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The Neurology of Art -

The Example of Giorgio de Chirico
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Neurological case reports on famous artists can be par-
ticularly educational and instructive. However, critical
clinical data are often lacking so that the final diagnosis
may remain controversial. For example, the French com-
poser Maurice Ravel has been successively thought to
have suffered from stroke, subdural hematoma, Alzhei-
mer’s disease, corticobasal degeneration and, more re-
cently, focal brain atrophy, which was even suggested to
be renamed Ravel’s disease [1]! In the present issue of the
Journal, Blanke and Landis [2] make a very convincing
point that Giorgio de Chirico, one of the major painters of
the twentieth century, had temporal lobe epilepsy rather
than migraine with aura as previously suggested [3, 4].

Indeed, while some patterns in his art (such as pool
water in the series Bagni misteriosi) may well be reminis-
cent of scintillating scotoma, de Chirico’s personal history
and his work, starting with the ‘metaphysical’ paintings
and drawings, do not suggest unequivocally that he was
familiar with migraine attacks. Blanke and Landis [2]
underline that de Chirico had only two episodes of record-
ed headaches, which occurred in 1905 and 1906, much
before he devoted himself to painting. Besides, de Chiri-
co’s episodes with abdominal malaise of sudden onset and
short duration, and his self-reporting of complex visual
and gustatory hallucinations are also more suggestive of
partial complex seizures than of migrainous events.

De Chirico made no secret that he was transposing into
his work several of his hallucinatory experiences, as

reported by himself in his book Hebdomeros [5] and in his
memoirs [6]. Complex onirical representations, coexist-
ing features from several periods of history (starting from
antiquity), and the intrusion of apparently unrelated ob-
jects (gloves, bananas, artichokes, displayed in a Renais-
sance piazza) are in contrast with the absence of the defor-
mations and blurring of objects which characterize mi-
graine aura. The superimposition of several realities,
without any confusion between them, in the very same
object (e.g. abdomen and trunk of persons filled with anti-
que temples and ruins, pictures into pictures) are also
much more suggestive of the complex visual imagery of
partial seizures than the simple, stereotyped, often ‘ab-
stract’, visual deformations of migraine.

Although nonspecific, the reportedly ultra-rigid, ‘vis-
cous’, mysterious personality of de Chirico is also compat-
ible with interictal states associated with temporal epilep-
sy. This is well exemplified in his work, especially from
his metaphysical period, where enigma obsessions and
repetitivity abound, with series of paintings centered on
perseverating themes (such as Ariadne, towers, arcades,
trains, the statue man, archeologists, or gladiators). This
rigidity sometimes manifested itself in overrepetition of
very similar paintings: between 1945 and 1962, de Chiri-
co painted 18 nearly identical versions of Les Muses
inquiétantes, while the original work dated back from
1917! De Chirico became even famous — or infamous -
for his interest in copying his own works, and antedating
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them, making what can be called ‘false originals’. This
took mainly place in the last third of his life, when the
attenuation or disappearance of his complex inner imag-
ery seemed to barren any renewal of inspiration. Indeed,
copying his own previous production replaced his charac-
teristic sudden changes of style, which had been so typical
of his evolution until the mid 1930s. This corresponds
well to an apparent improvement of the complex malaises
and visual episodes, which had been so well described by
the painter in his writing such as Hebdomeros [5]. An up
to now forgotten report by the great collector René Gaffé
[7], who had bought de Chirico’s own copy of Apolli-
naire’s book Calligrammes, illustrated with lithographs
by him in 1930, summarizes very well the complex visual
episodes shown by the painter: ‘For the lithographs under
your eyes, he told me, I took inspiration from memories of
the years 1913-1914. I had just met the poet. I was read-
ing with avidity his verses in which suns and stars are fre-

quently mentioned. At the same time, by a mental phe-
nomenon, which is familiar to me and which is often
reflected in my paintings, I was thinking of Italy, its towns
and its mines. Suddenly, for me, through a lightning
which makes you discover beside you the object you are
thinking of, these suns and stars were coming back on
earth like peaceful emigrants. They were probably off in
the sky, since I was seeing them being switched on at the
door of many houses. Was it unreasonable to establish on
the fountain of my mind and on the state of my visions the
lithographs which would coexist with the poetic scales
played by Apollinaire as a true visionary?’

Blanke and Landis [2] emphasize how a neurological
condition undoubtedly influenced the work of one of the
greatest modern artists. Since a disease may help under-
stand artistic features, and art may help understand the
manifestations of diseases, further studies in the ‘neurolo-
gy of art’ would certainly be interesting and useful.
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