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Joan Miró lived and worked in the early twentieth century against the backdrop of war-

torn Europe. Inspired initially by Dada, Miró’s desire to tear down the hierarchy of art eventually 

led to his well-known assassination of painting project in the 1920s. Not surprisingly, much of 

the scholarship on Miró focuses on this period of the artist’s aggressive experimentation between 

1928 and 1931. Scholars agree that the assassination of painting project resulted in a foundation 

for a new idiom of greater amplitude: the redemption of art.  

The present study builds upon existing interpretations but also encompasses his late 

career. It considers Miró’s interest in universality, a concept that carried the ethos of the 

assassination of painting but focused on the pursuit of the pan-literacy and accessibility of art. 

Scholars have designated 1931 as the end of his assassination program. However, to say that it 

came to an end is not entirely accurate. There is another pronounced shift in Miró’s career 

around the outbreak of the Spanish Civil War in 1936 during which Miró shifted his focus to 

printmaking. This paper considers the events leading to this 1930s shift in media and the changes 

in his art after this desire to be universal was made explicit in 1951. In each stage of the 

development of Miró’s universality, the concept slightly varies; generally, the term refers to 

readability, accessibility and how both are achieved. As his career matured, Miró’s 
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understanding of universality evolved to include collective projects and the desire for anonymity. 

Considering the artist’s paintings from the 1910s and 20s, prints from the 1930s and 40s, and 

murals from the 1940s and 50s, this thesis reveals Miró’s ongoing commitment to achieving a 

universal aesthetic. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

Joan Miró Ferra, had a long and prolific career. He was born in 1893 in Barcelona and 

died 90 years later in Palma de Majorca, Spain, and his oeuvre is filled with a myriad of artworks 

that reflect his evolution as an artist. Notably, the span of Miró’s career encompassed one of the 

most fraught periods of European history. Miró lived and worked against the backdrop of the 

First World War, the Spanish Civil War, and the Second World War. Each period of turmoil 

gave rise to new artistic preoccupations that influenced Miró and helped him constantly define 

and strengthen his overarching artistic goals.  

Prior to World War I Miró enrolled in Francesc Gaudí’s Escola d’Art. He spent three 

years as a student under Gaudí from 1912-1915. The school had an open curriculum that 

encouraged experimentation, for instance drawing from touch or with one’s eyes closed. This 

was in stark contrast to the traditions of academic training.
1
 Also in 1912, Miró visited his first 

Cubist exhibition at Galeries Dalmau and in 1917 he attended a large exhibition of French art in 

Barcelona, both of which made a strong impression.
2
 During World War One Miró lived in 

Barcelona and from 1915-1917 he fulfilled his required military service.
3
 After the war, Miró 

visited Paris for the first time and witnessed the Dada Festival, Salle Gaveau in 1920 that 

featured artists such as Paul Eluard, Francis Picabia, André Breton and Tristan Tzara.
4
 Though 

Miró did not formally join group, Dada’s ideas and objectives became indispensable to him. The 

Dadaists believed that the war was caused by bourgeois capitalism. They aimed for the negation 

                                                 
1
 Jacques Dupin, “Chronology” in Miró, trans. James Petterson (Barcelona: Ediciones Polígrafa, S.A., 1993), 453. 

2
 Margit Rowell, “Chronology” in Margit Rowell, ed. Joan Miró Selected Writings and Interviews (New York: De 

Capo Press, 1992), 22-23. 

3
 Ibid. 

4
 Jacques Dupin, “Chronology”, 454. 



 

9 

of society’s current aesthetic and cultural values.
5
 The group used deliberately unconventional 

methods to shock the public to get them to reconsider accepted standards.   

Miró’s desire to tear down the hierarchy of art and rejuvenate it throughout the 1920s can 

be traced back to this interaction with the Dadaists and the Surrealists. In 1924 Miró made his 

first iconoclastic statement, “I’m going to smash their guitar” referring to the emblematic guitar 

of Cubism
6
; in 1927 he declared, “I want to assassinate painting” and embarked on a four 

yearlong campaign to explicitly do so.
 7

 During this period, he moved away from easel painting. 

He did not return to painting until the mid 1930s. Not surprisingly, much of the scholarship on 

Miró focuses on this period of the artist’s aggressive experimentation. In an extensive 

monograph, Jacques Dupin, Miró’s friend and official biographer, wrote that “antipainting” 

weighed on the artist throughout the 1920s. However, Dupin explained Miró delayed his own 

declaration of rebellion because he was cautious with the current developments of Dada and 

Surrealism and needed time to digest them.
8
 Dupin also stated that Miró was different from other 

artists in his inability to reject painting altogether. Dupin argued that Miró criticized the medium 

from within, resulting in purer painting than before. Ultimately, the project amounted to the 

rescue of painting rather than its destruction. Some have asserted that the terminology itself is a 

                                                 
5
 Dawn Ades, “Dada and Surrealism” in Nikos Stangos, ed., Concepts of Modern Art From Fauvism to 

Postmodernism (New York: Thames & Hudson Inc., 1994), 111.  

6
 André Masson, “ Du point où suis’, in Le Plaisir de Peindre, Paris (La Diane Fraçaise) 1950, p. 136” as cited in 

Robert Lubar. “Miró in 1924: Cubism and the Subject of Vision,” in Joan Miró 1917-1934, edited by Agnes de la 

Beaumelle, (London: Paul Holberton Publishing, 2004), 59. 

7
 Margit Rowell, “Tériade in L’intransigeant (Paris), April 7,1930, p. 5” in Part III Notes in Margit Rowell, ed. Joan 

Miró Selected Writings and Interviews (New York: De Capo Press, 1992), 314. 

Margit Rowell explains that Tériade quoted an artist who said, “I want to assassinate painting” but did not name 

him. Miró claims that Tériade was referring to him and his subsequently documented declarations using similar 

statements support this assertion. The artist has since been quoted extensively in the literature as the author of the 

phrase.   

8
 Jacques Dupin, “The Assassination of painting 1928-1931” in Miró, trans. James Petterson (Barcelona: Ediciones 

Polígrafa, S.A., 1993), 151. 
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bit misleading. Art critic Hilton Kramer asked whether or not the phrase “assassination of 

painting” gives us an accurate account of the project. Kramer, like Dupin, saw Miró’s goal as 

reform and therefore attributed the hostile nature of the language to the times, which demanded 

sufficiently provocative words to stand against other contemporary manifestos against art. Once 

again, Miró’s ties to Dada and Surrealism are evident in his language. However, as Dupin, 

Kramer, and this study demonstrate, the violence of Miró’s language did not reflect the 

regenerative consequences of this program that are revealed in his subsequent work.
 9

  

This understanding of Miró’s project has been fully embraced and thoroughly examined 

by scholars. For the Museum of Modern Art in New York in 2008, Anne Umland, in conjunction 

with others, produced Joan Miró Painting and the Antipainting, an exhibition and catalogue that 

represent perhaps the most extensive undertaking on the topic to date. The MoMA exhibition 

catalogue questioned what constitutes an antipainting when it did not announced as such.
10

 The 

authors answered this question by examining a series of works between 1927 and1936. This 

excellent resource addressed the change in Miró’s practice across many media and 

acknowledged possible external and internal factors that motivated him in this decade. The 

present study aims to build upon such existing interpretations and extend the scope to encompass 

his late career. By recuperating his late work, Miró’s commitment to achieving a broader, 

communal, and what he calls a “universal” condition for his work becomes clear. 

                                                 
9
 Hilton Kramer, Miró’s Paradox: what happened after the “death of painting,” The New Criterion, January 1989, 

4. 

10
 The authors suggest that antipainting may refer to something that is not present in an artwork, the “negative 

space” of painting.  They therefore use their catalogue to investigate various forms the antipainting may take over 

the decade. For this study, we should understand the term antipainting as the embodiment of the questions such as 

what is art, what values does it support, and what should art achieve?  
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Miró spent the 1930s exhibiting in various solo shows and moved back and forth between 

Paris and Spain. Scholars have designated 1931 as the end of his assassination program.
11

 

However, to say that it came to an end is not entirely accurate. There is another pronounced shift 

in Miró’s career around the outbreak of the Spanish Civil War in 1936. The artist continued 

exploring various media and when he did return to painting, it had a renewed purpose. This 

moment foregrounds his interest in what he eventually described as being universal.
12

 Though 

Miró had been working toward this ideal prior to the Spanish Civil War, the urgency of the 

situation served as a catalyst to accelerate his universal agenda. He explained, “the changes that 

take place in my consciousness happen without my knowledge. I am guided by the events that 

are located in front of me I later realize, and that compel me to act as I do…If historical events 

are strong enough, we follow them without knowing it.”
13

 

Before going further, it is important to examine what was meant by universality. Though 

the term did not appear until 1951, its essence emerged during the assassination of painting era 

and developed further in the 1930s. In a 1936 interview for Cahiers D’Art Miró said, “society— 

whether bourgeois or aristocratic; one must resist all societies, even those that are not yet born, if 

they aim to impose their demands on us. The word freedom also has a meaning for me, and I will 

defend it at any cost.”
14

 The mentioned freedom referred to the constraints of academic art that 

required certain knowledge to understand it. Just as Dada desired to break from tradition after 

World War I, this excerpt expressed Miró’s desire to transcend any rules imposed on art by 

                                                 
11

 Jacques Dupin, “The Assassination of painting 1928-1931”, 151. 

12
 “Interview with Georges Charbonnier, French National Radio, 1951” in Margit Rowell, ed. Joan Miró Selected 

Writings and Interviews (New York: De Capo Press, 1992), 220. 

13
 Joan Miró “‘Where Are You Going, Miró?’ By Georges Duthuit. In Cahiers D’Art (Paris), Nos. 8- 10 (1936)” in 

Margit Rowell, ed. Joan Miró Selected Writings and Interviews (New York: De Capo Press, 1992), 154. 

14
 Ibid.,150. 
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society, now and in the future. As he moved forward, he continued to refine his understanding of 

universality and how to pursue it. In the wake of World War II, an explicit universal program 

emerged. 

 In a 1951 interview for French National Radio, when the interviewer said, “a Mexican 

should do Mexican art, a Spaniard should do Spanish art,” Miró responded, “a Mexican should 

not try to become a Frenchman. He should be what he is—but in a universal way, obviously. It 

should be liberation.”
15

 He said it again that same year: “you have to be universal, not boxed in 

by the same narrow outlook.”
16

 But to truly understand what was meant by universality, it is 

necessary to go back to a 1948 interview with James Johnson Sweeney in which Miró expressed 

his hopes for the future of art: 

I am not dreaming of the millennium, but I have a profound faith in a better world 

than the one we occupy and which holds us prisoner. I have faith in the collective 

culture of the future . . . [where] the studios of the Middle Ages will be revived 

and students will participate fully, each bringing his own contribution . . . These 

last few years have, in fact, witnessed the re-evaluation of the craftsman’s 

expressive means: ceramics, lithographs, engravings, etchings, silkscreen 

paintings, etc . . . All of these forms of art, less expensive than paintings and often 

as authentic in their plastic statement, will more and more take the place of 

painting. The supply will soon be unable to keep up with the demand, and artistic 

education and understanding will no longer be reserved for the few, but will be 

for all.
17

 

This declaration holds the key to understanding the artistic agenda that dominated Miró’s 

career after the assassination of painting project, which was wrapped up in the concept of 

universality. The excerpt opens with strong language. He said he was not looking to the distant 

                                                 
15

 Joan Miró “Interview with Georges Charbonnier, French National Radio, 1951” in Margit Rowell, ed. Joan Miró 

Selected Writings and Interviews (New York: De Capo Press, 1992), 220. 

16
 “Miró Advises Our Young Painters by Rafael Santos Torroella. In Correo Literario (Barcelona) March 15, 1951” 

in Margit Rowell, ed. Joan Miró Selected Writings and Interviews (New York: De Capo Press, 1992), 220. 

17
  James Johnson Sweeney, “‘Joan Miró: Comment and Interview’ Parisian Review p. 210, February, 1948” in Sam 

Hunter, Intro. to Joan Miró His Graphic Work (New York: Harry N. Abrams Inc.,1958), VIII. 
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future but to a world in reach that is free of constraints. He explained that the world was hostage 

to the artistic conventions that had too long dominated, resulting in art only for a privileged few.  

He emphasizes the liberating qualities of crafts, specifically their accessible and collective 

nature. Eventually, he hoped these pursuits would come to replace painting, stripping it of its 

elite status. Additionally, and most importantly, Miró dreamed of returning art to the masses 

instead of keeping it reserved for those who have the luxury to study its methods of creation, the 

Western academic language required to understand it, and the means to afford it. With this in 

mind, we can then infer that universality speaks to readability, accessibility, and how both are 

achieved. Considering the recent turmoil of World War I, it was not surprising that Miró wanted 

to create art that was not predicated on sociopolitical or biographical context and formal 

iconographical knowledge. He attempted this by trying to tap into a visual language that is 

recognizable on a visceral level. Collective projects lent themselves to this goal and encouraged 

anonymity by removing the individualism promoted by easel painting. Miró expressed this 

sentiment in another 1951 statement: “[The artist] must go further than the self- strip himself of 

his individuality, leave it behind, reject it- and plunge into anonymity.”
18

 Together the objective 

of this type of art and collectivity fostered anonymity, another term he used extensively when 

discussing his work. Selecting media that can be viewed by the largest audience possible was 

also essential. The second shift in Miró’s work mentioned earlier refers to a move away from 

easel painting to more collectively inclined media. We can conclude that his reasons for moving 

away from painting to prints and eventually monumental work were tied to this universal 

objective. He wanted to facilitate the change he desired for all of art in his own practice.  

                                                 
18

 “Interview with Georges Charbonnier, French National Radio, 1951”, Joan Miró Selected Writings and 

Interviews, 217. 
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An interest in universality, collective work, and anonymity has been rarely, if at all, 

considered together in the existing texts. In Iria Candela’s short survey, Miró from 2011, she 

focused on the complex roots of Miró’s painting, underscoring the paradoxes of his lifetime and 

how he used those psychological and historical contradictions as a source for his work. She 

quickly traced Miró’s evolution as an artist in key works before discussing the context of the 

assassination of painting and Miró’s growing interest in media other than painting that permeate 

his later career. Candela considered Miró’s first mural from 1947 in terms of his desire to leave 

easel painting behind. She explained that the mural helped Miró pursue a desire to reach a 

collective state of art. This study goes a step further by explaining how the 1947 mural captured 

the objective and related it to his later murals that embrace collectivity on a deeper level. 

Candela suggested that there was a connection between this collective inclination and other 

media and briefly related the interest to his ceramics and printmaking practice. While other 

authors have tended to focus on Miró’s painting and bracket off his engagement with other 

media, Candela was one of a few who attempt to integrate all facets of Miró’s art into a single 

general narrative. I expand on Candela’s suggestion by tying collectivity with Miró’s universal 

aspirations and trace the evolution of these interests from their genesis in Miró’s early career to 

their culmination in the form of ceramic murals.  

In Duncan Macmillan’s 1982 essay Miró’s Public Art, he embraced the less discussed 

public art from Miró’s later career. The author quoted Louis Aragon’s claim that “painting is 

dead” and explained that this referred to the proposal of a new kind of art that was free from its 

status as property.
19

 He further explained that André Breton developed an idea of collective art 

                                                 
19

 Duncan Macmillan, “Miró’s Public Art” in Miró in America (Houston: The Museum of Fine Arts, Houston, 

1982), 101. 



 

15 

for a new society that would revive art’s primitive originality.
20

 Macmillan used this as his basis 

to consider the integration of Miró’s murals and sculptures into their open environments. The 

author incorporated the vast majority of Miró’s large-scale public work and sculptures, but 

focused his discussion on the highlights. Macmillan mentioned that the artist carefully 

considered the setting and occasion of each work and that Miró placed an emphasis on the 

materials, which reveals the substance of Miró art. Macmillan did not phrase his discussion in 

terms of Miró’s universal aspiration, though his idea that there was a connection between the 

significance of the materials and setting is similar to mine. I elaborate on this concept using 

Miró’s printmaking as the starting point for this preoccupation. I attempt to complete his 

interpretation by uniting the importance of the materials and setting with Miró’s creative 

procedure.   

The introduction to Margit Rowell’s seminal 1992 book, Joan Miró Selected Writings 

and Interviews, suggested a lifelong connection between Miró and universality. In the 

introduction to her extensive anthology she explained,  

The value of the following texts is that they show us the artist’s initial realities as 

he lived them and their metamorphosis into the mythic expression of his painting 

style. They also show the artist’s struggle to come to terms with his private 

realities and personal contradictions in order to transform them into the universal 

images he would present to the world.
21

 

Rowell further explained that the book was prepared with the personal help of Miró who 

set one condition: the texts must be faithful to the originals and not manipulated.
22

 Rowell drew 

                                                 
20

 André Breton, “‘Position Politique de l’Art d’Aujourd’hui’ (1935), reprinted in Manifestes du Surréalisme (Paris: 

Jean-Jaques Pauvert, 1962), p. 271” in Duncan Macmillan, “Miró’s Public Art” in Miró in America (Houston: The 

Museum of Fine Arts, Houston, 1982), 101. 

21
 Margit Rowell, “Introduction” in Margit Rowell, ed. Joan Miró Selected Writings and Interviews (New York: De 

Capo Press, 1992), 5. 

22
 Ibid. 
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on three types of texts: published interviews and statements, two unpublished notebooks of notes 

and poems and personal letters, which were also unpublished. She divided the text into seven 

chronological sections determined by the places the artist lived. Though Rowell did not intervene 

with an analysis of the texts, her selection revealed Miró’s constant interest in concepts such as 

universality, collectivity, and anonymity. Rowell’s book was the starting point for my study. Her 

selection provided the primary evidence for Miró’s universal tendencies and communal 

aspirations that I trace. I build on her text, and the others mentioned above, by explicitly 

connecting Miró’s words to his work and his shifts in media as his agenda developed and 

matured.  

This study considers the events leading to this 1930s shift in media and the changes in his 

art after this desire to be universal was made explicit. I claim that this second shift, first into 

printmaking and then into other media that encouraged collectivity, maintained the ethos of the 

artist’s assassination of painting but was also much more deliberate rather than purely 

aggressive. Because the concepts of universality and collectivity became ever more important to 

the artist, the spirit of the assassination of painting became intertwined with his drive to reach a 

collective point of art. Most scholars who have studied this area of Miró’s career relate the 

assassination of painting to the politics of the 1920s and 30s, and the unrest brought about by 

events leading to and during World War II.
23

 While these circumstances certainly played a role 

in this second shift, I focus on the universal factor, as this connection has not been explicitly 

made in the existing literature on Miró.
24

 Thus, to fully understand the significance of this 

                                                 
23

 Glenn D. Lowery, “Forward” in Jim Coddington, et al., Joan Miró Painting and Anti-Painting 1927-1937 (New 

York: The Museum of Modern Art, 2008) vi-vii. 

24
 An interest in universality and utopian agendas in the history of abstraction has been addressed. However, I limit 

my discussion on this topic to Miró as he limited his engagement with other groups. For instance, he once explained 

that he refused to show with the Abstract-Creation Group because he thought their aims were too limited. 
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second moment of change in the artist’s career and his subsequent artwork, it is important to 

track Miró’s interest in universality. 

To effectively but efficiently trace Miró’s interest in universality, the present study is 

limited to three media: paintings from his early career, graphic work from the 1930s and 40s, and 

murals from the 1940s and 50s. Chapter 2 discusses Miró’s painting in the 1910s and 1920s as he 

searched for a pictorial language not based in the tradition of Western art that could appeal to 

audiences on a visceral level. At this stage, his main preoccupation was achieving an ideal he 

called classicism in painting.
25

  His pursuit of classicism resulted in the desire to create a widely 

understood pictorial language. Chapter 2 also suggests that the concept of painting in this period 

became problematic for him and led to the assassination of painting project. Chapter 3 explores 

his graphic work and considers his engagement with printmaking as an analogous moment of 

study and experimentation. It shows how his technical investigation with the tools and 

procedures of printing echoed the subversive attitude of the assassination project. The goal in 

Chapter 3 is to show how Miró’s understanding of universality expanded to include the method 

of production as collective work became more important to him. Chapter 4 examines a selection 

of Miró’s murals. These monumental works would not have been possible without all of the 

developments of the artist’s career up until that point. Miró explained, “Mural painting interests 

me because it requires anonymity, because it reaches the masses directly and because it plays a 

                                                                                                                                                             
Furthermore, he said, “In a period of transition (like the present), where there are many different efforts and views, 

one finds many trends in art. It is for this reason that I isolate myself from others in order to see clearly.” See Joan 

Miró, “Interview with Miró by Francis Lee in Possibilities (New York), Winter, 1947-48” in Joan Miró Selected 

Writings and Interviews, ed. Margit Rowell, (New York: De Capo Press, 1992), 203-204. 

25
 Miró’s interest in universality originated in the 1920s, though it does not fully develop for another decade. At this 

point he referred to an ideal called classicism. There is an undeniable connection between his preliminary goal of 

classicism in painting and his future goal of universality, which includes expansion of an evolved classicism into 

other media. 
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role in the architecture.”
26

 Thus, they synthesize his pictorial developments as well as his 

experimentation with non-traditional procedures and regard for the public and address a growing 

concern with anonymity and the integration of art with the environment. Finally, the conclusion 

acknowledges the paradox that arises as Miró attempted to move further into a collective state of 

art and how he negotiated his desire for anonymity with his ever-growing level of fame. 

 In discussing Miró’s lifelong commitment to universality and the milestones in his 

artwork that bring this concept to the forefront, I hope that this study will not only open up the 

discussion beyond isolated moments in the artist’s work but also provide a potential new lens 

through which to unify the entirety of his career. 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
26

 Joan Miró, “Interview. XXe siècle (Yvon Taillandier), 1959” in Margit Rowell, ed. Joan Miró Selected Writings 

and Interviews (New York: De Capo Press, 1992), 252. 
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CHAPTER 2 

SEARCHING FOR A UNIVERSAL PICTORIAL LANGUAGE 

 In 1919 Miró wrote to his friend J.F. Ráfolis, “remember how I told you that we had to 

get to classicism via Cubism to a pure art, completely free but classic.
1
 To understand how Miró 

used Cubism as his starting point, we must first consider his formal training and the 

circumstances of his early engagement with the avant-garde. Miró enrolled in art school, first at 

La Llotja School of Fine Arts and then in 1912 at La Escola d’Arte both in Barcelona, Spain. The 

latter was led by Francesc Galí. Galí encouraged a young Miró to draw from touch, having him 

feel the faces of classmates with his eyes closed or holding objects behind his back.
2
 

Additionally, Miró took classes at the Cercle Artístic de Sant Lluc, a school founded by Antoni 

Gaudí.
3
 Also in 1912, Miró saw his first Impressionist, Fauvist and Cubist paintings at the 

Galerie Dalmau in Barcelona.
4
 A few years later in 1919 Miró took his first trip to Paris and met 

Pablo Picasso.
5
 Miró wrote a letter to Ráfolis detailing his impressions at the Rodin Museum, 

Luxembourg Museum, and Louvre Museum.
6
 He cited paintings such as Édouard Manet’s The 

Balcony, Claude Monet’s Gare St. Lazare, Paul Cézanne’s The Cardplayers, and Jean-Auguste-

Dominique Ingres’ The Turkish Bath. Miró used adjectives like divine, wonderful, admirable, 

                                                 
 
1
 Joan Miró, “Letter to F.J. Ráfols. Montroig, 21 August 1919”, 63. 

2
 Jonathan Fineberg, “Joan Miró’s Rhymes of Childhood” in The Innocent Eye: Children’s Art and the Modern 

Artist (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1997), 140. 

3
 Homage to Gaudí can be seen later in Miró’s career when he works on ceramic murals. Duncan Macmillan 

explains that Miró turned ceramics into a monumental idiom using Gaudí’s precedent of using broken pieces from 

ceramic workshops of Barcelona to create a style of architectural decoration. See Duncan Macmillan, “Miró’s Public 

Art” in Miró in America (Houston: The Museum of Fine Arts, Houston, 1982), 104. 

4
 Barbara Rose, “Chronology and Documentary Photographs” in Miró in America (Houston: The Museum of Fine 

Arts, Houston, 1982), 125. 

5
 Ibid.  

6
 Joan Miró, “Letter to F.J. Ráfols. Paris, Hôtel de Rouen, [March, 1920 ?]” in Joan Miró Selected Writings and 

Interviews, ed. Margit Rowell, (New York: De Capo Press, 1992), 71. 
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exquisite, and exciting to describe Pierre-Auguste Renoir, Vincent Willem van Gogh, Alfred 

Sisley, Camille Pissarro, Manet and Ingres. Miró used the word “classic” to describe Cézanne.
7
 

However, of the Rosenberg Exhibition Miró wrote,  

I have seen the exhibitions of the moderns. The French are asleep…there are 

some that are lovely, but they do a lot just for the sake of doing them, only for the 

dealers and the money. In the galleries you see a lot of senseless junk. The French 

tradition is broken…following the great Cubist discipline of Braque and Picasso, 

there exists an army of parasites—Cubist exhibition at the Galeries La Boétie.
9
 

Unsatisfied with the current state of artistic production in the early 1920s, Miró pursued 

an ideal he called classicism.
10

 The term first appeared in 1919: 

Remember how I told you that we had to get to classicism via Cubism to a pure 

art . . . completely free but classic. Dig, dig deeply, as I am always telling Ricart, 

and digging deep inside will reveal new problems in all their splendor, problems 

to be resolved, and they will carry us along the escape route from deadly 

momentarily interesting work to really good painting.
12

 

Miró introduced the dichotomy between momentarily interesting and good painting as the crux 

of his classicism. Though he did not make it clear exactly what constituted good painting or how 

to get there, he did tell us two significant things. First, the standards for classic are fluid, and 

constant revision may be in order. He encouraged his fellow artists to continuously seek new 

issues instead of focusing on a single problem for the duration of their career. Second, Miró 

declared a starting point: Cubism. We can see that Miró revered key French modernists of 

approximately the last sixty years; perhaps because of the way these modernists addressed 
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contemporary issues and concerns in their art. We can also see why Cubism was a necessary 

starting point. He called Cubism the great discipline, but also pointed out that others besides 

Braque and Picasso were putting out work in the style but only using it for financial gain. 

The pursuit of classicism is significant to our discussion, as Miró’s interest in universality 

originated in this period. Though during these years he focused solely on painting, there is an 

undeniable connection between his preliminary goals in painting and his future goal, expansion 

of these objectives into other media. Additionally, during these early years, Miró solidified his 

mature style. This included a visual language Miró hoped could be ubiquitously understood. The 

general style and its implications carry through to his later projects, thus it is important to 

understand how it evolved.  

 Based on examples from the 1910s and 1920s, the artist’s evolution to artistic maturity 

required him to work through the rich legacy of his recent avant-garde predecessors. Miró, like 

other avant-garde artists, turned to the art of the primitive to guide the development of his own 

artistic language. Miró’s classicism was concerned with creating art that could stand the test of 

time and be relevant to any viewer. Miró’s primitivism allowed him to tackle this aspect of his 

classicism by presenting any subject in a visual language that could be universally understood. 

Miró’s growing discontent with painting in the 1920s culminated in his aggressive assassination 

of painting. I equate Miró’s rejection of the hierarchy of art, which held painting in the highest 

esteem of the fine arts, with the principles that motivate his universality.  

With the potentially overwhelming amount of pictorial information available with the 

artistic exchange of the 1910s, and with Cubism as his standard, a young Miró spent the decade 

sorting though the available styles and theories of contemporary art before arriving at his own 

style in the1920s. Selected works from this time period show what aspects of  what movements 
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or master artists Miró accepted or discarded and how Miró fashioned the artistic ideal of 

classicism. These movements broke free of the long-held conventions of painting and explain his 

pull to the contemporary, rather than the history of art as a whole.  

 Full engagement with the work of avant-gardes can be seen in Standing Nude, 1918 

(Figure 2-1). Here the artist places a single figure in a confined setting, claustrophobic with 

visual information. Miró idolized Henri Matisse and constantly drew on Matisse’s Fauvist 

paintings for guidance. The motifs, as well as the expressive coloring reference Fauvism, a 

movement more invested in the evocative properties of color than representational accuracy. 

Miró fills the space with vivid hues, immediately drawing the viewer in. What is presumably a 

drape (though the limited context of the setting makes that assertion conjecture) hangs down, 

dominating almost two-thirds of the composition. The vivid coloring continues on the rug, 

though this object’s main significance lies elsewhere. With the drape cutting the space off, the 

rug is one of the features that emphasize the lack of spatial depth. The perspective of the rug is 

incorrect in relation to the presentation of the figure. Instead of receding into space, there is a 

slight aerial view. This is similar to many of the tables in the still-lifes of Cézanne, a Post-

Impressionist who attempted to balance direct observation from nature and his own subjective 

viewing.  

 The figure herself harks back to the nudes of both Matisse and Picasso. Similarities can 

be drawn between Matisse’s Blue Nude (Figure 2-2)
 
and Picasso’s Les Demoiselles d’Avignon  

(Figure 2-3)
 
both of 1907.

15
 From Blue Nude Miró borrowed the chunkiness of the flesh, as well 
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as a skin tone tinted with the surrounding colors. Just as Matisse gave the body a blue glow, 

Miró’s legs take on the fuchsia of carpet, while her top half absorbs the blues, greens, and 

yellows of the drape. Also, both show the naked women from the front, with their gazes slightly 

diverted. The figural pose of a bent arm placed on or behind the head connects the three. Matisse 

did this somewhat passively with a relaxed arm, while Picasso did it more aggressively with a 

sharply angled arm, a model Miró seems to have followed. Miró also recalled Les Demoiselles in 

the construction of the body. Though Les Demoiselles had yet not arrived at Cubism, it was 

certainly playing with the use of individual shapes to construct figures and objects. Similar to 

Picasso’s shard-like building blocks, Miró’s Standing Nude breaks up the figure’s body into 

investigative shapes, especially visible on the legs and knees. Though Miró invokes the above 

images, he was not simply copying them.  Miró was exposed to the work of these and other 

artists and internalized their forward developments. His engagement with the work of others was 

crucial to the development of his style, and also his ideas on what quality art should achieve.  

A consideration of a series of Miró’s letters that freely discuss his opinions on art give 

insight to his changing process in the late 1910s and early 1920s. In a letter to J.F. Ràfolis, a 

long-time friend from La Escola d’Arte, dated September 13, 1917, Miró referenced the 

movements he was looking at favorably, describing Impressionism as “grandiose” and Post-

Impressionism as “liberating”.
16

 He lauded the past, but also insisted that the time had come to 

move on. He wrote,  

I believe that tomorrow there will be no school ending in ‘ism’ and we will see a 

canvas of a racing locomotive in a style that is completely different from a 

landscape painted at 12 noon . . . After the contemporary liberation of the arts we 
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will see artists under no flag emerge with the strings of their spirits vibrating to 

different kinds of music.
17

  

This passage, in addition to the opening quote of Chapter 2 from the same letter, expressed early 

on what will become a key qualification of Miró’s classical ideal: an understanding that art must 

not be static to remain relevant.
19

 Written in 1917, about the same time as the previously 

discussed paintings, this excerpt was significant. It showed that he was visually working through 

different styles, he was also thinking about the intellectual properties of each.  

 Although Miró praised Cubism, he did not openly welcome everything from the style and 

the other modernist artists. In fact, his relationship with the avant-gardes was a back-and-forth of 

acceptance. For example, one moment he condemned fellow Spaniard Picasso saying, “the visit 

to [Picasso’s] studio made my spirits sink . . . the French (and Picasso) are doomed because they 

have an easy road and they paint to sell.”
20

 Another moment he praised him, “did you imagine 

that everyone in Paris was Cézanne? In present day France I admire only Picasso, Derain, 

Matisse, and Braque.”
21

 Essentially, Miró was wary of how dominant avant-garde styles, like 

Cubism, might quickly turn into nothing more than a mannered style. However, Miró repeatedly 

praised Cézanne. His affinity for his predecessors lies in the similarity of their goals. Cézanne 

was not only preoccupied with an emphasis on form over subject and bringing together classical 

rules of realism with modern sensibilities; he also created works that would remain relevant long 

after their creation. Cézanne also strived for something that could be called classic. Like 
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Cézanne, Miró was after something that could be both foundational and permanent. Miró 

eventually pursued art that was more broadly accessible because he believed that accessible art 

was one way to achieve something permanent. 

Though Miró never explicitly defined what he meant by classicism, several of his letters 

before 1920 provide a sufficient foundation to understand this goal.  In October 1917, he wrote 

to another friend from La Escola d’Arte, E.C. Ricart. In this message Miró expanded on what he 

felt was important after Post-Impressionism set the artist free. For the first time he referred to the 

spirit, which he believed held the key to the importance of art:  

I think that after the grandiose French Impressionist movement which sang of life 

and optimism, and the post-Impressionist movements, the courage of the 

Symbolists, the synthesism of the Fauves, and the analysis and dissection of 

Cubism and Futurism, after all that we will see a free Art in which the 

“importance” will be in the resonant vibration of the creative spirit.
23

  

Freedom, or liberation as he said in other writings and interviews, which referred to the values 

any particular society imposed on art, became deeply important to him. As the decade continued 

this freedom spoke to the refusal to commit to one movement, and also to the breaking free of as 

many conventions of Western art as possible to expand his audience to a global one. Miró 

referred to the creative spirit as a resonant vibration. Spirit should capture the age of its creation, 

and should be communicable to the future. 

 Just under a year later, Miró used the term classicism for the first time. Though he 

discussed it only in passing in another note to Ricart, this significant moment showed Miró more 

clearly expressing his ambition:  

By canvases that are good I mean that they arrive at a classicism toward which 

one should  strive as an expression of modern life. I believe that a superartist 

has to appear who, like Cézanne said, wanting to make something solid, 
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something for museums out of Impressionism, brilliantly puts in all the modern 

preoccupations and makes them something for museums.
24

 

Miró recounted Cézanne’s ambition to make art for the museum, that is art that is made with an 

audience in mind. Miró continued to strive for lasting art, but came to repudiate the notion of 

“something for museums” as he moved away from easel painting and more invested in the 

accessibility of art. After the assassination of painting, he began to see museums more as a prison 

for art as they only keep the work of select artists and encourage a contextual understanding of 

an artwork with devices such as wall-texts and publications. Later in his career, museums 

highlighted many of the things Miró wished to abandon.  

 We can surmise from the above discussion that classicism, as Miró understood it in 1918, 

involved great responsibility on the artist’s part. An artist needed to create work that was valid at 

the time it was made and in the future. To get to this point, an artist needed to consider the 

lessons of predecessors and move forward with these lessons internalized. Miró wanted a 

consolidation of all modern art, a synthesis of the -isms to break free from and achieve 

something greater.
26

 No umbrella style covered this goal; the individual must discover his or her 

own method to achieve this aspiration. Though Miró was not interested in the individual per se, 

he was clear that individualism factored into anonymity, another concept that will become 

indispensable from his goals in the second half of his career. This study’s conclusion returns to 

the issue of individualism and how it relates to the concept of universality as whole. In a 2011 

essay, Eugenio Carmona arrived at a similar definition of classicism as expressed above. 

Carmona’s definition of classicism states:  
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From these letters we can deduce that Miró also understood Classicism in Modern 

Art both to arrive at a work with one’s own defined personality and to establish a 

synthesis of the –isms what would arrive, in the way that Cézanne wanted with 

Impressionism, at an art like that of the museums. I believe that the detailed study 

of the terminology used by Miró in those years would clarify the understanding of 

his work a great deal. Miró did not use terms such as Classicism or Calligraphy in 

a conventional manner.
27

 

Carmona also explained that Miró saw Picasso’s Cubism as holding the promise of a pure and 

simple art because it was alive. Carmona
 
claimed that though Miró was never a Cubist, he felt 

the need to dominate the style’s rhetoric as its rhetoric justified the new classicism and Miró saw 

it as the origin of the modern.
28

 It is important to add to this understanding of Miró’s classicism. 

While going through the –isms before arriving at one’s personal style was necessary, Miró’s 

classicism demanded that the artist go beyond them. Miró said, “may our brush keep time with 

our vibrations.”
29

 He urged artists to push forward and embrace the contemporary and beyond. 

 The follow-up question becomes, what was Miró’s method to achieve classicism?  After 

sifting through the major movements of the last half-century, Miró had a place to begin. Miró’s 

classicism was based on the avant-garde dismantling of past pictorial conventions and pushed 

toward the constructions of a pictorial vocabulary that aimed beyond the limits of academic art. 

The precedents were set for un-naturalistic color palettes, compression of space, and the 

analytical breakdown of forms; this was exactly the type of freedom he mentioned when he said, 

“…the contemporary liberation of the arts.”
30

 At this point in his career, Miró was beginning to 

see that art that broke free from these constraints could have the potential for longevity.  I 

                                                 
27

 See footnote 15 in Eugenio Carmona, “The Third Consideration: When Miró Almost Met Picasso,” 124-125. 

28
 Eugenio Carmona, “The Third Consideration: When Miró Almost Met Picasso,” 124-125. 

29
 Joan Miró, “Letter to F.J. Ráfols. Montroig, September 13, 1917” in Joan Miró Selected Writings and Interviews, 

ed. Margit Rowell, (New York: De Capo Press, 1992), 50. 

30
 Joan Miró, “Letter to F.J. Ráfols. Montroig, September 13, 1917”, 50. 



 

28 

propose that Miró, building on the foundation discussed, worked toward classicism by generating 

his own form of primitivism. 

 Miró was drawing from the primitivistic tendencies of 19
th

 century artists, which stressed 

a retreat to a simpler time and a return to a simple life. The 19
th

 century was referred to as the 

belle époque by some, though not everyone saw it as such. Many saw it as a period of decadence, 

moral decay, and the beginning of the end of Western civilization.
31

 Fin de siècle was another 

term that was used to name this time period. Fin de siècle more accurately expresses the anxiety, 

weariness, and despair felt by many intellectuals and artists.
 32

 This inability to cope with the 

times is one factor that prompted an interest in non-Western cultures. Miró yearned for a similar 

experience. He wrote to Ricart, “the solitary life at Siurana
33

, the primitivism of these admirable 

people, my intensive work, and especially, my spiritual retreat and the chance to live in a world 

created by my spirit and soul, removed.”
34

 This likens his initial attraction to primitivism with 

the goals of artists like Paul Gauguin, who also looked to foreign places such as Tahiti, and even 

near by locations like Brittany, as an escape from Western civilization.
36

 Moreover, Miró 

embraced the strategies of “primitive” people, like those found in cave paintings, as well as in 

the artworks of children, just as other artists of the early twentieth century had done.
37

 For many 
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avant-garde artists, there was a desire to capture the naïve openness of vision available to those 

unburdened by civilization. The attraction to the art of children and of primitive peoples, of non-

Western themes, as well as of regional religious communities, grew out of a desire to tap into 

what Picasso called the “marvelous vision” of childhood.
38

 Miró saw similar value in this type of 

research and thought it helped him return art to its origins. Art historian Margit Rowell, who 

spent significant time researching Miró’s writings and interviews, explained that prehistoric art 

and the art of groups like children appealed to Miró because of the simplicity of their language 

derived from a collective iconography. Rowell
 
 explained, “Miró also appropriated all 

primitivisms and folk art expressions into his heritage, thus expanding his Catalan identity to 

encompass many universal expressive conventions… [he admired] their simplicity of language, 

their immediate impact, their forms that derived from a collective iconography and the 

anonymity of the artists.”
39

 Though their styles vary from child to child, motifs like sunrays or 

strategies such as exaggerating the size of important features, commonly reoccur in their 

artwork. Furthermore, Miró said he had high regard for Paul Klee, “together, Masson and I 

discovered Paul Klee, a discovery that was essential to both of us,” and may have been using 

Klee’s work as a model.
40

 Opening himself up to these two groups allowed Miró to recover the 

honesty he was seeking to generate in a visual language that was universal.  

 Miró spent the better part of the 1920s experimenting with visual vocabularies. The years 

between 1920 and 1924 in Miró’s career are commonly referred to as his “Detailist” period. As 
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the name suggests, this was a time when Miró was deeply invested in capturing the details of the 

things he portrayed in his canvases. During this period, Miró solidified his calligraphy based on 

the intensive studies of these details.
41

 The Farm, 1921-22 (Figure 2-4) is characteristic of this 

moment in his career. This painting shows a country scene that includes crop fields, buildings, 

animals, workers, and farming tools. The busy image is crowded on the bottom, but opens up to 

a large, blue sky. The farthest building is rendered with careful attention to its texture, creating a 

rough, grainy feel through the various directions, shapes, and thickness of line. The various 

textures of the fields are equally registered. The artist even registered the differences in the 

appearance and feel of the foreground tree and the background foliage. 

 This attention to detail is characteristic of the artist’s calligraphy. For Miró, calligraphy 

referred to the manner of depicting things in his painting. The gestural approach he used to 

capture details was analogous to calligraphic writing, which both demonstrate the exquisite 

penmanship of the calligrapher and legibility. As with beautiful penmanship, calligraphy requires 

the patient study of something’s contours. Once you understand the outlines, they can be 

connected in a harmonious way. After his Detailist work Miró began to integrate words into 

some of his compositions. The letters are written with a similar gestural regard thus adding 

another dimension to his pictorial calligraphy. Miró explained, “no simplifications, or 

abstractions . . . what interests me now is the calligraphy of a tree or a rooftop, leaf by leaf, twig 

by twig, blade of grass by blade of grass, tile by tile.”
42

 The awareness of these particulars were 

an analogy for the process of creating them, revealing an important relationship between 
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production and result.
43

 The extra time it took to depict specifics offered him a deeper 

understanding of his own image: “as you see I work very slowly. As I work on a canvas I fall in 

love with it, love that is born of a slow understanding . . . Why belittle it? A blade of grass is as 

enchanting as a tree or mountain-- Apart from the Primitives and the Japanese, almost everyone 

overlooks that which is so divine.”
44

 The scope of The Farm includes a vast number of objects 

and calligraphy that required the artist to translate the shape of each object into a painterly 

gesture. This was achieved through tactile memory, a process recalling the artist’s early training 

with Francesc Galí.
45

 The artist’s calligraphy showed that he privileged his haptic and visual 

sensibilities over realism. His calligraphy involved the stylizing of objects much like 

hieroglyphs, in which the contours of the objects come together to give them meaning. His 

understanding of the world was tied to touch, bringing to mind a sort of egocentric thinking, 

more typical of a child than an adult.
46

 Miró’s early interest in child-like art can be traced to his 

own childhood experience with art and his training with Galí. Galí encouraged the young artist to 

draw from touch and with his eyes closed. Miró
 
explained, “[I] cannot tell the difference between 

a straight line and a curve. I come to have a living sense of form by drawing things I have 

touched with my eyes closed.”
47

 Miró thought his current work lacked the whimsical quality of 

much of children’s art. In the early 1920s, he made it explicit that he wanted to remedy this in his 
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artwork, “the older I get and the more I master the medium, the more I return to my earliest 

experience. I think that at the end of my life I will recover all the force of my childhood.”
48

 

Jonathan Fineberg, who has dealt extensively with the prevalence of child-art influences in the 

art of 20
th

 century artists, explained that as early as 1929 friends of Miró were already taking 

note of his growing interest in children’s art and after the birth of his daughter, Dolorès, he 

became even more interested in it. Fineberg wrote, “Joan Miró admired and meticulously 

collected the imaginative and of then dramatic childhood drawings of his daughter Dolorès…he 

archived them in portfolio envelopes, carefully stored and labeled them by year, and thought 

highly enough of them to send one to in 1935 Kandinsky and two to the important American 

collector Albert Galltin in 1938.”
49

  

 In addition to the significance of tactile sensations in Miró’s painting, another relevant 

strategy found in the artwork of children is the use of something called intellectual realism. The 

term intellectual realism originated in Georges Henri Luquet’s 1927 book Le Dessin Enfantin 

and referred to a child drawing what they know, rather than what they see. In The Farm the 

artist’s choices allow the viewer to experience everything going on in the scene including 

activities behind walls and normally closed doors.
50

 This is most notable on the right side of the 

chicken coop, in The Farm. The space is highlighted by a dramatic red box, but the wiring from 

the other sides is missing from the side we are presented. Moreover, half of the adjoining barn’s 

wall is missing, as well as the covers of two extra windows. On the house on the left, the front 
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door is omitted, in addition to the wall of the overhang. Essentially, Miró broke the rules of 

realism to capture a scene that allows for compete access to all of its events. 

 By 1923, a radical change occurred in Miró’s work. Between The Farm and The Hunter 

(Catalan Landscape), 1923-24 (Figure 2-5) the artist shifted fully from attempting to capture an 

object in its entirety and instead reducing it to its most elementary but readable state.
52

 Though 

the latter was presented in a much more abstract language, it was not meant to be overwhelming. 

In fact, Miró simply minimized the objects from The Farm to their utmost basics. In The Hunter, 

the artist moved farther into a primitive state, bringing together all of the resources discussed as 

he attempted to move closer to a universal pictorial language. 

 Miró pushed his calligraphy in this canvas to a new level emphasizing one’s senses 

throughout. Also, in many ways in this image Miró mimicked the transformative imagination of 

a child, using their creative strategies.
53

 At the top left corner, there is a bird or plane with a rope 

ladder hanging from it and French and Catalan flags flying. To the right stands the hunter in an 

active, ready position, complete with his Catalan cap, strong facial features, a pipe; arms and 

hands hold a knife and rabbit, respectively. Touch is once again emphasized through the 

character of the lines and the volume of shaded masses. For example, the essentials of the figure, 

the arms, legs, and torso, are given in strong, uninterrupted lines. However, the mass of the body 

is given in a dotted spiral disk circling his chest. Even his sex organ is included. What we are left 

with is a sort of elaborated stick figure. A similar phenomenon occurs with the sardine in the 

foreground. Only its basic features, head, spine, and tail, are solidly portrayed, and its round 
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shape is completed with more dotted-line disks. The hunter’s cone-shaped smoking gun sits on 

his extended left arm, with a large round bullet beside it. Next to the gun is a floating eye and 

carob tree. Three large, open eyes are discernible in the composition in addition to the closed 

eyes of the dead rabbit; in this way, the artist allegorically figures sight. Unlike the eyes of the 

hunter or fish, which are both placed directly next to a rather large ear combining the power of 

both senses, the other eye narrows in on its purpose. Vision is actively shown through three rays 

that originate in the pupil and push outward to the bullet. Similarly, the schematic rays emanate 

out of the above sun, visualizing heat. More vegetation can be found throughout the composition, 

for example, a vine and a stem in the bottom left. According to the artist, the setting is the 

Catalan coast. Various related elements make up the remainder of the composition. Seagulls fly 

in the upper-right corner, waves from the Mediterranean are visible below them, and the sardine 

takes up most of the bottom of the composition. Its body is made up of an eye, a tail, a spine, and 

even its eggs. The first four letters of the word also point to the sardine in the bottom right. 

Miscellaneous elements include a grill with fire, a potato, a piece of fecal matter, insects, a star, 

and a rainbow. We are given the same open access to all events as in The Farm, so that we may 

understand that the sardine swims as the hunter holds his rabbit, the seagulls fly as the grill fires 

up, and the gun smokes as the eye watches. Also, the more prominent objects are, the more 

important they are.
54

 Here one is meant to focus primarily on the hunter and sardine, with 

secondary interests in the gun, floating eye, and adjoining tree.  

 Miró was not simply attempting to imitate children; he deployed what he imagined to be 

their methods and spirit. One of the goals of the visual language Miró developed was uninhibited 

readability. Miró so generously borrowed from children because they are privy to the “innocent 
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eye.” Unlike adults, children do not posses the acquired knowledge to understand formal 

iconography. Their iconography taps into something more intrinsic, something Miró was clearly 

drawn to. In his 1998 essay The Infant in the Adult Joan Miró and the Infantile Image, art 

historian Christopher Green wrote, “all that Miró
 
produced between 1924-1939 (and indeed later) 

stands in some relation, more or less, explicit, to the discourse of the child and of origins”.
57

 

Therefore, it is appropriate to use strategies, like those previously mentioned to decode much of 

Miró’s art. 

 Similarly, The Hunter has strong primitive roots in the prehistoric sense. As a child, Miró 

was fascinated by the cave paintings of Altamira, reproduced in Barcelona’s Museo 

Arqueológica.
58

 His access to similar pictorial prehistoric sources grew stronger with recently 

published magazine articles on related topics and other museum exhibitions both in Spain and 

Paris. In the interwar years, more and more publications, such as L’Espit Nouveau, Cahiers 

d’Art, and Document, took an interest in prehistoric art. Such an interest can be perhaps traced to 

the trauma that resulted from the First World War and the desire among artists to seek inspiration 

from outside of the society that was responsible for the war. In addition to magazines and 

journals, more books on the subject were also being published and Miró acknowledged his 

awareness of these resources. For example, Henri Breuil’s books, which consider caves, rocks 

and shelters in France and Spain and Hans Obermairer’s book El Hombre fósil (1916).
59

 These 

influences remained with the artist and also played a large role in the conception of his large-

scale murals discussed later. Circulating charts of Spanish petroglyphs gave the artist an example 
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of simplified, composite figures.
60

 This mode of figuration may have provided him with the 

schematics for his figures; also, it was not the accuracy of the animal’s representation he was 

most awed by, but rather the mystical spirit they embodied.
62

 This translated into his art through 

an adherence to “image-concepts.” In other words, he individualized vital elements as he 

generalized or left out anything extraneous.
64

 Building on his calligraphy, the artist used the most 

salient features of something to describe it and represent it. In attempting to capture the contours 

of something, its position in space as well as movement, and its most significant sensory 

features, Miró used image-concepts to give the viewer all the information necessary to 

understand his compositions. Furthermore, as the scale of the figures suggest, it is the 

relationship between the hunter and the sardine we are meant to consider, even though they are 

not actively engaged. In this painting, Miró drew upon popular ideas circulating about the 

primitives in the early twentieth century; for example, he the power assigned to images and texts. 

French scholar Lucien Lévy-Bruhl’s popular book How Natives Think (1910) on the language of 

primitive peoples was one of the resources Miró studied. Lévy-Bruhl explained that it was 

believed that the use of the name of one’s prey would bring on evil forces and primitive peoples 

developed code names for their prey to communicate on a hunt.
 66

 The Hunter replicates this idea 

by abbreviating the word sardine to “sard”.  

 In 1926, the same year Miró was working on The Hunter and other similar types of 

paintings, a shift in his work foreshadowed his assassination of painting project. Now that we 
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have considered the formal resources Miró was drew from, we must consider concurrent events 

and influences that merge with his formal research at the end of the 1920s as they contribute to 

Miró’s desire for universality in the next decade and for the rest of his career. In the early and 

mid 1920s Miró was drawn to Dada and their desire to break with Western art standards. The 

above analysis shows how Miró used unconventional pictorial sources for his paintings to 

achieve a similar break. Therefore, I want to focus on Miró’s investment with Surrealism. Miró 

said, “Surrealism allowed me to go beyond formal research; it took me to the heart of poetry, to 

the heart of joy: the joy of discovering what I am doing after I have done it.”
69

  However, the 

artist said, “the truth is my own development was very slow, and by the time I arrived at an 

understanding of Surrealism, the school was already established.”
70

 Nevertheless, he borrowed 

some their creative practices, such as the elimination of context in compositions and disregard 

for logic and their use of automatism.
71

 He described the Surrealists as extremely disciplined, 

“[I] consider Surrealism an extremely interesting intellectual phenomenon, a positive thing,” but 

explained he wanted to remain independent and not limited by a single –ism.
72

 Statements such 

as these have led to a recent trend to disassociate the artist from the movement proper. Among 

other reasons because he never formally signed any of the group’s political manifestos, most 

notable of which was the 1925 La Révolution d’abord connecting the Surrealists with the 
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Communist Carté group.
73

 Considering the previous discussion of the Miró’s condemnation of 

artistic movements rallying under a single –ism, it would not make sense to place him neatly into 

the group. However, his exchange with the group is indisputable. For the purposes of this 

argument, I suggest Miró saw the strategies and objectives associated with the movement as 

valuable tools and used the platform provided by the Surrealists to further his own 

experimentation. But perhaps most significantly, they shared Miró’s contempt for painting: “art 

doesn’t exist for the Surrealists. What they understood by art is anti-art.”
74

 Miró continued, “the 

only reason I abide by the rules of pictorial art is because they’re essential for expressing what I 

feel, just as grammar is essential for expressing yourself.”
75

  

One example in which the artist adopted Surrealist techniques is Dog Barking at the 

Moon, 1926 (Figure 2-6). The unlocking of one’s unconscious that was key to the Surrealists 

allowed Miró to test his developing visual language in a realm where rules are discarded. Here a 

colorful dog, moon, bird, and ladder exist in a simple environment with little context to 

understand it. Is the ladder leaning against a wall with the bird and moon drawn on it, or is it 

floating upright? Either way, it does not matter if the painting is based in a dream or in the 

unconscious. Miró said working as if he were under the influence of a dream allowing him to 

combine, “reality and mystery in a space that had been set free.”
76

 

 Moreover, an even bigger implication arises from Miró’s exchange with Surrealism. In 

her 2006 book, Surrealism and the Spanish Civil War, art historian Robin Adèle Greeley 
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identified the role of Surrealism’s automatism as a political tool and proposed a strong 

relationship between the Surrealist practice of automatism and Miró’s assassination painting.
77

 

Thus, as Miró embraced automatism, he attempted to understand how unconscious marks could 

be representations of human experience. For the purposes of his universal visual language, he 

was nurturing a growing desire to attack the conventions of art up through Cubism and especially 

his own creative output until the declaration.  

 Miró confirmed his appreciation but independent connection with the group stating, “I 

have been able to make use of the surrealist lesson because I already had a foundation in 

plasticity.”
78

 This is to say, he had learned to be flexible with aspects of different groups of 

artists. Miró was able to freely pick and choose what he wanted to adapt and avoid from 

Surrealism because, as he said many times, he did not want to be subjected to the rules of an –

ism. 

 Other instances of emerging rebellion in his painting can be seen in his Dutch Interiors 

series, 1926 (Figure 2-7), a series resulting from the artist’s trip to Holland in Spring 1928. Two 

notable qualities captured his growing interest in the subversion of traditional artistic procedures 

in this painting. First, though the work of seventeenth century masters had made an impression 

on Miró, the paintings in this series were based on postcards purchased by the artist and brought 

home. Though certainly not as aggressive as Dada leader Marcel Duchamp, certain parallels can 

be drawn between Duchamp’s L.H.O.O.Q., 1919 (Figure 2-8), and these paintings. In the 

groundbreaking exhibition catalogue, Joan Miró Painting and the Antipainting, art historian 
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Anne Umland argued that while Miró’s use of readymade objects is comparable to the Dada 

tradition of “corrected masterpieces,” Miró used them mostly as a point of departure.
79

 

Additionally, the Dutch Interior series marked the beginning of the artist’s refusal to sign his 

work, stripping it of its authorship. This was the beginning of Miró attacking himself, as well as 

Western art at large.
80

 In the case of Dutch Interior I, his victim was the original painting, The 

Lute Player, Hendrick Martensz, 1661(Figure 2-9). Second, Miró was never a fan of preliminary 

sketches. He believed they were based on the private language of an artist. Working directly on 

the canvas without preliminary sketches enabled him to stumble upon an image recognizable to 

all, instead of carefully crafting an image with specific elements and restricting its interpretation.
 

81
 Chapter 4 shows that Miró was a fan of fortuitous accidents and at times used small general 

sketches for his murals, but refrained from planning every detail out. This strategy was akin to 

automatism as automatism also attempted to free vision from the structures of civilization or 

individual personalities through the elimination of a plan. The existence of preliminary sketches 

for this series and the superimposed grid for accurate spacing in the drawings suggest a playful 

mockery of the academic painting technique, because Miró’s free-flowing forms did not demand 

the precision of such a spacing system (Figure 2-10). This is not to say Miró did not appreciate 

the artwork of past masters. Instead he felt he need to update them and make them relevant to the 

times. Destabilization was part of what Miró was learning from Dada and the Surrealists and 

translating to his own artistic practice.  
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 Miró was not concerned with whether his paintings would physically last. Later in his life 

he said that paintings should never be ends in themselves but rather should be fertile, 

In a painting, you should be able to discover new things each time you look at it. 

But you can look at a painting for a whole week and then never thing about it 

again. You can also look at a painting for a second and think about it for the rest 

of your life. For me painting must give off sparks . . . Even more important that 

the painting itself is what it gives off, what it projects. It doesn’t matter if the 

painting is destroyed. Art can die, but what counts are the seeds it has spread over 

the earth.
83

  

It is in this light we must consider his pictorial language. The impact of visual simplification and 

the broader implications of the desire to transcend audiences constitute the foundation for his 

shift to collective media. Clearly, Miró saw easel painting as an essential part of any artist’s 

development. In his case, engaging with the recent past allowed him to come into his own, fully 

aware of where art stood at that moment in time. He was able to form his own ideas of what 

amounts to successful art, and how universality played into that. This type of research was 

indispensable to his choices in the late 1920s when he felt the need to reject painting and use 

collage and objects to destroy it. He described the assassination of painting project [1929-1936] 

in terms of antipainting, a term he heard during his engagement with the surrealists:  

Antipainting was a revolt against a state of mind and traditional painting 

techniques that were later judged morally unjustifiable. It was also an attempt to 

express myself through new materials: bark, textile fiber, assemblages of objects, 

collages and so on…Even though it came out of Dada and my admiration for 

Marcel Duchamp, these experiments had just as much to do with a kind of inner 

protest, a crisis of personal consciousness.
84

 

From this statement, it is easy to see a connection between the project’s goals and what became a 

preoccupation with universality. Miró continued to experiment with different media and that 

experimentation helped him refine his understanding of universality. A revolt against art 

                                                 
83

 Joan Miró, “‘I Work Like a Gardener’ by Yvon Taillandier, in XXe Sièle (Paris), February 15, 1959” in Margit 

Rowell, ed. Joan Miró Selected Writings and Interviews (New York: De Capo Press, 1992), 251. 

84
 Joan Miró, “’Miró’ by Denys Chevalier. In Aujourd’hui: Art et Architecture (Paris), November 1926”, 266. 



 

42 

traditions was the foundation for his universal aspirations and his preoccupation with the goal 

was prevalent in his work for the rest of his career after this moment. 

When he returned to painting after the assassination years, he did so with a new purpose. 

He continued to employ the visual language he developed but the significance of it no longer 

rested on its formal capabilities. Instead, at the turn of the 1930s, when Miró used this language 

on his first major printmaking projects and first large-scale mural, The Reaper, 1937, the lessons 

he learned on universality were of the utmost importance. Without them he would have been 

unable to expand pictorial universality beyond the confines of the canvas.  
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CHAPTER 3 

MIRÓ’S EXPANDING UNIVERSALITY  

It excites me working in a team, these boys are my collaborators. They tell me 

bluntly: ‘What you’re doing is no good.
1
 

                                                                                                        —Joan Miró 

In the years during and after the Spanish Civil War and World War II, Joan Miró 

committed himself to the exploration of printmaking. Unlike the former years of his career, 

defined by painting, the post war years saw a dramatic increase in his printmaking practice. 

Prints became his primary medium. This moment in the artist’s career is widely understudied, 

perhaps because few have realized the full significance of universality to his artistic agenda and 

the pivotal role played by prints in pursuing that agenda. Scholars have considered the later years 

of Miró’s life in terms of his collective inclinations and desire for anonymity, both essential to 

his understanding of universality. However, none have pinpointed his attraction and commitment 

to printmaking as a physical turning point behind that commitment and as the bridge between his 

easel painting and the rest of his career. After his assassination of painting, Miró was no longer 

interested in the ideal he called classicism, at least not as it related to painting. Instead, the idea 

began to evolve into what he eventually referred to as universality. Though he did not use the 

term until 1951, he was already interested in its central features as early as the 1930s: readability, 

accessibility, collaborative work, and anonymity. As we have seen, Miró made his vision for the 

future explicit. He was looking forward to a world where collective art forms reign and everyone 

is art-literate.
2
 If Miró’s painting in the 1920s attempted to create a visual language that anyone, 

anywhere could understand, then the next logical step in his overarching agenda was the 
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distribution of that language. Thus, it is easy to see why prints appealed to the artist and why his 

intensive engagement with the medium marks a significant moment in his career. 

 Such a shift would not have been possible without the iconoclastic and rejuvenating 

properties of the assassination of painting program of the late 1920s and early 30s, the essence of 

which stayed with him for the duration of his career. As we briefly saw in Chapter 2, the artist 

was making use of the lessons of the Dadaists and Surrealists. These groups championed 

nonconformity to Western norms in art. Miró was not shy about stating his discontent with art: “I 

personally don’t know where we are heading. The only thing that’s clear to me is that I intend to 

destroy, destroy everything that exists in painting.”
3
 To Miró, painting represented everything 

privileged in art. However, in Jacques Dupin’s extensive monograph, Dupin argued that Miró 

came to the conclusion that he needed to rescue art after his battle with it.
4
 Miró continued to 

disrupt traditional creative procedures. However, in the 1930s and onward this disruption was no 

longer a purely aggressive move, but rather a means to salvage art. Miró’s universal goals, which 

took their next major leap forward in printmaking, should be considered in this context.  

  Miró now had the visual language he felt fostered a common understanding and the 

confidence and subversive experience to effectively begin expanding his notion of universality. 

The first step was translating his painting to a medium that could reach a wider audience.  

Notably, in the late 1930s when Miró fully immersed himself in printmaking, the political 

climate was as highly charged with the looming Spanish Civil War as it was in the aftermath of 

World War I. This revived many of the same questions and problems regarding art and the 

society that values it, Miró may have experienced a sense of urgency to expand his universality, 
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which rested on the rejection of accepted artistic norms. In prints, Miró saw a new range of 

possibilities. Next it is important to examine Miró’s experimentation with printmaking as a 

period of trial and error analogous to the previous moment of painting. It is also necessary to 

explore the reasons behind his attraction to the medium in order to demonstrate Miró’s continued 

commitment to universality. The medium gave Miró a solid platform to challenge notions of “the 

artist.” 

 A 1951 interview for French National Radio addressed Miró’s thoughts on painting, and 

where he thought his art needed to go next: “this is where I’ve come to. To a place beyond easel 

painting.”
5
 He subsequently claimed that he had gone through the indispensable experimental 

stages of painting, however, despite its value “as a kind of laboratory research” one must only 

embrace it as a means to go further.
6
 Eventually, Miró’s aim was to reach, “the point of 

collective and anonymous art, as in the great periods of the past.”
7
 This is why prints appealed to 

him. In addition to their ability to reach the masses and breed a common experience, prints could 

mimic prehistoric art, which he saw as pure in their anonymity by engaging in a collective 

process. Miró also explained that paintings needed to remain unique expressions of the 

individual, “because a reproduction is a dead object.
8
 With prints, one could be true to the 

medium, while still exploiting its accessibility to the masses. On the broadening of his message 

Miró explained etchings and lithographs were easier to exhibit and if “you make large editions, 
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the cost per print becomes very low.”
9
 Seventy-five copies of his prints meant that message was 

increased seventy-five fold.
10

  

 As previously mentioned, the artist saw artistic development as a long process. Before his 

prints could embody the listed qualities, he needed to become familiar with the procedure and 

comfortable enough to adapt and even violate it for the purposes of his agenda. His earliest prints 

were done in the pochoir and lithographic technique, followed by drypoint and etching. He then 

returned to and focusing on his preferred method of printmaking, lithography. To reiterate, I 

propose that the artist’s solidification of a visual language proved the first step in his overarching 

agenda. Once he had this tool in his repertoire, printmaking gave him the platform to disseminate 

his visual language. However, as with his journey through painting, he had to start at the 

beginning. After his earliest experiments with printmaking which were done at the request of 

others, he felt the need to begin again with black and white and work his way back up to color. 

Moreover, everything about the process appealed to him. His nostalgia for historical epochs was 

excited by the co-operative nature of the workshop. Multiple hands producing prints ensured the 

work could be universally read, as each participant brought a different experience and point of 

view. With this method in place, only the image would remain of interest; not the artist.  

 Also, through prints Miró could extend his use of primitivism to achieve universality. In 

the 1930s primitivism evolved from simply formal elements to include the method of production. 

As previously stated, Miró considered primitivism a broad term. It covered anything and 

everything that fell out of the conventions of Western art history. We can infer that this includes 

nontraditional creation techniques. It is particularly interesting how Miró manipulates the 
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modern technology of printmaking into something that resembles a primitive method, 

encouraging one to approach the surface in unusual ways. For instance, while producing 

lithographs, Miró painted directly on a stone, even using his fingers instead of a brush or other 

utensil. With etching, which he considered more formal, Miró purposely disrupted the traditional 

process by using found tools such as forks and knives.
11

 Similarly, on engraving the artist 

explained,  

At the beginning I was a prisoner of its constraints, its “cuisine,” I had to resist 

them, to extend them, and then an immense field of possibilities opened up to the 

eye and hand . . . The despotism of the tool was gradually vanquished. I can use 

an etching needle or a burin, my hand, a nail, or an old screwdriver. Likewise, I 

was able to free myself from the papers normally used and I pulled proofs on the 

most unusual papers.
12

 

Later on, he even revealed that he enjoyed printing on found or recycled surfaces akin to wall or 

cave paintings of the past. These comments capture the experimental nature of his technique as 

time goes by. His primitive process was based on rejecting established norms of the medium, 

seeing informality as more accessible than unquestioned techniques, such as using a burin.  

 First we must address Miró’s initial encounters with printing and the time needed before 

he was ready to fully launch himself into its processes. From early in his life, the artist was 

deeply moved by poetry. He was an avid reader of Charles Baudelaire, Arthur Rimbaud, Alfred 

Jarry and Guillaume Apollinaire. Poets taught him to break apart traditional syntax, use images 

with shifting meanings, and use inverted metaphors.
13

 After 1922, he used these devices to create 

paintings that were more reminiscent of a stream of consciousness than the carefully organized 

compositions of previous pictorial conventions. He was also drawn to poetry for its spiritual 
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qualities and considered Surrealist poetry in the 1920s refreshing. It is no coincidence that 

Miró’s earliest print projects were done at the behest of poets who asked him to illustrate their 

books. In fact, he continued to read and participate in poetry book projects for the rest of his 

career and used the lessons learned in poetry to transform his art.  

  His earliest known prints illustrate Lise Hirtz’s book Était Une Petite Pie (Figure 3-1) in 

1928.
14

 These prints are done in the pochoir technique, which requires a thin sheet of metal or 

cardboard to be cut as stencils for coloring.
15

 The prints are simple and in most cases only use 

black with one other color, something uncharacteristic of the artist’s style. The forms include 

disks, cones, crosses, ellipses, and a rudimentary use of letters, in keeping with the fundamental 

shapes he was working with.
16

 Though the forms are reduced, they lack the implied narrative of 

his painting of the same moment. These samples show Miró’s uncertain approach to the new 

medium. For instance, his hesitation can be seen in his use of a translator, Jean Saudé.
17

 At this 

point in time, Saudé’s involvement speaks to Miró’s inexperience. Later, when Miró became 

fully invested in printmaking, including multiple people in the process had a completely different 

significance. In 1929 he illustrated Tristan Tzara’s book L’arbre des voyageurs, marking his first 

encounter with lithography. He was still relatively indifferent to the technique because he did not 

take up the medium for his own projects. This changed as he became fully aware of printmaking, 

specifically lithography and the vast possibilities it opened up.
18

 Two years later, in 1931, Tzara 
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introduced Miró to the cubist painter Louis Marcoussis, an experienced engraver, who eased 

Miró into copper-plate engraving.
19

 In 1932, Miró did his first etchings for realist poet Georges 

Hugnet’s Enfaces.
20

 His initial engagement with printmaking was not due to his own interest and 

thus, did not seem relevant to his artwork at the time.  

 Miró executed his first drypoint print after he was commissioned by Greek publisher, 

Tériade, who wanted a subject from the mythology of his country for the surrealist-oriented 

publication Minotaure.
21

 The black-and-white print, Daphnis et Chloé, 1933 (Figure 3-2), 

depicts the mythical young lovers as biomorphic figures in a barren landscape. This drypoint 

captures the general essence of Miró’s early prints. Miró worked the burin as a pencil or pen on 

paper, endowing the print with the qualities of a drawing and foregoing the effects unique to the 

technique. In fact, this print was conceived as a drawing and subsequently transferred to the 

copper plate after a first draft was executed on a celluloid plate, a more easily manipulated 

material.
22

 This apprehension before the medium continued until about 1938, when Louis 

Marcoussis encouraged Miró’s technical facility.   

 Unlike his work with poets like Tristan Tzara who wrote the lyrics for Miró to interpret, 

Marcoussis lent his physical hand to Miró allowing him to comfortably experiment and hone his 

new skills. One such print is Portrait of Miró, 1938 (Figure 3-3). The head and the hand were 

done by Marcoussis; Miró stepped in to fill the composition with his whimsical cast of motifs. 

Marcoussis provided the foundation on which Miró could safely play with the various effects 

that can be achieved with etching, without the responsibility of designing a fully cohesive 
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composition on his own. Overall, the print is a portrait of Miró, both figuratively and literally, as 

it depicts him in the center and also includes his physical touch.  

Marcoussis did not treat Miró as a lesser artist to mold in his image; rather, he 

encouraged Miró to maintain his own style. He was simply enabling Miró to learn about the 

medium for his own purposes. In the end, Miró’s esteem for Marcoussis was such that, after his 

teacher’s death Miró returned to the collaborative engravings and signed both of their names as a 

tribute.
23

 This was a clear deviation from Miró’s decision to stop signing his work and from his 

desire to remove the significance of the artist from the artwork.  

 Miró’s work with and in the studio of Marcoussis underscored the artist’s growing 

comfort with the medium. Under Marcoussis’ wing Miró also created L’éveil du Géant,1938 

(Figure 3-4) and Série Noire et Rouge. While both reflect the artist’s concerns with the ongoing 

Spanish Civil War, the former is a direct holdover from The Reaper (1937), a mural for the 

Spanish Republican Pavilion.
24

 I suggest that Miró turned to his recent painting for one of his 

first solo prints because of the painting’s motifs’ previous success within his artistic agenda.  

 L’éveil du Géant quotes the The Reaper’s strong profile with the raised Catalan fist, 

reveals the figure only from the bust up, and emphasizes the figure’s masculinity with fierce 
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features (Figure 3-5).
26

 Similarly, little context is available. Building on the basis provided by the 

painting, Miró’s newly discovered printing techniques are now applied in a more organized 

fashion. First, the artist built the background texture with a stippling pattern. This was most 

likely done with a tool called a roulette. On top of that, the figure is drawn with strong, 

continuous lines. The fuzzy nature of the lines is a result of the drypoint technique, which leaves 

behind minuscule collections of metal on either side of carved marks. Linear variation is seen on 

a series of squiggle lines in the bottom portion of the image. These wavy lines echo the figure’s 

positioning and the hatching that builds off of particular darkened spots along his body. The 

quality of a drypoint print depends on the condition of the plate. After multiple runs through the 

press, the plate begins to lose the tiny scraps of metal in the initial lines of the composition the 

technique is so dependent on. Thus, drypoint is one of the least reproducible printing methods. 

This may be one reason for Miró’s transient engagement with it. Nevertheless, Miró’s 

experimentation and understanding of how the medium worked was necessary to find that other 

techniques better suited his goals. 

 Série Noire et Rouge, 1938 (Figure 3-6) elaborates on the knowledge gained by the 

former prints; but for the first time in his etching practice, introduces color, at the suggestion of 

his old friend, Picasso.
27

 The series begins with two plates in black and white, followed by six 

plates printed with black and red ink. The result is an explosive capture of the horrors of war, 

through a modern lens.  

 Next Miró switched to focus on lithography, his preferred printing method. Again 

drawing on the situation in Spain and the groundwork from the aforementioned Série Noire et 
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Rouge, Miró created Barcelona Series, his first lithographic series. Lithography was suggested to 

him by another cubist friend, George Braque. Miró explained that in 1939 that there was a panic. 

He was in Varengeville-sur-Mer when he ran into Braque, who recommended that he buy 

transfer paper to draw on with a lithographic crayon.
28

 Following Braque’s advice, Miró stocked 

up on transfer paper, though he did not produce any prints while he was still in Varengeville-sur-

Mer. As soon the Germans launched their offensive, Miró quickly moved his family back to 

Paris to attempt to get on a boat to America. When that failed, they went back to Barcelona.  

 The project began in 1939 while Miró was in Barcelona, but because Miró did not have 

immediate access to a printer, it was not completed until 1944. Published by Joan Prats, a friend 

of the artist from childhood, the series included fifty lithographs in black and white, conceived 

by Miró alone. The series was published in one edition of only five copies.
29

 Miró once again 

embraced the ongoing war and created prints showing the aggressive temperament of the 

situation. The series revived many of Miró’s usual characters. Men, women, strange birds, stars, 

and flowers all come together to bring the viewer back into the artist’s whimsical world. 

However, the dark nature of their arrangement differs from paintings like The Reaper. The 

characters are not nationalistically proud nor does Miró typically differentiate between the 

Spanish and their enemies. Instead, they more closely resemble the Disasters of War series, by 

Fransisco Goya, another Spanish artist Miró was certainly aware of. The Barcelona Series brings 

forward a savage version of humanity. The series does not have a clear narrative, a trend 

increasingly prevalent in his coming work. It simply presents fifty images of distress and 

tragedy, leaving viewers to untangle the information in any order they see fit. In this sense, the 
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series continues in the tradition of Miró’s pictorial universality. Viewers do not need to know 

anything about the political context in Spain to empathize with the images.  

 The artist used two main strategies in the prints. In some, he crowded the composition 

with formal elements. An example of this is Plate III, which overwhelms the viewer with a large 

black hole in the center. The print’s organization communicates the chaos of the situation. 

Figures of all sizes are pushed to the edges. Even with their rather simplified facial features, fear 

fills their eyes. Figures overlap, stray lines violate them; even the seemingly random stippling, 

the result of placing sandpaper under the transfer sheet before rubbing it with the crayon,
30

 

evokes carnage. The latter calls to mind the splattering of blood, even without red coloring.  

 Conversely, Miró presented several uncluttered prints to highlight a single scene of 

hostility. Plate XII, for instance, occupies the space without clutter. This print features a single 

large character, with intimidating open eyes and animalistic teeth, standing over a fallen body. 

The generally blank background serves to focus attention on the unraveling scene and to endow 

it with a sense of immensity. The artist again returned to the strategies of primitives he had been 

working with in painting, to create a powerful picture with so little information. These qualities 

include a hierarchy of scale, a conflation of body parts, and an elaboration of the “stick-figure” 

prototype. The former of these tactics suggests that the fallen person is a woman because of her 

triangular skirt. Although not explicit, rape, a common occurrence in war, is implied. Miró 

explained that between the years of 1938 and 1940 he became interested in the realism of the 

situation in Spain, “perhaps the events of the day, particularly the drama of the war in Spain, 
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made me feel that I ought to soak myself in reality.”
31

 After his work on The Reaper, which was 

painted before Spain fell under Fascist control, Miró had an investment in capturing the impact 

of tragedy.
32

 Generally speaking, in these prints the artist’s contempt for both of the recently 

ended wars comes through. 

 After this project, Miró’s confidence in lithography grew and he stuck with the medium 

because of its easily reproducible nature. In 1947, three years after the Barcelona Series, he 

created his first color lithograph. The Frontispiece for Le Surréalisme en 1947 was designed to 

coincide with a Surrealist exhibition. It was one of five to be included in a volume alongside 

prints created by Victor Brauner, Max Ernst, Jacques Hérold, and Wilfredo Lam.
33

 However, his 

Large Black Figure, 1949 (Figure 3-7), commonly referred to as the culmination of his 

lithographic experimentation, truly captures the expansion of universality we have been 

discussing in that it combines the universal language from the Chapter 2 with a medium that 

allows it to reach the masses, while simultaneously subverting many of the rules of traditional 

art.  

 Large Black Figure jumps out at the viewer in its subject and in its disregard for 

traditional procedural decorum. The image features three figures. One very large character 

dominates the center, with the bottom of its torso and legs excluded. It is made up of a 

combination of black and white forms and lines. Standing in front of it is a second figure, 

composed of only white lines. Finally, in the top right corner another faint figure emerges out of 
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the darkness. The artist used a combination of liquid tusche and lithographic crayon to delineate 

the scene. He then scratched away sections of the black ink, leaving white tracings against the 

black.
34

 Miró fully embraced the medium by not just allowing the white of the paper to show 

through but incorporating it into the fabric of the design. While he allowed plenty of space to 

remain uncovered in his previous prints, here the blank stone was not a passive gesture; quite the 

opposite. Miró used the white to give the large figure an aura as it emerges from the darkness, 

but then also reveals the white out of the black ink, with his intentional scratching away of the 

surface. Without this move, there would be nothing but blocked color and the image would lose 

its effect.   

Similarly, the artist violated the margins of the print. A strong outline along the edge of 

what should be a contained image hints at the usual practice of clean edges. However, Miró 

presented the line so that his infringement is glaringly obvious. Drawn with the lithographic 

crayon, this false edge is a product of the artist’s experimentation with larger presses that allow 

him to have larger margins.
35

 The line is breached on all sides. At some points there are minor 

infractions such as a single swoop or line. At others, like the upper-left corner, there are more 

noticeable transgressions. Regardless, all violations were intentional and suggest his rebellion 

against traditional rules of production. 

 Earlier we looked at Miró’s apprehensive start in printmaking. In the beginning, he 

learned a technique while following someone else’s lead. This was the case with Marcoussis, 

even though Miró maintained his stylistic freedom. When Miró became the leader, he referred to 

his assistants as collaborators. This implied a less-restricted relationship than one between master 
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and apprentice, “It excites me working in a team,” the artist explained, “these boys are my 

collaborators. They tell me bluntly: ‘What you’re doing is no good’.”
36

 The artist depended on 

his fellow artisans to offer their opinions and used their reactions as a gauge for the effectiveness 

of his prints. There is little to no evidence on which aspects of particular prints were done by 

Miró’s assistants, but generally, Miró said he gave his helpers free reign with the backgrounds.
37

 

On another occasion, Miró likened their involvement to that of a sculptor’s helpers in which they 

would take care of the heavy lifting associated with the main forms and he would come in 

afterward and go over the contours and bring the forms to life.
38

 Regardless, what is important is 

that the images produced were the result of multiple hands. 

 The artist’s engagement with printmaking mark a hugely important moment. This period 

continued the subversive yet productive nature of his assassination of painting, but focused its 

energy into the expansion of his universal aspirations. This included leaps in procedural 

experimentation and an extensive involvement with his colleagues, both in a medium that fosters 

physical accessibility. The progress made during this stretch unquestionably informed all facets 

of his career in the years to come. He never abandoned prints, though they became less frequent 

as he moved into ceramics, sculpture, and mural creation. His mature murals were hardly 

traditional and expanded the creative methods pioneered in the printmaking medium.  
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CHAPTER 4 

MOVING TOWARD ANONYMITY 

Mural art is the very opposite of solitary creation.
1
 

—Joan Miró, 1958 

 

 As we have seen, the artist was reevaluating the status of painting. In fact, from 1954-

1959, he did not paint one painting.
2
 In Surrealism and the Spanish Civil War Robin Adelè 

Greeley argued that Miró felt he had reached the limit of the assassination of painting in 1933. 

When he “returned” to painting, he did so only to begin grounding his work once again in the 

“act of seeing” and this return was laced with the lessons learned during the recent aggressive 

critique.
3
 A similar claim can be extended to apply to Miró’s state of mind in the early 1940s as 

he came off his concentrated engagement with printmaking. His intensified concern for reaching 

the masses, experience working collectively, and reaffirmed commitment to universality are 

among the most significant results of the previous years. The motivations behind and 

manifestations of Miró’s murals are the direct result of this experience. They represent the 

maturity of his universal aspirations. 

 Murals appealed to Miró because they provided a new platform for his goals. In the 

1930s murals emerged as a political tool. A prominent example of this included Picasso’s 

Guernica, 1937. Guernica depicts the tragedies and suffering brought about by war and became 

a prominent anti-war symbol. Miró was certainly aware of the aspect of the medium. He 

embraced it in his first mural, The Reaper, which was exhibited along side Guernica. However, 

The Reaper was an aberration for Miró when compared to the rest of his murals. Miró interest in 
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the medium goes beyond its political implications. He was drawn to its ability to reach the 

masses through monumentality and the possibility of bringing in auxiliary artists. This becomes 

clearer as we examine a selection of his murals, especially the ones predicated on the inclusion 

of ceramics. But beyond this, they foster the hopes of achieving anonymity. As we have seen, 

Miró’s interest in anonymity predated his murals. By the end of the 1920s he had already 

forsaken the tradition of always signing his canvases. But murals allowed for the pursuit of 

anonymity on deeper level:  

Mural painting is determined by the architecture, by the surfaces-- the forms, the 

volumes, the surfaces- so that there can be a complete fusion of landscape, 

architecture and painting. For that reason, it is completely anonymous and 

impersonal work. During great periods, it was always like this. The ancient 

frescoes were not signed by their creators. Neither were the pyramids.
4
 

This foregrounds his desire to return to an age before the advent of the decadence that plagued 

painting and reveals fusion with architecture as the key to anonymity, and by extension, 

universality. When Miró painted The Reaper in 1937, he was working in moment of extreme 

unrest in Spain. This context with aid of the above comment demonstrates Miró’s continued 

interest in reverting to a time before modern civilization and its problems. Miró revealed the link 

between anonymity and universality in 1958: 

Anonymity has always reigned during the great periods of history. And today the 

need for it is greater than ever. But, at the same time, there is a need for the 

absolutely individualistic gesture, something completely anarchic from the social 

point of view. Why? Because a profoundly individualistic gesture is anonymous. 

By being anonymous, it can attain universality, I am convinced of it.
6
 

A seeming paradox was created by the emphasis Miró places on both individualism and 

collectivism. This issue is the subject of this study’s conclusion; for the current discussion, what 
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is important is that Miró explicitly stated his belief that anonymity led to universality. He 

believed that part of what was necessary to achieve works of art that could be understood without 

context was to remove the artist’s biography. This is significant when contextualizing his work 

with murals. 

 Frescos existed as a type of precedent to blending art and structure, a concept already 

established as integral to the pursuit of anonymity. Miró was no doubt thinking of this. He was 

influenced by the Catalan frescos of the Middle Ages and his good friend and known architect 

José Luis Sert confirmed that Miró was always on the lookout for a technical method that might 

resemble the nature of frescos.
7
 Unlike the frescos of the past, however, Miró’s murals were not 

designed to promote a particular message or serve an edifying purpose. Instead, his murals were 

open-ended and left it up viewers whether they wanted to find meaning in them. Miró’s first 

mural, The Reaper, 1937 (Figure 4-1) promoted a nationalistic message, because the context of 

its creation and location required this; his later murals did not promote an explicit message. The 

subject matter of The Reaper categorizes it as the exception to the rule. Because it was created 

for a political setting, it engendered a range of emotions including, patriotism, outrage, fury and 

agitation. The mural was a essentially a call to arms. Also, the stance of the warrior and its 

allusion to the Biblical grim reaper
8
 is yet another of its problematic qualities in terms of Miró’s 

ultimate goals laid out in this discussion. Much like the artist’s early prints made for specific 

commissions, Miró was approached for this project, “the Spanish government has just 

commissioned me to decorate the Spanish pavilion at the 1937 Exposition. Only Picasso and I 
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have been asked.”
9
 The Reaper allowed Miró to engage with a medium he had not yet worked 

with. The mural hints at some of the future tactics of the artist. The near-10-year gap between 

this introductory mural and his next one is also noteworthy. Considered in the context of the 

paintings and prints we have already discussed, it is evident that the decade between the murals 

was a period when the artist continued to expand his understanding of universality and to refine 

his goals. This may also account for his later creations being a departure from the first. 

Therefore, it is important to begin with The Reaper, to understand how the artist approached this 

initial project.  

 Though it was laced with the tension of a looming war, the World Fair of 1937 in Paris 

was the last major event in Europe before World War II.
10

 The Reaper was created for the 

Spanish Republican Pavilion. It synthesized Miró’s research in painting through the 1930s and 

presented an opportunity to see how the pictorial sign language and the primitive strategies he 

experimented with come together in a mature form. Now lost, this monumental painting was a 

sort of anomaly for the artist, as he very rarely openly addressed the political issues of his 

country, nor did he believe that artists could intervene in current events.
11

 However, Miró said 

that if a current event were significant enough, the artist would be drawn to it.
12

 He explained, 

“of course I intended it as a protest. The Catalan present is a symbol of the strong, the 
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independent, the resistant. The sickle is not a communist symbol. It’s the reaper’s symbol, the 

tool of his work, and, when his freedom is threatened, his weapon.”
13

 

 This image focuses on the bust of a single figure, seen in profile with all the attributes of 

the Catalan fighter, nationalistically proud and ready for battle. The Reaper’s bodily features are 

distorted and stripped to their bare recognizable essentials. Elements are color-blocked to show 

mass and attributes such as the sickle, cap, and star are defined solely by their contours. Miró 

placed an importance on senses, presenting the eye, ear, and hand clearly and largely. These 

exaggerated features are in keeping with past paintings like The Hunter (Catalan Landscape). 

The red cap, a known symbol of Catalan identity, sits on his head. An exaggeratedly long neck 

parallels the adjacent outstretched arm. Crowning the arm is a tightened fist in the Republican 

salute, while the other hand holds a raised sickle ready to engage an off-the-plane enemy.
15

 This 

figure is defiant and ready. Naturalistic colors are not employed and the background generally 

lacks contextual characteristics, again pointing to the figure as the focus.  

 The Reaper was created in situ and as with his painting, Miró did not use preparatory 

drawings for it. At times, he considered pieces of paper stashed in his pockets with rough 

outlines, but that was the extent of it.
16

 He may have had an idea of what he was going to create 

but had no idea how he would go about it. He explained, “I threw myself at the surface like a 

wild mad man, and it was twenty feet high. I made a few very rough, insignificant sketches, and 
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then just tackled the canvas head-on, at the risk of breaking my neck.”
17

 This method was in 

keeping with his rebellious motives, as it quotes the Surrealist practice of automatism, but does 

not entirely follow its rules. As Greeley argued, the source of the image was unconscious 

creativity, even though the figure’s attributes fit perfectly into its display context, suggesting a 

level of consciousness.
18

  

This was Miró’s first large-scale project that demanded a group effort. Just as in his 

printmaking practice, Miró’s cooperation with his helpers demanded a constant communication 

and their exchanges gave Miró a degree of accountability to make sure the mural did not reflect a 

purely personal expression. Dupin relayed Miró’s satisfaction with the unique working 

conditions of The Reaper and claimed that it, “gratified a hunger for collective work not fully 

realized for another decade.”
19

  

In December 1946, Miró received a commission for his second mural, for the Gourmet 

Restaurant on the top floor of the new Terrace Plaza Hotel in Cincinnati, Ohio (Figure 4-2). He 

enthusiastically accepted the commission and rented a studio in New York City to complete it 

and show it at the MoMA, before installing it in Cincinnati in early 1948. He chose New York 

over Cincinnati because the opportunity presented itself to share a studio with another artist, Carl 

Holty. Miró could not pass up the benefits of such an intellectual exchange. Though he elected to 

work in New York, the mural was conceived with its eventual home in mind. It was slated to be 

put in a circular room and cover one-third of the walls; the other two-thirds were glass windows 

opening to the sky. The ten-by-six meter mural was only visually interrupted by one column. The 
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base of the mural was cerulean blue to continue the where the sky left off. The composition 

sports red, orange, white, and black figures and non-figural color focal points.  

 Narrative is not important in the Terrace Place Hotel mural. Contemporary critic José 

Gómez-Sicre interviewed Miró in 1948 regarding it. To his disappointment, Miró refused to 

offer any sort of holistic interpretation. Gómez-Sicre explained, “a man of extreme modesty and 

simplicity, Miró refuses to talk about his work and avoids making the slightest comment on its 

significance . . . Miró refused to offer any interpretation of his work except to proclaim his non-

submission to any cannon whatsoever.”
20

 The mural’s purpose then was to blend with the 

architectural space, for the enjoyment of the crowd. It was predicated on its setting. Its 

iconography fit with the modernity of the skyscraper that housed it and its palette carefully 

considered its total surrounding. Sert, who worked with Miró a decade earlier on the Spanish 

Nation Pavilion, said of this mural: “this is kind of painting can give great life and animation to 

architectural spaces, providing points of tension and visual accents. It can work with the 

architecture of today and not against it.”
21

 To his pleasure, Miró was moving toward anonymity 

by the merger of art and architecture.  

 This interpretation of the mural stands somewhat against Jacques Dupin’s, as stated in the 

Miró monograph, “it has been suggested that this work contributes nothing to the overall 

development of Miró’s art. This is true, save that the work provides proof that the artist’s mature 

style is perfectly suitable for large surfaces.”
22

 In favor of the mural, Dupin does add that 
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normally this would be an unnecessary enlargement of Miró’s style, however here the style 

stands strong against the structural demands of the wall.
23

 I disagree with the level of importance 

Dupin assigns to this achievement. To acknowledge that Miró’s style could be transferred to 

larger surfaces implies great progress and hints at the increasing power of Miró’s applied 

universality. His style, which was the sole basis of Dupin’s compliment, is honed and its fusion 

with the structure and public setting as well as its collaborative creation speaks volumes to 

Miró’s commitment to universality and cannot be discounted as insignificant.  

 The mural was favorably received, though it had a short lifespan in situ, as the bustle of 

the restaurant took its toll. It was later relocated to the Cincinnati Art Museum for preservation. 

As a result of the favorable reception of the Terrace Plaza Hotel mural, Miró was awarded 

several more commissions. Among them were a mural for the Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum 

and one for the Harkness Law School dining room at Harvard University. The latter was done 

under the suggestion of architect Walter Gropius and also fell into disrepair and had to be moved 

to a museum for preservation. Miró offered to replace the Harvard mural with a ceramic version, 

which still stands in its original location today. 

 In 1955, Miró created two murals for the UNESCO building in Paris. In this case, Miró’s 

audience was of the utmost importance. As we have seen, Miró’s Dada influences, in 

conjunction with the events of the Spanish Civil War and World War II, left a deep impression 

on the artist. Miró’s ambition to redeem art was realized on a new level for this project. 

UNESCO was formed in 1945 just after the war’s conclusion. Among its stated objectives, 

UNESCO’s constitution states,  

That since wars begin in the minds of men, it is in the minds of men that the 

defenses of peace must be constructed . . . That the wide diffusion of culture, and 
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the education of humanity for justice and liberty and peace are indispensable to 

the dignity of man and constitute a sacred duty which all the nations must fulfill 

in a spirit of mutual assistance and concern . . . For these reasons, the States 

Parties to this Constitution, believing in full and equal opportunities for education 

for all, in the unrestricted pursuit of objective truth, and in the free exchange of 

ideas and knowledge, are agreed and determined to develop and to increase the 

means of communication between their peoples and to employ these means for 

the purposes of mutual understanding and a truer and more perfect knowledge of 

each other’s lives.
24

 

In addition to the political implications of promoting freedom and human rights, something Miró 

would have been sympathetic toward, their goals to educate, especially with respect to culture 

goes along with Miró’s vision for a future in which everyone can understand art and participate 

in its creation. 

The UNESCO project took a little more than 2 years to complete and the results were 2 

rather large, free-standing walls covered with painted ceramic tiles set at a 90-degree angle from 

one another. One is titled Wall of the Sun, 1957-58 (Figure 4-3) and the other, Wall of the Moon, 

1957-58 (Figure 4-4). The murals were done in conjunction with experienced ceramist Josep 

Llorens Artigas and a team of helpers. The undertaking realized Miró’s fully developed 

universality, as it welcomed the collective effort. It deemphasized the importance of a single 

artist, but embraces the uniqueness of his style and pushed the traditional limits of the medium, 

involved the public, and was conscious of its architectural setting.  

 Before beginning the mural Miró spoke to the architects to get a feel for the building and 

understand what the structure demanded of him. Miró decided he wanted something that would 

fit into the setting and also provide a harmonious contrast.  

As a way of reacting against the huge cement surfaces that would surround it, the 

idea of a bright red disk began to emerge from the wall. Its counterpart on the 

smaller wall would be a blue crescent- because of the narrower, more intimate 
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space it would occupy. These two forms, which I wanted to be very brightly 

colored, would be further enhanced by hollowing them out. Certain details of the 

construction such as the design of the windows, inspired checkered patterns and 

the shapes of the figures. I wanted a brutal kind of expression for the large wall, a 

hint of something more poetic for the small one.
25

  

Miró and Artigas visited several sites for inspiration. First they went to see the Romanesque 

Church of Collegiata at Santillana del Mar. They went to Altamira to see the prehistoric painting 

on the cave’s walls. Then they went to Barcelona to view early frescos at the Catalan Museum of 

Art, and to visit Gaudi’s Parque Guëll.
27

  

 The crescent moon symbol is very clear, as is the large red disk as the sun. The three-line 

stars that have been in Miró’s visual repertoire for some time also add to the sky-related 

iconography. The rest of the composition is debatable. One could discern a hominoid figure or 

two on the Wall of the Sun, hunting with a bow and arrow. On the Wall of the Moon, lines 

extending from a black color-blocked object, recall his early paintings experimenting with the 

representation of physical movement. The visual language is tied to the primitive resources 

researched in his early career and to his recent trip to study cave paintings. Additionally, Miró 

spoke to one of the three UNESCO architects, Marcel Breuer, who he said had planned the 

building according to the arc of the sun. Similarly, in terms of Miró’s objectives and of the 

context of the UNESCO site, it is not a stretch to suggest that Miró saw the sun as a symbol of 

hope for a new world of social and cultural harmony.
29

 Miró’s incorporation of the sun reflects 
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Breuer’s plan and captures Miró’s goal of total integration with the space.
30

 Miró wanted the 

murals to become completely absorbed in their setting both in their design and physical presence.  

 Miró was no stranger to revisions and experimentation. He embraced these moments as 

teaching opportunities. In that vein, when Artigas did the first firing of 253 tiles, he called Miró 

to inform him of his dissatisfaction with the result. Together they realized they needed to scrap 

the regularity of the blocks they initially appropriated and opt for different-sized ones to emulate 

the irregularity of the stone walls on the Romanesque church.
32

 They also changed their already 

unusual firing formula for the second attempt. Once they had the tiles, Miró stepped in to paint. 

The expansiveness of the surface proved somewhat of a challenge, as he was concerned that 

some gestures needed to remain uninterrupted, to preserve the integrity and dynamism of the 

desired composition. In the spirit of all of his previous disregard for procedural decorum, Miró 

picked up a broom made of palm fronds. Miró said, “Artigas held his breath when he saw me 

grab the broom and begin to trace the five- to six-meter long motifs with the good possibility that 

I would destroy months of work.”
33

 The size and material presented other obstacles. First, the 

painting portion was more like guesswork because it was laid down on the ground and they could 

not view it in its entirely from the right distance. Also, the firing was unpredictable and the result 

could deviate from their expectations. Though just as before, Miró was attracted to it for its 

unpredictability as its potential deadliness to their progress endowed it with more expressive 

value. The last of 34 firings took place on 29 May 1958. In the end, the team used 25 tons of 
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wood, 4,000 kilograms of clay, 200 kilograms of enamel, and 30 kilograms of color.
34

 The 

murals were very well received by the public and critics, and were awarded the Guggenheim 

International Award of the Guggenheim Foundation in 1958.  

 This program became foundational for many other projects. Miró’s concern for 

architectural integration inspired him to try other approaches. Examples include the Ramblas 

pavement in Barcelona, 1976 (Figure 4-5) and a set of stained glass windows for the Choir of the 

Saint-Frambourg Chapel in Senlis, France, 1986-87 (Figure 4-6). The former was made of 

vitrified brick and located in a hub of social life. It is at ground level and people walk across it, 

not around it. Miró did not want to guide anyone’s interpretations of his work. In fact, when 

prompted, he would not discuss its significance for fear of casting his own views on the art, 

corrupting it for individual viewers.
35

 Instead, he reiterated his overarching goals. Miró left it to 

the individual to determine his or her own level of engagement with it. Some choose to read a 

narrative in it or completely ignore it. Miró puts it in the viewers’ path, the rest is up to them.  

 The UNESCO project was a highly significant marker in Miró’s career. It broke his art 

out of the prison of museums and galleries. Its outdoor location defied the nature of easel 

painting as it disregarded its own preservation. Exposure to the elements is part of its life. The 

murals belong to the people and these circumstances underscore their availability. Similarly, this 

supported Miró’s move toward anonymity. Inspired by monuments of the past, the artist sought 

to remove any significance of his biography or knowledge of the circumstances of the mural’s 

creation. The fact that this project was done for UNESCO adds a layer of legitimacy to his 
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purpose. As the keepers of culture, UNESCO and their efforts to preserve world heritage sites 

link Miró to the very past he has been channeling.  

 This project, like the other turning points in his career discussed, synthesized all the 

knowledge gained up to that point. The ceramic murals were the ultimate platform for Miró’s 

universality.
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CHAPTER 5 

CONCLUSION 

  Miró’s early painting hints at his growing passion for universality and the assassination 

of painting project represented his first moment of open rebellion. However, there was an equally 

significant occurrence when Miró turned to printmaking and integrated the essence of his 

assassination of painting ideas with his evolving concern for universality. After years focused on 

printmaking, Miró never again shied away from his subversion of traditional techniques and 

desire to reach the masses through anonymous works of art.  

 However, a significant paradox arises. Miró spent much of his career moving toward 

anonymity, but all the while his level of fame grew. He acknowledged this issue: “anonymity 

allows me to renounce myself, but in renouncing myself I come to affirm myself even more.”
1
 

How then do we reconcile Miró’s desire for anonymity with his fame and highly recognizable 

style? Miró said, “mural art is the opposite of solitary creation; but although you must not give 

up your individual personality as an artist, you must engage it deeply in a collective effort.”
2
 

Thus, it is apparent that Miró was not concerned with his style being highly recognizable. Instead 

of trying to hide his style, his style should be considered in terms of its greater objectives. 

 Miró reconciled his recognizable style and desire for anonymity with his stated objectives 

and creative process.  He believed profoundly individualistic gestures were necessary to obtain 

universality.
3
 By profoundly individualistic gestures he meant his individual style. Miró did not 
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say anonymity required one to become completely characterless. In fact, he said just the 

opposite, “a Mexican should not try to become a Frenchman. He should be what he is—but in a 

universal way, obviously.”
4
 One-way to balance a highly recognizable style and anonymity then, 

is in terms of the purpose the style serves, which in this case was universality. 

Miró also used collectivity as a strategy to deal with this paradox. He recognized that working 

with colleagues was one way to tap into a shared universal experience. In this way the artist’s 

biography became somewhat less important. Miró claimed,  

This taste for anonymity leads to collective work. That is why doing ceramics 

with Artigas interests me so much. I do my prints with a team of master printers 

and assistants. They give me ideas, and I have complete confidence in them, but 

all this is impossible if you want to be a star.
5
  

Miró was not interested in becoming a household name. If his statements convince us, we can 

see he did not create art to establish himself as an artist; he created art to return it to the people. 

He depended on his collaborators and trusted them to keep his agenda on track. Without a system 

of checks and balances, he felt he could fall back into the trappings of art created simply for 

personal expression.  

 There is an inherent irony when considering Miró’s path to anonymity. By examining 

him at all, we emphasize the context he wanted to shed and further elevate him as an individual 

artist. It is hard to imagine he did not know his agenda was impossibly utopian. However, in 

considering the record he left of his goals and his artwork, we can see that Miró was not simply 

concerned with the success of his goals, but rather the path to achieving them. The intention of 
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my study was to show, by tracking his interest in universality, how Miró came to this dilemma 

and how he grappled with it.
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APPENDIX 
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Joan Miró, The Farm. 1921-22. Oil on canvas. 48 3/4 x 55 5/8 x 1 5/16 in. The National Gallery 

of Art, Washington DC. From: National Gallery of Art 

http://www.nga.gov/content/ngaweb/Collection/art-object-page.69660.html (accessed March 1, 

2014). 

 

Figure 2-5:  

Joan Miró, The Hunter (Catalan Landscape), 1923-24. Oil on canvas. 25 1/2 x 39 1/2 in. The 
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Figure 2-8:  

Marcel Duchamp, L.H.O.O.Q. 1919. Readymade. 19.7 cm. Minneapolis College of Art and 
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Joan Miró, Final Study for Dutch Interior I. Summer 1928. 24 5/8 x 18 5/8 in. The Museum of 

Modern Art, New York. From: The Museum of Modern Art, 

http://www.moma.org/collection/object.php?object_id=34445 (accessed March 1, 2014). 
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New York. From: The Museum of Modern Art, 
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Joan Miró & Louis Marcoussis, Portrait of Miró. 1938. Drypoint & engraving. 33 x 27 cm. The 
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Joan Miró, L’éveil du Géant (The Awakening of the Giant). 1938. Drypoint. 26 4/5 x 23 1/2 cm. 

The Museum of Modern Art, New York. From: The Museum of Modern Art, 

http://www.moma.org/collection/object.php?object_id=67374 (accessed March 1, 2014).  
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http://www.moma.org/collection/object.php?object_id=61026
http://www.moma.org/collection/object.php?object_id=62817
http://www.moma.org/collection/object.php?object_id=67374
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Figure 3-5: 

Joan Miró, The Reaper or Catalan Peasant in Revolt. 1937. Oil on celotx 216 1/2 x 143 1/4. 

Missing work. Available from: National Gallery of Art Miró, 

http://www.nga.gov/exhibitions/2012/miro/ (accessed March 1, 2014). 

 

Figure 3-6: 

Joan Miró, Série Noire et Rouge. 1938. Etching. 6 5/8 x 10 3/16. The Museum of Modern Art, 

New York. From: The Museum of Modern Art, 

http://www.moma.org/collection/object.php?object_id=65014 (accessed March 1, 2014). 

 

Figure 3-7: 

Joan Miró, Large Black Figure. 1949. Lithograph, Published by Maeght. 25 3/8  x 19 1/2 in. 

From: Taillandier, Yvon. Indelible Miró Aquatints, Drawings, Dry points, Etchings, 

Lithographs, Book Illustrations, Posters. New York: Tudor Publishing Company, 1972. Page 94. 

 

Figure 4-1: 

Joan Miró, The Reaper or Catalan Peasant in Revolt. 1937. Oil on celotx 216 1/2 x 143 1/4. 

Missing work. Available from: National Gallery of Art Miró, 

http://www.nga.gov/exhibitions/2012/miro/ (accessed March 1, 2014). 

 

Figure 4-2: 

Joan Miró, Mural Painting, 1948. Oil on canvas. 216 1/2 x 143 3/4 in. Commissioned for the 

Gourmets Restaurant, Terrace Plaza Hotel in Cincinnati. The Cincinnati Art Museum, 

Cincinnati, Ohio. Available from ARTstor, 

http://library.artstor.org.lp.hscl.ufl.edu/library/welcome.html#3|search|6|All20Collections3A20m

iro2C2022and2220mural|Filtered20Search|||type3D3626kw3Dmiro7Call23and2Cmural7Call26g

eoIds3D26clsIds3D26collTypes3D26id3Dall26bDate3D26eDate3D26dExact3D26prGeoId3D 

(accessed March 1, 2014). 

 

Figure 4-3: 

Joan Miró, Wall of the Sun. 1957-58. Ceramic. 9’ 10 1/8” x 49’ 2 1/4”. Seat of UNESCO, Paris. 

From: Dupin, Jacques. Miró. Translated by James Petterson. Barcelona, Spain: Ediciones 

Polígrafa, S.A., 1993. Page 394.  

 

Figure 4-4: 

Joan Miró, Wall of the Moon. 1957-58. Ceramic. 9’ 10 7/8” x 23’. Seat of UNESCO, Paris. 

From: Dupin, Jacques. Miró. Translated by James Petterson. Barcelona, Spain: Ediciones 

Polígrafa, S.A., 1993. Page 395. 

 

Figure 4-5: 

Joan Miró, Ramblas Pavement. 1976. La Rambla, Pla de la Boqueria, Barcelona, Spain. From:  

Rose, Barbara with Judith McCandless and Duncan Macmillan. Miró In America.  Houston, 

Texas: The Museum of Fine Arts, 1982. Page 108. 
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Figure 4-6: 

 Joan Miró, Stained Glass Window. 1986-87. Choir of Saint-Frambourh Chapel, Senlis, France. 

From: Dupin, Jacques. Miró. Translated by James Petterson. Barcelona, Spain: Ediciones 

Polígrafa, S.A., 1993. Page 399. 
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