well done, for the
dominant impression conveyed by this book 5 an uninhibited exhibition of
ideogram activiry: this onginates on the book cover, entirely filling space, both
on the front and the back, boldly previewing the contents to follow. All this was
clearly a product of Michaux's new thinking about communication, In the
“Postface,” he talks of being newly liberated from constnetions of conventional

Figwer 3. foppoiiie pagel Page 3] of
Michawy, Mouvermens (Paris, rgal

fiy prreiziion of the Hosphion Library
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prsptor of Lo Poame Candinal, Boriclf haad poinged oul o
Michiux the inrereing popennial of lithographs for ths
sort ol bvee 'artiie, 3 wiggeesbsim Bt Machaiis slopted
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language, having found new potential in these ideograms or signs, as he abso calls
them. They provide, he says, another “sort of writing, unhoped for, comforting,
where we all will be able to express ourselves far away from words, from words,
from other people’s words.™

We can recognize that this book, an of6hoot of previous experiments, aims to
bridge the gap berween conventional image/text formats, Two “designs” by
Michaux both done in 1926, reflect this new concept. One s entitled
“Narration” and the other “Alphabet.” They are presented as pen and ink draw-
ings. Coincidentally, they reflect thematic currents that appear also in the art of
Paul Klee, whom Michaux had always admired.” We recognize more directly, a
resemblance between the stick-figure sequences in Mowurements and what he had
already talked about as his “ideogram™ style in Exordsmes. The stmking innova-
ton in Mouvements was to use two unbroken suites of stick=figure action, sepa-
rated in the middle by a poetic counterpant, semiotically bridging our idea of
image and text as separate types of expression. The resulting message 15 formally
different in comparison with conventional word-based texts, in prose or verse,
equally so in comparison with purely pictorial ar,

In yet another exploratory vein Michaux produced a number of books in the
fiftics and early sixties that combined image and text book designs for a different
purpose, These deal with his experiments on the effect of hallucinarory drugs on
creativity. They stem from his long-term interest in creativity and the brain
process. He had been a medical student, briefly, in Belgium. So his interest in the
effect of drugs on our mental states was shaped by a scientific as well as an artis-
tc point of view.

Michaux enlisted the participation of doctors from the Sandoz Pharmaceutical
Laboratories who were present during the sesions, invelving different drugs.
This ultimately led to a scientific report by the Sandoz eam on the wbject and
also a film, Images du monde visionmaire, made in 1964 with Eric Duvivier.

The Houghton Library includes two of Michaux's books on this subject. One
was written early in this period: Misérable miracle (Monaco: Editions du Rocher,
1956). The other, Fents et poussiéres (Paris: Karl Flinker, 1962), represents the last
of the series.”

Mizéralile Mirade (figure 4) features a main text describing immediate hallucina-
tory effects, in this case of mescaline. Michaux also included copious after-the-fact
notes, some in the margn and some at the bottom of the page. Irregularly, at
intervals, he inserted reproductions of forty-eight pencil drawings, The first draw-
ing shows an outine of something resembling a spinal column. Curiously, it also

Fipwse 4. Sappodite paped The il
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Mingnble mincle: s mewabn)
Almarn, igsbl Hy preosion of dy
Mgt Librdiy.
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Henn Michaux 39

suggests the effect of a seismographic transcription. Other similar drawings are
interspersed throughout the texts. Some include words, in varying degrees of
comprehensibility, often trailing off into simple interacting line notations. All are
drawn from the top of the page downwards. In one of his other drug related book
productions, Paix dans les brisements (Paris: Flinker, 1959), Michaux positioned his
drawings running from top to bottom uninterrupted, forming a single sequence,
on seven double pages. This book’s format was accommodated to allow this, 4 ['i-
talienne, turning the binding around so that the drawings are seen, and the text is
read, vertically.” If the full potential of this type of legibility were to be fulfilled,
it would be necessary to use a scroll form resembling those used in Onental art.

The nine drawings for Vents et poussiéres (figure §) were done originally in India
ink, with fine detail. Michaux tells us that he often executed his mescaline draw-
ings after the fact. He says in any case that his drug-induced visions, apprehend-
ed internally, were sometimes entirely red and sometimes multicolored. There
are many such drawings: some were done in black or red pencil, some drawn in
India ink, some executed with watercolor wash; some are described as paintings."
Their formats vary considerably.

After Michaux's actuve interest in drug experiments had run its course, he
turned his creative powers in other directions, many a continuation of varied life-
long pursuits. From the time of his early trips abroad, in particular, his first voy-
age to India, Nepal, China, Japan, and Malaysia in 1930-31, Michaux had nur-
tured a profound interest in Asian cultures and religions. Towards the end of his
life, many of his books reflect an eclectic mysticism. The last, chronologically, of
Michaux's books in the Houghton Library, published the vear of his death is a
case in point. Fille de la Montagne (Pans: Marchant Ducel, 1984)" is a short book,
beautifully presented. The poetic text, fancifully symbolic, relates the hife of a
mountain maiden. It emphasizes the contrast berween her existence and the one  Fipre 5. fopposite pagel Page [51] of
with which we, born within the Western tradition, are familiar. The four illus- :ETHLP ‘:;‘:ﬁ:if:ﬁ?:ﬁn;ﬁ:;
trations, circular forms, are tantric paintings from Rajasthan, delicately engen-  Library.
dered and exquisitely mounted.

The circle motif as a function of Oriental mysticism was particularly evocative
for Michaux. Retrospectively commenting on his artistic career, Michaux
deemed the mandala a universal symbol and evoked its magical quality as an art
form attaining a sense of the immutable: “Construction of Infinity. Failing that,
Constitution. Graphical representation of an entity, wholly metaphysical.” *

Fascinated with the potential of graphical representation, Michaux viewed the
terrain of his own inner space and eventually defined a spirituality that could be
transmitted within the three-dimensional confines and the solid material basis of

13 Mgy dans les brisesments measures 19 % 28 centimeters, It ' “Consoruction  dinfint, A son défaut, Constitution.
has 4o pages. It was ponted May 1950 by Baguenier Foésumé graphique d'wne sitwation d'ensemble, de la
Dé&sarmeaux n 1240 copies. A copy of this onginal edi- plis meaphysique.” This quotation amnd comments
tion 15 m the Widener Library, fram Michaux's book about the sources and develop-

'} There are many samples of Michaux's mescaline are ment of his artistic career are from Emergences SR ésurgences
reproduced n the aforementioned volume, Henn (Geneva; Skira, 1972, rpt. Flammanon, 1987), gb=101,

Michpx: Peintures.

% Fille de la monfague measures (9.5 X 06 centmeters. [t
WAk p-:nntl:'rj (4 M;}' |pH4 h}' Calles Cﬂu!ﬂ :i:|:| an edition
of 6o copies on Moulin de Larroque.
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a book. It is impontant to recognize that his use of drawings and paintings tran-
scends the framework of simple illustration, that his poetry should be considered
a very individual way of embodying conceprual shapes together with their move-
ments. One may thus envisage his idea as highly original; and, adding to his cre-
ations the esthetic dimension of a book, integrating art and poetry to introduce a
special communicative form, Henn Michaux's production of artivs’ books
appears a singular facet of twentieth-century creativiry.™

0 mote ' Mechans's modemry. generoicy, and weme of
a tram sparit. Cftom b would work in conjunanion with
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