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Abslraet-Hiuorically, Sl3tCl of inlllAiciuion-lite dreams and madnu5-are scen in Cilhu on<;: of 
IWO opposed ways. The inloxical~ nc .ilher "po5~elsed" or ~under the innuencc" of an ""'lernal 
ase",:,.. or rueJling hidden feelings or truths (in ~j"o ,'uiUlJ). Alons the i3mc lines, artim who 
worked (luring LSD, muc;l.lir> OT psilocybin inloxic3lion orLen rerel to {eclings of either b~jng 

"possessed" or"liberalcd," 0 diffclYnce !hal can be upl.ined p;lftly by their expca~lion5 and panly 
by IheirevalualioM. which bolh lend 10 conform/a the cul1uuldicholomy ill inlC.}'.-elin&'bc irrational. 
Bolh interpretalion5, howe~u. tend 10 obscure not only the olher, but abo-it h posited-lhe 
pnadolical nalurcoflhc dlllgCJpcrit.nct. ilsclr. An~lysis of ~ protocol sho"," .h1t inlolic~lion might 
CQmpri,e feelings or "po~~llion" ,I' well as -liberalion" almo~1 Jim<t!laneou,ly.•ml mediumistic 
and some psychedelic an show5 slylistic lraiu Ih'l can be sec" II.S Ihc visual clpreuions of bOlh 
Ihesc fcclings. Ii ,ccmi Ih~llhe "dt.moniacal~~nd "psychedelic" thode corne togelher in elperic:nlial 
reality. only [0 be divided in Ihe eu!lural sphere:. 

KtY\lar<!s---.;ullural hislory, crealh,ly, dillS np::rimenll. pOiseisiO" mlCJ. piychedelic 1m 

From the perspective of the historian of culture. drug distinction can be traced from Virgil (Aeneid VI: 893-99) 
experiences don't seem to differ much from olher irratio­ Jo'Rabelais (Panlagruel XIII), and from lhe Bible (Num· 
nal experiences such as dreams or madness. As a rule. they bers XU: 6 and Ecclesiastes XXXIV: 1-8) to Gerard de 
are inlerpreted in either one of two diametrically opposed Nerval (Aurelia I: I) and William Burroughs (199S: 2), and 
ways. Homer (Odyssey XIX: S62·69), for example. spoke almost everywhere in popular lore. 
of two kinds of dreams: those that come 10 man Ihrough a The same holds lrue for madness. At some times weird 
gate of polished hom reveal prophetic truths. While those pronouncements of eccentric people are thought to reveal 
thal reach us through a gate of sawn ivory deceive uS with prophelic truths. Special inlerprele~ ore summoned to un­
nonsense. 'Since Homer's days. more or less Ihe same ravel them. so that those in power elln use them as a basis 

for future policies. AI other limes equally puzzling ulIer· 
..Art hisloli~n and Ph.D, ClI.ndid:lIe. Vrijc Universiteit, Amslcrd~m, 

The Netherlands. ances are thought of as mere gibberish. wilh those who 
PluJe addrefJ all cOlTupondencc and repllnt req\le'U 10 Jo' len uttered them being ridiculed, placed under medical care 

Bcrge. Vrlje Unjvcriileil, Faculteit der telleren, Vakgroep andlor removed from society as clinically insane. At some KunslgcKhicdc:niJ, De Boelelaan IIOj. Nt· 1081 HV Amslerd:l/l\, The
 
Nelherbnds. times they are holy men inspired wilh divine visions, at'
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Olher times sild or dangerous cases of demonic possession 
or pathology, even when the subjeccs' outward demeanor is 
alcogelher not lhaldifferent. This distinction also goes bllCk 
tllieast 10 the lime of riala (PoJ1er 1993; Foucaull 1989). 

The situation wilh drugs is also similar. It is well known 
Ihal 3.1coho! often makes us say things we wouldn't say in 
other circumstances. In such C.:lses. our audience orten 
judges us to pronounce nonsense. We don', know what we're 
saying, it is argued, because we are-rephrasing the old 
notion of demonic possession-"under the influence" and 
elmnol be held responsible for our uuerings since it is "the 
alcohol thill speaks," But again. at other limes. simil:u 
lliterings are taken very seriously indeed. Then, on the ba­
sis of the ill VitlO vtriloJ principle, the :I!cohol is supposed 
to disinhibit us, making us more honest, spontaneous and 
courageous in expressing feelings we would have kept 10 

ourselves otherwise, Drunks, tIS popular wisdom has it, 
speak the truth. And Ihis difference in inlerpretation <lIsa 
seems 10 be an historical constant. 

CULTURAL RELATIVISM 

Il doesn't seem very likely that science will one day 
prove one or the other interpretation true, or show that there 
are indeed two kinds of dreams, madness and intoxication, 
Cultural historians will point oul thai what we nre dealing 
with here is nothing more than an ollemating difference in 
cultural nppraisal. "Every age of human thoughl," Albert 
Beguin (1991: ill.) Slated in his study of the function of 
dreams in Romantic literature, "could be defined, in n suf­
fieiently profound way, by the rappons it erects belween 
Ihe dream and waking life"; the lerm "dream" in this con· 
lek! embracing all kinds orirrationi11 experience, from reverie 
to ecstasy and from Dpparent madness to imoxic:ltlon. 

As a rule, different cultures-nnd different periods 
Within one culture---can be quite ellSily divided along the 
lines of oneirophiles and oneirophobes, dream-lovers and 
dream-haters. The eighteenth century, the age of Enlight­
enment, for example, considered any interest in dreams to 
be Do gateway co superstition, suspect prophecies and dan­
gerous mysticism. The Romantics of the early nineteenth 
century, on the other hand, formed a generation for which 
all kinds of unconscious states and nalural or provoked ec­
stasies acquired the status of, quoting Bl!guin (1991: xiii) 
again, profound "revelations of reality and of fragments of 
the only authentic knowledge." Apparently, the two posi. 
tions keep on shirting throughout history, in ever changing 
phrases. 

The opproach of the cultural hislorian however,though 
very illuminating, is ultimately not very satisfying. Its mes­
sage is Ihat of relativism, In (he end, il is argued, our views 
on dreams, madness and drug experiences are culturally 
conditioned, and that fact supposedly signals the end of the 
discussiOn. A closer look at the nature of such experiences 
lhemselves is not deemed necessary. TIley remain irrational, 

and cherefore unfathomable. Still (or so I hope 10 show) 
states of intoxication .:lre not only interpreted paradoxically 
as either revealing or deceiving, but can be chemselves quile 
paradoxical 100. And we don't have 10 ehoose lhe side or 
either believers ordisbelievers to eome to that conelusion. 

As an an historian I .:lID studying the history of drug 
use in nineleemh and twentieth century Western art. For 
the larger framework of this study, I 100 have adopted the 
culturnl historian's lIpprOllch, noting, for example, that it 
is moslly those anists who can be called, in a wide sense, 
"romantic" who are tempted 10 use drugs, expeeting lhese 
substances to raise creativicy, inspiration or at least aes­
thetic sensibilil)' to levels thnf would be much harder to 
reach under normal condilions. But within this framework, 
I also focus on the experiences of the anists themselves, 
or at least on whnt they have said about it. It soon becomes 
obvious that we're dealing here with n phenomenon thai is 
more inheremly paradoxical than the history ofits appraisal 
suggests. Generally speaking, wecan divide the anists who 
worked during intoxication into two groups, correspond­
ing quile neatly with the above skelched division in those 
who claim to find truth in irrational stales, and those who 
claim to find only nonsense and deform.:ltioo. 

DRUG STATES OF POSSESSION 

Magical Palnllng 
Beforc illustrating lhese two extremes of the spectrum, 

it should once more be noted thallhis division is largely 
dependem on the Zeitgeist or cultural "set" of a given so­
ciety, Until the lale 1950's, drugs like mesealin and LSo 
were referred to llS "hallucinogenic", "psychotogenic" or 
"psychotomimecic," that is, as inducing or mimieking psy~ 

ehopathological phenomena, This conception orthe effects 
of drugs can be seen as an upd.\lled version of (he archaic 
notion of disease as demonic possession, with the drug 
transforming the user from a conscientious Dr. Jekyll into 
a demonically driven Mr. Hyde, to use the image Raben 
Louis Stevenson created in his 1885 novel (Figure I). In· 
deed. many users of drugs like LSD have spoken of their 
experiences in terms ofdemons and possession, even Albert 

/ Hofmann, the chemist who synthesized LSD and, in 1943, 
was the first to experience its effects, slaled: "A demon 
had entered me and taken possession of my body, my senses 
and my soul" (Hofmann 1979: 32). 

Not surprisingly, the results of experimenls in which 
anists ti1ke drugs depend rather he.avily on the views of 
those conducling Ihem. In 1940, for eXilmple, the London­
based psychiatrisls Waltcr Maclay and Erich Guttmann 
asked several anisls co work under the innuence of Ihe 
hallucinogenic drug mescalin. In the drawings of one of 
them, they found a prevaleO,ce of wavy lines that were "en­
tirely foreign to the artisl's ordini1ry style but were marked 
in his sketche.s made during the inloxication, so that there 
can be little doubt about their causalion by the drug" 
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In 1954 the German new~paper (t!.lick deK:ribed an experiment ~I the P~ychill[ric Clinie of Ihe Uniyersily of Vienna, 
in ""'hicr. Il'''brave'' llfl;Sl let LSD "plunge" him inlo DSlaie of "anifidal madness", 

(McClay & Guttmann 1941: 136). Apparently then-and 
in line with the idea of demoninc posseuion-lhey thollght 
that the drug had somehow "taken over," steering the anisl's 
hand against his will. 

Some thiny years later (skipping (\ few examples) the 
German psychologist and gallery owner Richard Hanmann 
invited some fifty artists to the Max Planck Institute for 
Psychiatry in Munich to lake LSD and go to work. He re­
corded many statements like "My hand moves ai" if it 
belongs to somebody else" and "What interests me most is 
that someone is drawing, and that ii's nol me," To Hartmann 
such statements indicated a "process of fusion" in which 
the subject gradually lost his distance with respect to his 

Journal of PSyd'fXlC/ive Drulls 

actions (Hartmann 1974: 15,48-52). He distinguished three
 
h:vels of intensity in this process.
 

Al the first level disorientation and disturbances in
 
concentration force the anist to an "associative painting
 
from point to point." Every new line or color evokes new
 
images and makes the artist lose sight of his original con­

cept. He typically becomes obsessed with drawing details
 
that often fester on inlenninably. As one artist (Heimrad
 
Prem) stated: "You can work for hours on a detail. You live
 
completely in that little corner where you are busy. You are
 
absorbed by it. You don't think about the complete work"
 
(Hartmann 1974: 223). His drawings show this very clearly.
 
While drawing a girl, he lost sight of the proportions of the
 

'<1 Volume 34 (3), July - Seplemhoer 20C12 

~~-~~~ ~-~-~---~----

Supplied by The British Library - "The world's knowledge" 



i 

FIGURE 2 
Heimrad Prem, Untitled" 
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"HaTtffiiulfl-Dokumcnte, \%8-1970, red and blue felHipped pen on p'Jper, .s I x 73 em, Gr.:iphiscile 
Sllmm]ung A.lbertina, ViennM. ___J ,
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body and drew first the front leg, then the boot much too 
lnrge. After this he shifted lilling in the space within the 
leg's ()ullines with ornamenlal doodles which he found so 
f~!;ClD:l:ing thal he next blew up pan of the leg only !O in­
dulge in more doodling (Figure 2). 

,0\1 the second, more inlense le .... el of "rL.l~ion". artislS 
felt {heir h,mo being driven by some kind of externill force, 
:J phen,)me;lOn Hartmann observed with BO% of his sub· 
jects and called "magical painting." As a rule, the ;lrti~t 

experiences lhis as a lucid spectator being surprised at what 
his hands arc crcating. "It is as if somebody lead~ my hand," 
was a lypical commenl, "My hands are cr~aliny a Cadillac 
... that's funny ... 1 didn't e"en kno ..... what a C:;,dillac 
looks like." At the thin! and most intense-but only rarely 
renched-le\el, no comments were made anymorc. Hav· 
ing lost lItl reneclion, the iJrtist becomes completely 
absorbed by whal he is doing. This Hartmllnn called 

,.
"mimetical painting," indicating a kind of <lulomalic lrans­

'''j
, 

ference of the mind's willem onto paper, as if the :lnisl 
::. ;"litem]]y had become <J medlUm between a mind gone all­ ,- 'jIOnomOllS and the paper (len Berge 1999a: 266-69; 

_','i
Harlmann 1974: 24-25, 50-53). ,;; 

Mediumistic Doodling 
The comp:lrison with mediumistic an-drawings and 

[Jninlings made by people who, whether or not in the guise 
of aspiritist contact with another universe, work in a trance­
like slate-is quite appropriate here. As described by the 
English art historian Roger C<lrdinal (l989!l990: 31), 
mediumistic an typically presents networks and aggrega­
lions of simple repearing shnpes, resulting in den.~ely 

patterned textures, which sometimes have a lla! and deco­
r-ative effect, and sometimes suggest unf,u1;omable depths 
from which faces or figures not infrequently loom. In 
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 FIGliRE3
 
!'vIarc Lamy, Untitled·
 

L -1997, Indi~n ink on p~per, 63 A 50 em, Dr. Gul;;l.:lin. Ghem (ColJ<:cLiun Museum De Stildshof). ~ 
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intensified versions of the kind of associative drawings that 
many people produce in the margins of llotebook~ or lele­
phone directories when their conscious minds are otherwise 
engaged. 

Such doo:lles are gen::rally chD[J.cte~zed by a pecu­
liar rhythmie quality which seems to derive from the 
mechanics of the hand or fingers, and which may develop 
in two more or less opposite ways: geometrically, into a 
highly ordered zlnd often symmetrical mosaic. or organ;­
ca.lly. like a climbing plant proliferating over the surfa.ce of 
!he paper. Mos.t mediumisdc art. however. unites these two 

JOlJ.f"N1/ ojPS."IC"O=liw D"'Jls 

ing to Cardinal (1989/1990: 31) they may represent: "I he
 
two creative c:\tremes which Mediumistic An typicllJly rec­
onciles, for in the work of a majority of wese artists. we
 
find the two modes merging. geometric shapes intersect­
ing with organic ones. as if lhe pedantic one-by-one
 
accumulation of straight-edged mosaic units had provoked
 
an irrepressible coumer-impulse towards free-Oowing. prof­
ligate. unpredictable lines."
 

Or conversely, iT is as if a prolonged frivolous. play of
 
lines somewhere rellches a point where it demands to be
 
disciplined by order, regularity and symmetry. In the case
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FIGURE 4
 
Jan Kervezee, DejQ Vu"
 

'" 1974, gouoche, ink 3ml vllrnhh on ca.rdboard, 61.2 A 41.1 em, privllte collection, Amsterdam. 

of the French mediumistic mist Marc Lamy, for example. the 
result is a kind of elastic, Wldulating space with. in places, 
more dense and rigid decoralive pattem-i suggesting faces 
or Gothic struetures offering glimpses into infinite universes 
(llle\loz 1997; ten Berge 1999b: 82-87; see Figure 3). 

As wns alre<ldy obvious from HartmMln'5 experiment, 
drug users who Lake up a pen or pencil often start dcx-.dling. 
And. not surprisingly, the something lik.e eight hour-dura­
tion of an LSD trip makes for many "mega-doodles." An 
example is lile painting entilled Deja VII by the Amsterdam 
artist Jan Kervezee, who took LSD almost daily before go­
ing 10 work for some fourteen years (Fig:JTe 4). Kervezee 
would stan with a few lines or deeorative forms and then 
Ie! the composition develop itself, just like doodling (as he 
noted himself). In this case, compu15ive repetition and 
an:umulation clearly predominated, though the counter­
impl.i.l~ of Jeuing forms grow of their own accord thwarted 
the symmetl)' in several places. 

Cardinal (I98~) saw the complemelllary impulses of 
mediumistic an ns analogous to the nature of the 
mediumistic trance itself, characterized as it i~ both by 

Journal 1;>/ P,~Jt.or.clivt Vrwgs ,>' 

mechanical aUlomul.isms and ecsUltic raptures. Mediumistic 
drawing, he said, is not really <In exclusively aulomatic or 
instinctive process (not the very opposite of consciously 
comrolled drawing, as is often believed) but rather a more 
or less harmonious blend of structllring and delirious ten­
dencie.~ (Cardinal 1989/1990: 31). The same can be said 
for much art that is made during drug intoxication, At best 
they show an harmonious blend of symmetry and chaos, 
of cool aus!~rity and impassiond freedom, of fixed struc­
tLlJ"es ~nd fluid arabesques, though quite often the balance 
can be seen shifting to on~ or the other extreme. With 
Kel'\'ezee's Deja Yu illustrating more of the structuring ten­
dency. we now tum to the other, more "deliriolls" extrem~ 

where artists don't talk. of being mediums for some exter­
r.al agency, but, on the contnlTY. of feeling liberated and 
free from 311 constraints. 

DRUG STATES AS LIBERATION 

Again. a change in the Zeitgeist stimulated a more gen­
eral shift towards Ihe other end of the spectrum. From the 
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Anonymouj, Untitled'"
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*Two dra .....ings of ~ fndian deer kachin:l, the rlf~t ?~j:lled before, the second u1ter ingestion of LSD, between 1~54 
nnd 1962, p~bli\t.~d by Oscar l11nIger. 

-c-:----:------ ­
middle or l~!e 19505 on, 11 new generation flb4ndoned the 
psychi"rric approach \0 drugs like LSD. Instead [he newly 
eoined adjective "p5ychede1ie" was adopted, describing the 
s.:J.me drugs but implying OJ very different-though not &[ 

all new-view of their effects. In essence, the psychedelic 
model was an upd.1ted version of the old in;ino ',eritas 
lore, just like tlle earlier psychiatric view can be ~ecn as a 
modernizalioll of the idea of demoniac p<\Ssession. Instead 
of changing the user into somethir.g other than himself. 
drugs like LSD were now thoughllo re..eal a "true" inner 
self !hal supposedly Jay buried behind a lifetime of soeial 
and psychological programming: LSD became [he "a~id" 

to burn this palintl off. 
Not surprisingly, this alternate picture of the operation 

of drugs proved to be much more attractive, especially 
among artists. And me results of experiments changed ac­
cordingly. In 1954, for example, the Beverly Hills 
psychiatrist Oscar Janiger observed how a painter on LSD 
saw his work become a mixture of "cubism, faUVism and 
abstract expressionism," exclaiming this to be equivalent 
to four years of art school. Janiger decided thereupon to 
start an art project in which he had dozens of volunteers 
copy an Indian Kachina doll before and after taking LSD. 
Stylistic analysis showed that the work done during intoxi­
cation almost invariably tended away from figuration and 
towardi more expressioni~1 and abstrBCl' ways of expression 

Jw"""o_f_P_""_""'_O_"_D_~_'_' 

(Janiger & Dobkin de Rios 1989: 132-33; see Figur<: 5). 
Here, in~tead of an aecumulation of structural elements, 

we find almOSl "delirious," free·nowing, prof]jgate e"r1o­
sions of form and color. And unlike Hanmunn's subjects 
(who felt that drug use distorted their arlistie skills), the 
llrtists participating ir. Janigcr's project seemed ql!ite happy i 
w:th the resull~. They oflen judged [heir LSD-wark "more I 
interesling or even aesthetically superior 10 [heir usual mode 1 
of expression." and a follow-up questionn:lire showed that
 
afterwards many thought Ihe experience had produced "a
 
desirable lasting chllnge" in their work (Janiger & Dobkin
 1,de Rios 1989: 133). 

Comptlr4ble results were obtained by yet ano!her ltlrge­
scale research project, eonducted from 1959 to 1962 by 
the Parisian neuropsyehiatrist Robert Volmat and his assis­
tant Rene Robert. They asked 29lJrtisls to take psilocybin, 
a derivative of the so-called "magic mushrooms," lind go 
to work. Typically, Volmat and Robert observed that after 
20 to 30 minutes the artists would find themselves "per­
plexed·' wilo the impossibility of using their normal 
techniques and materials. They seemed to have lost all their 
experience with colors, drawing and spatial composition, 
and when an artist clung to hisoJd notions of what (his) art 
should be like, the result would be a mess, that is, a techni­
cally inferior venion of his usual work (Yo!mat & Robert 
1961: 21). j 

"_' V_.O_'"--"'"'---J 
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FIGURE 6
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Pierre-Xavier Lantte, Untitled· 

I
 

+Indian ink and p1l11el on paper. made during a psilocybin·~es~ion, j 959-1 %0. p\lblished in Volmal & Robefl. (1960). 

SET AND ShTfING 

Volume 3J (3). July - Sel'!<:miler 2002 

The differences between the conclusions reached by 
Hartmann on the one hand, and Volmal and Raben on the 
mher, can be attributed to several faclors. The choice and 
dosage of a drug (Hartmann used LSD, Volmat and Robert 
psilocybin) detennine to some e.uenl its "manageabilily." 
The circumstances or "setling" in which the drug is taken 
is also instrumental: Hartmann subjected his artists to the 
white rooms of a psychiatric institute and had several of 
them filmed for television, creating an environment that 
was hardly fit for the purpose, according to one crilic (Bader 

non~ense, Volmat and Raben and their subjects believed 
Ihe drag effected disinhibition and the disclosure ofsome­
thin.!! true and basic and of great personal and arti~tic value. 
In fact, several particIpants were later observed lrying to 
draw or paint "as if under drugs," and their work often 
showed a lasting change of character. as if the experiment 
had triggered a new period in their artistic career (Roben 
1962: 88-89). 
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But when the anist didn't cling to his old ideals and 
accepted the new circumstances in which he had to work. 
all would be well. An inevitable "discovery of speed" would 
lake place, with the artists wOiking much faster than usual, 
sometimes leaving their brushes behind to work directly 
with their hands or ev~n throwing their paint (FIgure 6). 
Statements like "I feel liberated" and "1 always wanted to 
paint like this, but never dared," made Volmat and Robert 
conclude that "from the impossibilities new possibilities 
might arise that are welcomed by the paiDler as 'a libera­
tion' and in which he claims and believes to recognize his 
true 'nature'" (Volmat & Robert 1961: 21), Because the 
ability 10 look ahead or plan into the furure was lost, the} 
considered the work an "instantaneous inscription" of the 
pain[er's experience, and spoke of "fenile moments" in 
whieh barriers and inhibitions were lifted, enabling the art­
ist to discover his "elementary e;llpressive faculties" (Volmut 
& Roben 1961: 21-23), 

Apparently Ihe~e artisls, like those in Janiger's project 
bur unlike those in Hanmann's, subscribed to the psyche~ 

delic model. Whereas others. only saw deform~tion or sheer 
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1973: 168). Volmat and Robert, in contrast, went to the 
artisls' studio and limited their interference to making pho­
tos every now and Ihen of the work in progress. 

Most decisive, however, was the difference in "set" 
between the German and the French groups of artists, that 
is, the whole of pel'1onality characteristics, cullural beliefs 
and expeclancies they broughllo the experiment. The gen­
erallack of positive n:sulls with the Gennans can be largely 
auributed to a defensive and unwilling set on the pan of 
the artists. One factor was Ihal Hartmann offered them a 
"model psychosis," and even though he assured them that 
he as a psychologist was nOI at all interested in the artistic 
quality of the results but only in functional changes and 
"auto-symbolically" revealing pictures, Ihis can hardly have 
made the experiment more aHt<lctivc. Another was that he 
was a prominent gallery owner wham it was hard 10 refuse. 

But most crucial with respect to the sel was the fact 
thai all of Hartmann's subjects were established artists who 
had worked for many years to find and develop their own 
personal Style of which they were rightfully proud and pro­
tective. (It should be noted thai stylislic pluralism at the 
timc was not as common as in our po5tmooem limes and still 
indicated either a lack of individuality or markel-oriented 
opportunism.) Nol surprisingly, when approached for an 
experiment in which a drug was expected to drastically al· 
ter their style, they were anxious about their artistic 
credibililY and decided, consciously or not, to resist the 
drug's effeels. In faCI, as Hartmann laler acknowledged, 
many participants had started the experiment with a strong 
conviction that they needed show themselves immune in 
order 10 prove 10 others as well as 10 themselves Ihe au­
thenticity of thcir calling (Bader J973: 167). The idea was 
that those painters who were least affected by the drug had 
to be, ipso facto, the greatest. (In II paradoxical way then, 
Hartmann's subjects can also be said to have subscribed to 
the psychedelic model, bUI in contrast to the French they 
felt threatencd by Ihis, suspecli ng their artistic integrity to 
be called into question by some kind of truth serum or lie 
detector-instead of hoping for libcration, they feared ex­
posure.) In erfect, these artists were promised an artistic 
breakdown, and the resulls mirrored this expectalion. 

The French artists, on the other hand. may have been 
cxpecling more of an artistic breakthrough. Volmat and 
Robert found their volunteers among friends and in par­
ticular Parisian circles 10 which former subjects introduced 
them. Possibly, this made for an atmosphere of intimacy in 
which the enthusiasm of both researchel'1 and colleagues 
produced a relatively optimistic sel. Possibly it also made 
for a particular selection of ~lrtisls wilh more or less the 
same artistic concerns. Hartmann's subjects were mostly 
preoccupied with either fantastic realism or disciplined ab­
straction, both demanding technical skills that drugs will 
only disturb. The French, in line with French pOSI·war aes­
thelics. may have put more value on spontaneity of 
expression. an ambition which "blends" much bener with 

intoxication. Finally, Volmat and Raben's subjects were 
professionally far less established than their German coun­
terparts and lherefore may have been more open to 
experimentation Olnd less anxious about having their style 
changed or their artistic credibility questioned. 

PROTOCOLS 

We might conclude from the above that whether a drug 
experience willium OUI 10 be "demoniac" or "liberating" 
is largely dependenl on the user's expectations. This is cer­
tainly true, but we should not ollerlook the faclthat we are 
generally relying for our information on retrospective ac· 
counts that are rarely neulral protocols (Le., notes made 
during the cxperiments themselves). Like prior expecla~ 

lions, evalualions also tend 10 conform to eilher side of the 
cultural dichotomy that categorizes such experiences as 
either misleading and deforming or liberating and revetll­
ing. Those artists among Volmat and Robert's subjects who 
had nat felt "Iiberaled," for example, argued later on that 
they were exempt from responsibility since they had been 
"under the influence" of a drug (Robert 1962: 8~), a defen­

-sive strategy that teslifies to the strength of thc need 10 

choose either one inlerpretation or the other. 
Evaluations of drug cxperiences, like all accounts of 

irrational expcricnccs. tcnd to be censored and adjusted, 
stressing some aspects at the expense of others in order to 
present a more clear-cut picture. This holds true for first­
hand accounts as well as for researchers' evaluations. 
Volmat and Roberl, far example, though slressing 
psilocybin's liberating propertics, also thought it had to be 
held responsible for some oftcn recurring characteristics 
of"psiJocybinic" art such as elongated brush strokes, rep­
etition, and the use of parallel lines (Volmat & Robert 1961: 
20}-trails that, because of their recurrence, suggest more 
of the drug's "demoniac" power to steer the artist's hand, 
Hartmann (1974: 83 & 1~9), on the other hand, though 
stressing ~he mediumistic aspcct, also had to aCknowledge 
that several of his subjects later claimed Ihm Ihe experi­
ence had had a liberating and positive effeci on their work. 
Apparently both researehers stressed those phenomena that 
supported Iheir respeelive conclusions, while downplaying 
olhers. 

The effect of such censoring procedures is that we are 
left again with those two seemingly incompmible interpre­
tations of the effects ofdrugs, which obscure nol only each 
other, bUI also the esscnlially paradoxical nature of drug 
experiences themselves. When the original protocols of 
experimenls with intoxicated artists are available, it be­
comes much easier to separate colored evaluations from 
what really happened. And in such cases, it is not uncom­
mon to find references to both feelings of being possessed 
and being liberated, side by side, in one and the same pro­
toCol of one and the same experiment with one and the 
same artist. 
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FIGURE 7 
Laszlo MAt~n, llntitled'" 

: "+,__2 ~k.·' 

'"Nine portroits {rom:l series of ro~rleen, mzde before (0), d~ring (b-h) ~nd dler (i) an LSD~~ession, 1951, charcoal 
on paper (e;.;crpl f: tempora on cardbo>trd), dimensions and location unknollin. _____________---.J 

One such protocol was published in 1954, discussing 
lin experiment thai LOok place three years previously in 
Basle, Switzerland. In order to establish the exact patho­
logical nature of both LSD llnd mescalin intoxication, lhe 
physil;ian and llIIlateur painter Uszl6 Mater; would take 
one of these drugs and then draw, before (Figure 7a), after 

'" 

and every hour during: intoxication and as realistically as 
he possibly could, a series of portraits of a present super­
visor. This, he believed, would provide him with 
"objettive" visual protocols for each drug to be diagnosed 
later Oll. (At the lime it was still widely beheved among 
psychiatrists thal the style of a drawing or painling 
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lseeeAbrems, l;ntitled· 
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L .j~67, Indian ink on paper, 4[}.5;1( 49.5 .::m. published in Masters & HOllslon (1968). 

---­
betrayed the ment<ll Slate of its author: see ler. Berge 2001: 
78-3J, for a critique of this notion.) Arp~rently Mtileti ex­
pected the Iwo drugs, as a kind of demons, to show their 
ugly heads in his drawings, 

But contrary 10 his evaluation of the experiment, in 
which he stressed the pathological n<lture orhi~ experiences, 
both the wriuen <Ind the visual protocols show thai Materi's 
elp~rience comprised both feelings of "possession" and 
"liberation." One and a half 10 three hoars after ingesting 
LSD, the protocol reads: "I see the ohjecl correctly. bull 
draw it incorrectly. 'My hands don't follow me... 11 makes 
me furious that r eannot really keep my mind on my work, 
... My hand must follow those wavy lines. Except for the 
play of colors and Ihe plasticity,l see my model in the cor­
reCI proportions and outlines, but my hand is being dr~gged 

along by the dynamics of some 'system of coordinale~' ... I 
draw the lines lIS the)· are given to me" (M:l.tefi 1952; 148· 
54). 

Up to this point, Mat~Jl's Clperience corresponds with 
the idea of being pos'sessed by an outside force. At one 
time he literally spoke of an "intruder" that he had to force 
back. His loss of control can be clearly observed in the 
visual protocol as well, in the need !O use auxiliary lines 
(Figure 7b), in the dislocafion of the ear and legs of the 
glasses (Figure 7c), ;n his failure to keep his drawing within 

'" 

the formal of his p:J.per (Figure 7c-e). and in Ihe increJsing 
sp~ed of execution and growing l<lck of mOlor control (Fig­
ure 7d·e). 

Then, quite suddenly, Mritl!fl decided to gIve up hi5 
altempts al a realisLic pOrtrait. Forfeiling the aim of the e.;:' 
perimellt, h~ decided !O "let himself go," threw away his 
charconl, picked up a piece of cardboard a!ld some tem­
pera paint and created, very quickly, a dr<iwi'lg in which 
all the features of his model seem [0 be 10s1 in one explo­
sive configuration (Figure 7f). He felt euphoric, thOllgh( 
he might create 3 fantastic work if only he could pnint bet­
ter technicnlly at the moment, and found ellery piece of 
paper too sm<lll for his liking. When asked ifhis drawings 
meant anything to him. he answered: "Yes, when I let go, 
very much, because it is the expression of my feelings­
they aren't visions, but feelings," (M~tefl 1952: 157) 

Still, almos( at the same moment, he also Slated thaI 
l1e drew lines "as they are given to me:' Here, allhe peak 
of an LSD intoxication, we lind the two seemingly incom­
patible phenomena of possession and liberation combined. 
MaU!:/i felt possessed, as ifan intruder was sleering his hand, 
and fell free 10 express his feelings, as if cathanieally lib­
eTllled from 311 constrnims. He felt that he \II~S being led 
D.;ld being free almost simultaneously. Here, then, we en­
counter the parado;l( at 11:s mOSl parado;l(ical. Only one 
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FIGURE 9 
Isaac Abrams, Space Ship· 

·196K.lndian Ink on paper, 35 x 56 ~m. published in & Icatlet on o~~asion of the elthibition PsycheJelic Arl b} Galerle 
Bischofberger. ZUrich IlJ6S, 

'conc1usJOn seems to fit: we are aeallng WIt a anus- ace 
psychologica.l phenomenon that becomes divided in two 
only in the cultural ~phere. 

We might almosl feel regret for the fact that Malin let 
himself be disciplined for the sake of the experiment, at­
tempting to make realistic portraits again instead of pursuing 
whatever it was that inspired him. Gradually the force that 
led his hand so energetically si.1bsided, giving way to slower 
and more quiet, rhythmical waves and a tendency to give 
f"\'ery movement a mirror-like, balancing counteTJXlrt (Fig­
ure 7g). His brush stokes became shoner and shorter and 
started to rf"semble straight or curly. repetitio\ls hatchings 
(Figure 7h). The last portrait (Figure 70 was done after all 
lhe effects of LSD had si.1bsided Bnd he felt very tire<.!. 

PSYCHEDELIC ART 

The protocol ofMatefi's experience illustrates that feel­
ings of possession and liberation do not automatically 
exclude each other. Preceeded by a phase In which we see 
mostly deformali.on, and followed by a phase that tends to­
wards doodling, it seerrul that at the peak of intoxication 
demon and muse fused inloone and the same experience of 
"inspiration." It is hard to say whelher the two really were 
identical or merely alternated, shifting in cmphasis. Though 
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I wouldn't want to rule out the po6sibilily of them occurring 
simultaneously, other e:wnples of art made during LSD trips 
seem to indic;.ate that a more or less rluent alternation is al 
least more common, just as mediumistic artists seem to alter­
nale between "pedantic accumulafion" and pronigate 
"explosions" offonn, in the wards of Cardinal (1989/1990). 

Several good eumples of this alterm..tion in working 
method can be found in Psychedelic An, the only mono­
graph on the subject to date, published by the psychologisLS 
Robert Masters and Jean Houston (1968). III this boo\.:, the 
New York artist Isaac Abrams. for example, was presented 
0;£ one of the major representatives of this somewhat ig­
noroo movement in art, Abrams, a salesm~n in daily life, 
became an artist in 1965 during his fusl experience with 
LSD when he started drawing for the first time in his life. 
When the drug's effects wore off, he I.:ept on drawing, in 
time becoming a professional artist. 

"As 1 worked," Abrams told Sunley Krippner about 
his {jrst drawiug scssion, "I experienced a process of self­
realization concerning the drawing," a statement clearly 
indicative of the psychedelic model, When describing hIS 
working method. however, one easily recognizes feelings 
of the mediumistic posture too: "I have found that I caG 
flow through my pen and brush; everything rdo becomes 
part of myself-an exchange of energy. The canv3.S 
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FIGURE 10
 
Isaac i\braffis. CDsmic Orchid·
 

I 
'"1967, oil O::J\:Bnvas, 188;l 1,'i3 em, publi~/led in Masters & Houston (1968). Jl ---- ­

becomes part of my brain. With the psychedelics, you learn 
to think outside of your head" (Krippner 1968: 177-78), 

For Abrams, as for many other p9ychedelic and 
mMiLJmis~ic artists, what appeared on the paper or cam'::l~ 

cBme as a surprise. He staled that thOUght'> and images ma­
terialized on the canvas, paimed by a brush that he 
experienced 35 a natural, inseparable extension of his hand. 
He described the creative process 00 the one hand as an 
expression of his innennost feeling.s, and on the orher as if 
it merely happened to him. 

Abrams' art also illustrates the combination of the two 
extremes described above, outgoIng fluidity Ilnd mechanic 
doodling. AnalyzinB his work, it seems his working method 
consisted of IWO phases, slarting with those bold, An 
Nouveau-like jines, put on the paper by comparatively wide 

JO!.lmal o!Ps'IdlO(lclive Df1I8~ 

movements of the ann or hand. With this he created a sp3ce 
with many emply areas divided by thin lines. In d:e ne};t 
phase, he moved much closer to the paper and addeo halch· 
ings, decorali\:e patterns and doodles resulting nOt so much 
from movements of the arm or hand bu.l from the fingers, 
creating (like Lamy and Kervczec) sometimes flat, de:;:o­
rative patterns and sometimes three-dimensional spaces 
with figurative forms (Figure 8). 

In Ihis way, combining or fusing both centrifugal and 
centripetal tendencies, Abrams created impressions of <l 

dynamic world teeming with life where. in contrast to 
Kervezee, the balance has shifted towards the morc fluid 
or "de1iriou~" side of the spectrum. Within a few years, he 
developed a very individual style that, at the same time, 
came to be regarded as typically "psychcdelic." Whereas 
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the early drawings are still dominated by the e"pansive 
impulse and remained somewhat sketchy, with just a few 
doodles clinging to the first bold lines, a work like Space 
SlIip, made a year later, seems finished to the point of 
overelaboration (Figure 9). The bold lines have gained in 
compositional value, crealing a dynamic perspective space 
that pulls the beholder's eye towards its vanishing point­
an effect lhat is quite common in visionary experiences 
(Siegel & Jarvik 1975: 139-40) and in some visionary arts 
(ten Derge 1992). He filled in the many empty spaces be­
(ween the lines with plain black or with the by-now-famili:u 
doodling. When using color, like in his Cosmic Orchidpainl­
ing of 1967 (Figure 10), Abrams was most successful in 
creating a synlhesis belween the two exuemes of oUler-di­
rected boldness (compare Figures 5 and 7f) and 
inner-directed doodling (compare Figures 2 and 4). 

A JANUS FACE 

To conclude, I think iI is safe to posillhatthe division 
of irrational experiences into deforming and revealing ones 
is a cultuml construction. The analogies that I have made 
may seem bold, lining up these IWO opposed ways ofdeal­
ing with the irrational with anisls' feelings of being either 
possessed or I1berated. and these, in tum, with artworks that 
show either accumulations of doodling or an expansive 
boldness of line. Still, I think Ihat (he fact that these two 
feelings and stylistic categories can come together, as 

demonslrated by the verbal and visual prolocols of Matefi 
and Abrams, shows the artificiality of our cultural deal· 
ings with these states. 

In lhe cultural sphere, the two opposed interpretations 
of stales of intoxication only tell us half of the story, ob­
scuring not only the other half, but also the essentially 
Janus-faced nature of such e"periences. The reason for this 
dichotomy's stubborn persistence probably lies in our need 
for a clear and ordered universe in which lighl is light and 
dark is dark, a need so strong that it cannot tolerate para' 
doxes and instead has produced a schism that can be traced 
throughout cultural history. II forces us to choose sides 
again and again. befote and even after we have experi­
enced such stlltes oursel ... es. and is apparently so 
fundamental that it has even obscured the obvious incom­
patibility of the two views lhemselves. which most of us 
pass by in daily life without a though!. 

SliII, it is very strange indeed 10 lake the ullerings of a 
drunk man for honest trulhs at one time lind for complete 
gibberish at another. Inslead of continuing this paradoxi­
cal behaviour and dividing ourselves permanently into 
drug-lovers lind drug-h:llers, we might also try and deal 
with Ihe paradoxical nature of these states themselves, as 
well as wilh our schizophrenic dealings wilh the illational 
in general. After all, Jekyll and Hyde were one and the 
same person. and it wouldn't be possible to kill only one 
of them. 
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