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Abstract
Background and aim. The artists of the avant-garde experienced numerous 
psychotropic drugs in order to stimulate their creativity. Between the two world wars, 
physicians,  especially neurologists and psychiatrists, performed several studies on 
visual artists. The aim of this paper is to present a French medical journal, where the 
famous Romanian neurologist Gheorghe Marinescu published some of his studies on 
the effect of mescaline on two professional painters. 
Methods. An anniversary issue of the French journal La Presse Médicale, including 
the work of Gheorghe Marinescu on mescaline and its influence on color vision 
is described. The publication belongs to the authors’ private collection. The 
pharmacological effects of mescaline on visual sensitivity and some historical medical 
attempts to assess this effect are also included.
Results. Mescaline was administered by Gheorghe Marinescu to two visual artists 
who were asked to describe their sensations and cognitions under the effect of this 
substance. Their sensations and feelings were recorded. The paintings created by the 
artists are reproduced. They look like surrealistic and abstract art.
Conclusions. The famous Romanian neurologist Gheorghe Marinescu published 
in the French journal La Presse Médicale an interesting report of the visual effects 
of mescaline in two professional painters. This paper is important for the history of 
medicine and of the avant-gardist fine arts.
Keywords: art, Gheorghe Marinescu, history of medicine, mescaline, narcotics, 
painting

Introduction
The role of psychotropic 

substances in the elaboration of artistic 
creative expression was extensively 
investigated in the period between World 
War I and World War II [1]. One of the most 
largely studied drugs used to stimulate 
sensorial reactions was mescaline [1,2]. 
This is a reputed hallucinogenic substance 
of herbal origin from Latin American 
plants. Mescaline has effects on visual 
perceptions, therefore as early as a hundred 
years ago neurologists studied its effect on 
color vision and color hallucinations. One 
of the pioneers of the studies of mescaline 
on visual perception was the Romanian 
neurologist Gheorghe Marinescu (1863-

1938). He was famous for his contribution 
to the progress of neurology and to the 
education of physicians in neurology; 
he also created some of the first medical 
movies in the world [3]. He is represented 
in figure 1.

The aim of this paper is to present 
a French medical journal where Gheorghe 
Marinescu published his experiments on 
the effects of Mescaline on the creativity of 
visual artists. Thus, we will lay emphasis 
on the presentation of the medical journal 
and its illustrations, as the experiments 
are known by historians of art [1,4]. To 
our knowledge, this information is first 
time presented in an English language 
biomedical journal.
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Figure 1. Silver coin in observation of the 150th Anniversary of 
Gheorghe Marinescu’s birth (reverse side) (private collection). 

The journal accommodating Marinescu’s 
study 

By chance, we detected in the French journal La 
Presse Médicale, issue 92 from 18 November 1933, by 
Masson Publisher, Paris, a special issue dedicated to the 40th 
anniversary of the journal (Figure 2) a paper by Gheorghe 
Marinescu entitled: G. Marinesco: Visions colorées 
produites par la mescaline (Coloured visions produced by 
mescaline) pages 1864-1866. Figure 2 displays the cover of 
this anniversary issue. Many Romanian names with letter 
“u” at the end were written in French with “o” at that time.

Figure 2. The cover of the issue including Marinescu’s 
contribution (private collection). 

La Presse Médicale was a prestigious medical 
journal, where famous authors were publishing their works 
at that time. For instance, in this commemorative issue, 
beside Marinescu, we find important French authors like 
Roussy, Sergent, Pasteur Vallery-Radot, Leriche et Fontaine, 
Lutembacher, Mondor, a true gallery of personalities of the 
medical sciences of the time. 

In the opening of this journal issue, H. Roger, the dean 
of the medical school, congratulates the editors of the journal 
for its longevity and quality [5]. Since 1983 the journal is 
published by Elsevier and now it is an important journal for 
French doctors, being published only online in English.

The experiment reported by Marinescu in La 
Presse Médicale

Professor Marinescu and his team studied the effect 
of mescaline on two painters. Additional stimulation was 
produced by noises and music (by composers Bach, Glinka, 
etc.).

The first subject was a famous avant-gardist Romanian 
painter, Corneliu Mihăilescu, spelled more frequently 
Michăilescu. Mihăilescu (1887-1965) was contacted 
by Marinescu in the 1930s and invited to participate in 
experiments with mescaline which the professor Marinescu 
presented to the Romanian Academy [6,7].

In this study, the painter, 45 years old, received 
33 ctg mescaline sulfate (produced by Boehringer and 
Sons, Mannheim) divided into four doses injected within 
80 minutes. The neurologists noted the reactions of the 
painter: hypotension, coenesthesia, hypersalivation, 
light spots, dizziness, hallucinations. Two hours after 
the first administration, the painter had colored visions. 
These were enhanced by the music he listened to. In 
continuation he presented abnormal movements. He also 
observed dysmorphism of the investigators, of the type of 
hallucinations. He was asked to paint his visions (Figure 3 
and 4).

Figure 3. Painting by Mihăilescu under the influence of mescaline.
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Figure 4. Painting by Mihăilescu under the influence of mescaline.

In figure 5, the image of a fallen person representing 
the effect of the toxic administered on the body, is depicted.

Figure 5. Visual representation of the hallucinations enhanced by 
music in the first subject (Mihăilescu).

After three hours, the effect of mescaline had 
vanished.

The other painter is described only as Mold… 
It is suspected that the true name was Paul Molda. We 
checked the more common Romanian names Moldovan or 
Moldoveanu on the list of exhibiting painters in Romania 
of that time. However, we were not able to identify any 

listed artist with such names on the list of artists exhibiting 
in the years 1920-1930s in Bucharest at the Official Salon, 
or with the group Artistic Youth. Paul Molda (1884-1955) 
with true name Paul Popescu, was a painter interested in 
psychedelic experiments, although his work belongs to the 
traditional style.

The second subject received 0.25 g mescaline 
subcutaneously. Bradycardia was noted. As no major 
effect was observed, he received a new dose after 30 min. 
Euphoria is installed and after one hour the artist described 
colored vision. He was subjected to music listening, which 
evoked new colored images. After two and three hours the 
subject presented trismus, anger, hallucinations. The effects 
lasted up to four and a half hours. In the figures 6 and 7 we 
describe the art works created by the second painter under 
the influence of mescaline.

Figure 6. Work by the painter Mold… under the influence of 
mescaline.

We recognize here the style of several surrealist 
and expressionist painters of the epoch. The colors of 
the paintings represent the visual sensations during the 
experiment.

Figure 7. Another work by the second subject, with religious 
topic.
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Discussion
Mescaline is a strong psychotropic substance which 

can intensify meta-images and increase the color perception, 
better enhanced by other stimuli, such as auditive [8]. 

Nowadays mescaline has an impact similar to 
other psychedelics like LSD and psilocybin, but with 
unique variations in how colors and patterns are perceived. 
However, mescaline is classified as a Schedule I substance, 
meaning it is illegal in many countries due to its potential 
risks and lack of recognized medical use [9,10].

Before the experiments of Marinescu that we present 
here, this drug had been used for thousands of years, with 
evidence dating back to 6000 years ago in Mesoamerica. 
Together with the medical progress of the 20th Century, 
mescaline was increasingly used in experiences by 
neurologists and psychiatrists. The British writer Aldous 
Huxley reported his own experience with mescaline in 
his book: “The Doors of Perception”, where he coined 
the name “psychedelic”. The experiments were performed 
according to the ethical conditions of those days in two 
professional painters.

Nowadays there are attempts to look for the 
potential of mescaline in psychiatric therapy, i.e. in 
depression and in PTSD. Mescaline has a strong interaction 
with neuromodulators like serotonin and is able to 
promote neuroplasticity, acting much faster than typical 
antidepressants [11,12]. New hopes will be given by the 
advent of artificial intelligence [13]. 

An important aspect that should be revealed is 
the pioneer work of Marinescu on synesthesia. Indeed, 
later studies have shown that synesthetic experiences are 
evoked by the representation of the inducing stimuli [14-
16], just as Marinescu has shown with the association of 
musical stimuli to the mescaline which produced vision 
alteration. More recent studies have proved the ability of 
chemical substances to provoke synesthetic perceptions 
[17,18]. Therefore, we consider the valuable experiments 
from Marinescu published in France as a barrier breaking 
studies.

Finally, the role of mescaline and of similar 
psychotropic drugs with respect to the concept of psychedelic 
therapy should be discussed. Indeed, psychedelic means a 
serotonergic hallucinogen [19]. The role of psychedelics in 
the history of the culture is very important, as they are able 
to change the normal perception, mood and cognitions. As 
very powerful psychoactive compounds, the psychedelic 
drugs are now considered in psychiatric therapy. Their 
hallucinogenic effects have to be checked also from the 
legal point of view. Nowadays experiments such as those 
presented here would have been banned by any ethics 
committee. Moreover, Marinescu studies preceded the 
studies by Guttman and Maclay in 1936, who used a similar 
protocol and obtained art works from different subjects 
[20]. These authors observed, however, that not everybody 
may transform their halucinations into artistic expression.

The here presented paper of Marinescu was not the 
only one submitted by him to La Presse Médicale. One 
month before, in the September issue of the same journal, 
Marinescu published another paper [21]. This has a more 
general scope: studies on mescaline. It shows that in that 
time, the period of surrealism and artistic and literary 
experiments, scientists were also interested in influencing 
vision and mood by psychotropic drugs.

We do not know where the original paintings 
illustrated in this issue are. We supposed that they were 
kept in the archives of Professor Marinescu, but we do not 
know if they are still preserved.

Conclusions
This paper presents a previously ignored special 

commemorative issue of the French medical journal La 
Presse Médicale from November 1933 including the study 
of the famous Romanian neurologist Gheorghe Marinescu 
on the effect of mescaline on colour vision in professional 
painters, illustrated by paintings of the subjects. 
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