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the art brought me to this point in my life. to all these  
artists and those i haven’t been able to include in this work: 
thank you.

i did not know such profound work existed until some very 
wonderful, soulful, and wise people led me to it and taught 
me what i had been missing. they were followed by many 
others — too many to name — who helped me understand 
what i have seen.

i enjoyed the opportunity to acknowledge some of these 
friends and guides in my last two edited and co-edited books 
on the field: Self-Taught Art: The Culture and Aesthetics of 
American Vernacular Art; and, with carol crown, Sacred and 
Profane: Voice and Vision in Southern Self-Taught Art. i thank 
them here once again.

this book brought me back to many of those colleagues 
and mentors and also introduced me to a number of people 
to whom i am extremely grateful. they participate in the field 
as members of the museum and gallery world, as scholars 
within and outside the academy, as collectors and critics, and 
all as lovers of significant art.

i am especially indebted to: Jane kallir, luise ross, roger 
ricco, frank maresca, shari cavin, randall morris, andrew 
edlin; brooke davis anderson, susan crawley, lucienne peiry, 
michel thévoz, daniel baumann, thomas röske, Johann 
feilacher, nina katschnig; celine muzelle, Valérie rousseau; 
roger cardinal, John maizels, colin rhodes; bill arnett; 
Jacqueline porret-forel.

above all, i am indebted to alison weld who first introduced 
me to the art. with an artist’s keen and loving eye and an 
intellect’s insights, she expanded my vision and intensified 
my ability to see. i stood in her shadow in this field for years 
and now humbly offer the book to her and the light of day.

the final stages of writing this book were significantly helped 
by a sabbatical awarded by rutgers university. i am particularly 
appreciative of the support of the dean of the faculty of arts 
and sciences of rutgers newark, dr. philip yeagle.

without the initial encouragement and constant support of 
the considerate and thoroughly professional people at prestel 
publishing this book would not have been written. 

ryan newbanks ensured that every significant detail of the 
book’s publication was attended to in a prompt, professional, 
and generous manner. monica davis assiduously tracked 
down the great and the obscure images so lavishly presented; 
betsy stepina Zinn transformed the rawest of prose into a 
readable text; and rita Jules responded sensitively to the spirit 
of the visionary artists in her design of this beautiful book.

 guiding and supporting them all and, above all, 
challenging and encouraging this author has been the sharp 
and informed mind of editor-in-chief christopher lyon.
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opposite: adolf wölfli, Lea Tanttaaria, 1910. pencil and colored pencil  
on newsprint, 19¹⁄₂ x 14⁵⁄₈ in. (49.7 x 37.2 cm). adolf wölfli foundation, 
museum of fine arts, bern, switzerland 

Introduction

untrained artists will focus not only on the works themselves, 
but also on how those works were received by both the art 
world and the general viewer.

this book traces both how the works of twelve significant 
self-taught and outsider artists arose from their personal life 
experiences and their responses to a culture in which they were 
largely marginal figures and why their art nonetheless was 
discovered and found meaningful to that culture. each chap-
ter begins with an analysis of the individual artist’s work and 
the immediate contexts of his or her creativity, followed by a 
discussion of the aesthetic and cultural issues within the main-
stream art world and the relevant society. finally, other artists 
responding to similar issues are introduced for comparison.

several of the twelve artists featured here were first  
identified by psychiatrists and only subsequently by main-
stream artists and the larger audience. two groundbreaking 
studies of art created by institutionalized mental patients —  
walter morgenthaler’s A Mental Patient as Artist: Adolf Wölfi 
(1921) and hans prinzhorn’s Artistry of the Mentally Ill (1922) —  
analyzed the mental patients’ creations in terms of not only 
the nature of their illness but also the insights they provided 
into the creative processes found in art of both the healthy 
and the ill. in addition, each psychiatrist explored the analo-
gies to the vanguard art of their time. morgenthaler’s and 
prinzhorn’s work had great influence on generations of art-
ists, from the german expressionists and artists associated 
with the blaue reiter to the dadaists and surrealists, especially. 
both the physicians and the artists were fascinated by the 
visual achievements of the mentally ill and were convinced 

the creative process, as realized in a contemporary work  

of art, is nourished by very different psychic springs,  

which do not always have to coalesce. . . . As groundwater 

seeps to the surface and flows toward the stream in many 

rivulets, many expressive impulses run in many creative 

paths into the great stream of art. Neither historically nor 

according to psychological theory does there exist a 

beginning point. instead there are many springs which 

finally transcend all life.

 — hans prinzhorn, Artistry of the Mentally Ill (1922)

O ur understanding of self-taught and outsider art must 
account for two discordant facts: that works of sig-
nificant visual achievement and meaning are created 

by individuals who are not trained as artists and may not 
even consider their creations to be art; and that some view-
ers — usually those familiar with our culture’s “mainstream” 
tradition of art — see these unexpected objects as works of art 
but struggle to account for them within the customary art-
world terms. consequently, a study of the work of self-taught 
and outsider artists compels us to reflect on the nature, vari-
ety, and uses of creativity and to recognize its many sources —  
the many rivulets that contribute to the “great stream of art.” 
entertaining prinzhorn’s concept of the “great stream” — as 
opposed to the “mainstream” — of art forces us to question 
what the term art means in our society and how well it 
accounts for the existence and cultural significance of self-
taught art. hence, the following discussions of the works of 

Prestel6326r@Groundwaters_6P_Prestel_correx_CS5.5.indd   9 21/10/2011   12:25 PM



10

1
s
t

2
n

d
3

rd
4

th

that the paths to the origin of imaginative expression lay 
within the irrational subconscious tapped by the mad.  
the doctors’ observations and theories spurred later european 
psychiatrists and mental asylum directors to study, support, 
and preserve the artistic work of their patients, as demon-
strated in the late 1930s by hans steck with his patient aloïse 
corbaz, and, in the 1970s and later, by leo navratil with 
august walla and numerous other artists associated with the 
haus der künstler (house of artists) navratil established at 
the mental hospital in gugging, outside of Vienna.

other european self-taught artists who emerged from or 
were associated with the quasi-metaphysical movement of 
spiritualism and the subcultural activities of mediums, such 
as madge gill, were also intriguing to the surrealists, who saw 

the medium’s semiconscious behavior as analogous to their 
own efforts to tap into the subconscious creative sources 
through automatic writing and drawing. 

no figure, however, has been more influential to the field 
of self-taught and outsider art than Jean dubuffet. his deep 
appreciation of the artistic creations of mentally ill and of mar-
ginal individuals led him to develop the term art brut (raw art), 
and he declared that the artists’ passion and original vision 
revealed the upswelling of authentic creation, unfettered by 
the conventions of the art world. dubuffet’s notion of art brut, 
later translated and broadened into the term outsider art, retro-
actively coalesced modernist interest in forms of european 
primitivism and expanded appreciation of artistic behavior 
that appeared on the various margins of society. for dubuffet, 
art brut was essentially an expression of an antisocial or asocial 
spirit that belied the false legitimacy of culturally defined art.

concurrent to the european artists’ embrace of nontradi-
tional creativity, american modernist artists, intellectuals, and 
members of the art world held the simple, authentic creativity 
expressed by the “common man” who exemplified the basic 
american spirit to be on the par with the works of mainstream 
artists. whether created by “naive” painters, such as morris 
hirshfield, or by “folk” artists emerging from premodern rural 
cultures, as the ex-slave bill traylor seemed to be, the art of the 
self-taught was considered not to oppose the dominant culture 
but to share, from the margins, its deepest positive values. 

although american modernists found in folk art a type of 
authenticity and fresh abstract styles that their european col-
leagues sought in the art of non-western primitive or the rad-
ically alienated mental patients, the american advocates of 
self-taught art had little of the european avant-garde anticul-
tural zeal. lacking a long history of religious and court art or 
established academies of art, american modernists had few 
rigid traditions against which to struggle.1 they were also able 
to draw on a widely shared conception of a spirit of radical 
individualism in american life. american “outsiders,” no mat-

bill traylor, Untitled, 1939–42. poster paint on paper,  
13³⁄₄ x 10¹⁄₄ in. (34.9 x 26 cm)
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is generally applied to artists on the psychological and social 
margins of the culture, often those deemed mentally ill or 
isolates at odds with cultural norms. as a concept, self-taught 
describes almost all the artists, since very few have received 
any formal artistic training. but it is used here as a term gen-
erally designating untrained artists whose highly individualis-
tic work nonetheless resonates within broadly defined 
cultural contexts or freely adopts established cultural imagery.

the two terms reflect the historical contexts out of which 
discussions of outsider and self-taught art have been shaped: 
the first largely reflecting early-twentieth-century european 
considerations of psychological, sociological, and aesthetic 
bases of art and creativity in the high modernist era; the sec-
ond arising from parallel but localized discussions in america 
from the 1930s into the 1970s concerning the cultural signifi-
cance of artistic creations by untrained individuals. that these 
separate approaches have been joined in uneasy but stimu-
lating international discourse during the last half of the twen-
tieth century and into the present results in part from the 
polemical and visionary passion of dubuffet and also from 
the dynamics of both the mainstream art world and the 
broader culture.

the Forms of instinctual expression

the concept of the outsider artist traces its origins largely to 
the work of creative individuals whose psychological or socio-
logical conditions placed them on the margins of socially 
expected behavior. in the first decades of the twentieth cen-
tury, the work of two psychiatrists — walter morgenthaler at 
the waldau mental asylum in bern, switzerland, and hans 
prinzhorn at the psychiatric clinic at heidelberg university in 
germany — inquired into the sources and nature of creativity 
and its manifestation in the lives of ordinary people, artists, 
and the mentally ill.

ter how idiosyncratic, could also be seen as truly representa-
tive of a culture of nonconformists (itself a notion every bit as 
romantic as the european fantasies of the “primitive”).

nevertheless, in the american development of the field of 
self-taught and outsider art during the second half of the 
twentieth century, versions of the outsider were seen in iso-
lates such as henry darger and in institutionalized mental 
patients such as martín ramírez, although both were deeply 
embedded in and drew on traditional and popular cultural 
imagery to shape their private artistic realms. and while the 
outsider or art brut paradigm has found use in the american 
context, the tradition of folk art remains strong, even as it has 
developed into more nuanced concepts of self-taught and 
vernacular creativity in the work of southern artists, such as 
howard finster and thornton dial.

as popular appreciation of the work of untrained artists 
has expanded significantly during the past thirty years, the 
conception — if not the terminology — of the nature and 
importance of their work has grown more complex. this was 
noted even by dubuffet late in his life when he felt com-
pelled to launch a new term, neuve invention (new inven-
tion), to designate the idiosyncratic creations of artists such 
as michel nedjar, who, though marginal to the established art 
world and to some extent to the culture in general, nonethe-
less conceived of themselves as practicing artists and were 
amenable to entering the art world and its market. greater 
challenges to the previously eurocentric and american field 
are presented by the west’s growing receptivity to untrained 
artists from around the globe, whether highly motivated 
visionary individuals such as nek chand or those artists from 
asia, africa, and the caribbean who unite elements of indig-
enous cultural traditions and personal visionary creativity. 
indeed, recently the terms visionary and vernacular have 
become among the most frequently used words in the field.2

in this book, i primarily use the terms outsider and self-
taught to suggest two general approaches to the art. Outsider 
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morgenthaler and prinzhorn were responding as individu-
als of their time — culturally aware, art-educated doctors. as 
psychiatrists, they contributed to early psychoanalytic studies 
of normative behavior through analysis of the psychopatho-
logical. each was well-informed about artistic creativity and 
was familiar with the contemporary art world. in addition to 
his medical degree and psychiatric training, prinzhorn held a 
doctorate in art history; morgenthaler’s brother was a profes-
sional artist. both knew members of local artistic movements 
and were interested in how contemporary art reflected the 
spirit of their times. as art-historically astute intellectuals, they 
were intrigued by what mental patients’ work could reveal 
about the “psycho”-pathology of the mentally ill artists and 
about the psychology of art in general. both were alert to the 
possibility of art’s primal connection to “primitive” and mythic 
thought, as were many vanguard artists and theorists at the 
time. furthermore, both physicians sought to identify the 
connections and differences between the art produced by 
the patients and the modern art of their culture, even won-
dering whether the art of schizophrenics, in particular, might 
not be a historically significant expression of the era. finally, 
both morgenthaler and prinzhorn recognized their projects 
had the potential to challenge and expand, if not change, 
their culture’s conception of art.

although morgenthaler’s study of a single patient, adolf 
wölfli, whom he had treated for thirteen years, is profoundly 
insightful about the relationship of aesthetic order to instinc-
tive drives, prinzhorn’s work, Artistry of the Mentally Ill, had 
the greatest immediate influence. based on his study of over 
five thousand artworks collected at heidelberg that had been 
created by some 435 patients institutionalized in asylums 
across central europe, his book focuses in large part on the 
significance of artistic form, or configuration, which prinzhorn 
linked to an instinct for expression in response to our exis-
tential condition. he argued that artistic creation represents 
an effort of self-actualization that seeks to bridge the funda-

martín ramírez, Untitled (Trains and Tunnels), c. 1950.  
crayon and pencil on pieced paper, 70 x 34¹⁄₄ in. (178 x 87 cm).  
abcd art brut collection, paris
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the mentally healthy and the ill, they are especially exposed in 
the mentally ill, who are unable to adequately submit to social 
codes of modern civilization. prinzhorn believed that insight 
into the universal configurative instincts is possible because 
they appear so directly and unguardedly in the patient’s 
work: “the configurative process, instinctive and free of pur-
pose, breaks through in these people without any demon-
strable external stimulus or direction — they know not what 
they do. . . . nowhere else do we find the components of the 
configurative process, which is subconsciously present in 
every man, in such an unadulterated state” (p. 269). thus, we 
are able to understand our own deepest and obscured drives 
through the unwitting revelations provided by the mentally ill.

although as psychiatrists they were well aware of the suf-
fering of the mentally ill and did not romanticize their condi-
tion as numerous advocates of outsider art since dubuffet 
have tended to do, prinzhorn and morgenthaler shared with 
many of the artists and intellectuals of their time a critical 
attitude toward the repressive forces inherent in modern 
society. prinzhorn argued, for instance, that the “original con-
figurative instinct intrinsic to all men . . . has been buried by 
the development of civilization” (p. 270). and morgenthaler, 
comparing adolf wölfli’s condition and the programmatic 
desires of contemporary artists to free themselves from the 
strictures of the academy, observed that “the moderns — for 
the most part hyperintellectuals, supersaturated with modern 
culture — seek to return to specific artistic fundamental ele-
ments through a systematic destruction of previously existing 
forms. in wölfli’s case, however, such fundamental elements 
were brought to light by the process of a sickness which 
destroyed the logical and other mental functions. . . . parts of 
mighty foundation pillars of art are laid bare here, foundation 
pillars which certain modern trends are still looking for in 
their dismantling endeavors.”4 many artists, envying the men-
tally ill individual’s direct engagement with these creative 
sources, promulgated the romance of the primitive within 

mental separation of the individual from others in the world. 
by forming an image that objectifies one’s conception of the 
world, the psyche attempts “to escape into the expanse of 
common life from the restrictions of the individual.”3  
prinzhorn also suggested that in our response to works of art, 
we fulfill a corresponding instinctive need within our own 
being because we are able to directly apprehend their cre-
ator’s psychical expression “without the interposition of any 
intellectual apparatus” (p. 13).

across the thousands of works he studied, prinzhorn iden-
tified six recurring patterns of configuration, which he ascribed 
to instinctive drives underlying all forms of visual expression. 
these are the drives for: self-expression; play; ornamentation; 
ordering and arranging; imitation; and creating symbolic 
meaning. individual works of art may manifest any one or 
combination of these drives. prinzhorn observed that none of 
these is a manifestation of psychopathological behavior; 
rather, these instinctive drives can be found in all forms of 
human artistic expression. they are the expression of “an 
inborn creative urge” shared by all humans (p. xvii), including 
mainstream and self-taught artists, as well as the mentally ill.

focusing on the primacy of the expressive urge, prinzhorn 
was less concerned with the artist’s technical mastery of aes-
thetic conventions: “configurative power has little in com-
mon with technical ability and is often missing in the 
presence of great virtuosity” (p. 34). Voicing the emerging 
modernist aesthetic, prinzhorn held that too great an empha-
sis on form, as evident in academic art, depletes art of its 
instinctive expressive capacity and thus diminishes the expe-
rience of the viewer. responding to the raw work stretched 
before him, he observed that “configurative power is easily 
underestimated when there is a lack of skill” (p. 34), but that 
apparent deficiency does not prevent the artist from achiev-
ing works of consummate expression.

both prinzhorn and morgenthaler posited that while the 
basic patterns of human instinctive behavior are shared by 
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subsequent events in european history provided further 
justification for artists and intellectuals to question the nature 
of their culture and its future, as well as their roles within it, 
what they might offer, and to whom. whatever the main-
stream and vanguard artists’ answers for their own careers, 
the suspicion that those who stood outside the burdens of 
the cultural codes experienced a far richer reality continued 
to haunt them.

the Distinction of the Common Man

in the united states, a different type of nontraditional, 
untrained artist emerged, one who was also held to exem-
plify the sources of the creative impulse and to work inde-
pendently of artistic conventions, but whose reception was 
shaped by significantly different aesthetic issues than those in 
europe. the american self-taught artist was discussed neither 
in terms of psychopathology nor untrammeled instinctual 
expression. the nontraditional, untrained artist may have 
emerged independently of the mainstream art world and 
what was seen as “high” culture in the new world, but this 
“outsider” did not represent a challenge to american cultural 
values; rather he — occasionally she — was perceived as an 
authentic expression of the culture. 

during the 1930s, in particular, discussions of self-taught 
artists took place within a crosshatching of discourses that 
reflected a developing concept of folk art, simultaneous with 
depression-era evocations of the art of the “common man” 
and the mainstream art world’s efforts to position american 
art within modern art movements based in the european art-
historical tradition. 

self-taught artists such as morris hirshfield, John kane, 
Joseph pickett, horace pippin, and anna mary robertson 
“grandma” moses, among others, were designated “naive” 
artists and “modern primitives.” they were also seen as repre-

their culture and praised the “authenticity” of unbridled 
instinct supposedly enjoyed by the ill. 

to what degree those pillars can be uncovered and built 
on by modern artists still operating comfortably within soci-
ety is a question that has challenged vanguard artists 
throughout the twentieth century and that has animated 
much of the impassioned claims of partisans of outsider and 
self-taught art. prinzhorn seemed to sympathize with artists 
who sought new forms of vision and expression when he 
challenged the existing criteria of artistic excellence, those 
“culturally supplementary perspectives which have made the 
word ‘art’ completely colorless,” and when he asserted “art” 
had to be freed from civilization’s “extraneous ends” (p. 11). 
however, the issue — for the psychiatrists and many of the 
questing artists — went far beyond mere aesthetics. they won-
dered, without ever resolving the issue, what the destruction 
of cultural codes meant or forebode: was it initiated primarily 
by the artists as an act of renewal or was it a form of social 
collapse already abroad in a society of which the modern 
 artist — and the mad — was but the most visibly evident sign.

aware of german art historian wilhelm worringer’s asser-
tion in Abstraction and Empathy that abstraction and its chal-
lenge to representationalism were most evident during an age 
of anxiety, and having themselves experienced the cataclysm 
of world war i and its aftermath, morgenthaler and prinzhorn 
pondered the relationships among schizophrenia, modern art, 
and contemporary culture.5 morgenthaler cautiously ventured, 
“our entire mental life seems in general to have approached 
schizophrenia in recent times, yet only inasmuch as the logi-
cal functions have receded somewhat in comparison with the 
emotional ones. in my opinion it is vain to want to predict 
whether this readjustment of the mental life is a definitive 
decline, a necessary transition, or already the beginning of  
a renewal.”6 what is especially notable is his uncertainty 
whether the cultural “approach” to schizophrenia could be a 
decline or a renewal, or even a necessary transition to either. 
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tendencies. however unique in style or theme, the art was 
deemed positive and accessible to all americans. hence, in 
america, self-taught artists have generally been viewed as 
essentially affirmative of the social order, even if they come 
from the margins of mainstream culture.

it followed that from the archetypal self-made individuals 
should come strong expressions of great creative freedom, 
resulting, at times, in artistic works of significant accomplish-
ment. similar to the european modernists whose rejection of 
nineteenth-century conventions of naturalism led to appre-
ciation of the visual languages of non-western peoples, euro-
pean folk traditions, and the art of the mentally ill, american 
modernist painters and some members of the art world 
believed that the individualistic inventiveness of self-taught 
artists could result in works of visual distinction. Janis and 
alfred h. barr, Jr., the first director of moma, believed that an 
individual who drew on these natural sources of creativity 
could produce strong art that was worthy of attention and 
appreciation. barr asserted, in fact, that certain of “our self-
taught painters can hold their own in the company of their 
best professionally trained compatriots.”8 

barr held an expansive vision of modern art. he was 
responsible for moma’s influential formalist reading of modern 
art. in two canon-making exhibitions of 1936 — Fantastic Art: 
Dada and Surrealism and Cubism and Abstract Art — barr 
identified two principal tendencies evident in the self-conscious 
innovations originating in recent european art: the concep-
tual and abstract mode, represented by cubism; and the psy-
chologically charged, represented by surrealism. in addition, 
barr identified a third tendency of equal significance: contem-
porary popular art, of which “primitive” or “naive” art could 
be seen as a nonacademic — as opposed to anti-academic —  
expression generally of untrained artists, especially those 
working in the american grain. in 1938 moma presented Mas-
ters of Popular Painting: Modern Primitives of Europe and 
America, an exhibition curated by holger cahill and mounted 

senting a natural extension of folk art, a recently emergent 
concept that had initially been applied to untutored craft and 
art production of pre-twentieth-century america. the “folk” 
had been loosely defined as ordinary citizens of a rural prein-
dustrial economy, not strictly as members of distinct traditional 
or regional cultural groups, even though most collectors of 
“americana” and museum exhibitions of early folk art privi-
leged works of white, east coast colonial culture. during the 
great depression, the concept of folk creativity was extended 
to twentieth-century work by self-taught artists who were 
praised as representative of the “common man.” holger 
cahill, director of the federal art project (fap) of the works 
progress administration, for instance, argued that contempo-
rary folk art revealed the inherent creative spirit and strength 
of the american people. he proclaimed that the roots of the 
“popular” art of the “common man” tapped into the national 
character and embodied the centuries-old tradition of the 
“art of the people” from all walks of life and from all classes. 

while the governments of certain european countries —  
including the soviet union and germany — idolized the com-
mon man and national folk spirit for collectivist purposes, the 
american invocation of the common man focused more on 
an ideal of individualism. because individualism is lauded as 
a national trait, this self-taught art symbolized and contrib-
uted to cultural identity, not opposition to it. furthermore, the 
various terms used to describe the art of the common man —  
folk, naive, popular, and primitive — all assumed the inherent 
authenticity and fortitude of the american spirit. art and art-
ists were acclaimed for their innocence, simplicity, and natu-
ral upswelling of creativity. sidney Janis, who organized the 
1939 exhibition Contemporary Unknown American Painters at 
the museum of modern art (moma) and published the land-
mark book They Taught Themselves: American Primitive 
Painters of the Twentieth Century (1942), spoke of the artists’ 
“artless, ingenuous, refreshingly innocent” qualities.7 none 
was seen as expressing deep psychological angst or autistic 
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morris hirshfield, Stage Girls with Angels, 1945.  
oil on canvas, 50 x 36¹⁄₈ in. (127 x 91.7 cm)
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the strictures of the nineteenth-century academy had been 
partially successful. the faith of modernism was that there 
could be no “new” vision without “new” aesthetic form. art is 
now judged appropriate to its time based on its ability to 
articulate in seemingly new aesthetic languages supposedly 
new cultural and historical conditions. ezra pound’s dictum 
“make it new,” and his admonition “no good poetry is ever 
written in a manner twenty years old” (which applied equally 
to all other arts of the era) remain the bases of twentieth- 
and twenty-first-century art.10 what has changed is the mod-
ernist and avant-garde belief that art could affect historical 
developments or could articulate a qualitatively new vision of 
human possibility.

rather, modernism has become postmodernism; the 
avant-garde has become the neo-avant-garde. the voices of the 
“new” have become the new academy. although it triumphed 
over the conventions of the nineteenth century, the art world of 
today acts like an academy. it is governed by a primary criterion 
of aesthetic value. in the place of established stylistic standards, 
it prizes formal innovation within a self-reflexive art-historical 
dialogue. furthermore, it asserts its socially valid mission, not 
by depicting idealized or allegorical subjects of high culture, 
but by proffering cultural commentary from a presumed  
position of critical insight and ironic awareness. new forms 
do not announce new vision. rather, new media repackage 
imagery appropriated from contemporary visual culture.

although the academy sustains in form, though not in 
spirit, the former avant-garde claim to be critical of the domi-
nant cultural values, it functions as an institution of cultural 
continuity, thoroughly at peace with a marketing sensibility of 
planned obsolescence and investment strategies based on 
the regular appearance of new products and product makers 
providing relatively inexpensive commodities for a brief time 
to a speculative market. within this system, good artists and 
strong visual works of insight, wisdom, and even great beauty 
may appear periodically, proving that artists have always 

in collaboration with the musée de grenoble in france, which 
displayed works of european and american untrained artists 
who were contemporaries of the modernist and avant-garde 
artists exhibited in the two 1936 exhibitions.

barr’s belief in the aesthetic value of self-taught art,  
however, was not widely shared. at his museum and across 
the mainstream art world, there was little interest in either 
the art of the common man or nonacademic work displaying 
“independence of school or tradition.”9 barr was made to 
realize this quite dramatically when morris hirshfield’s 1943 
solo exhibition at moma was harshly criticized, and, soon 
after, the board of trustees removed barr from the position of 
director. although barr remained director of collections, 
moma has shown scant support for nonacademic art ever 
since. the subsequent narrative of modern art promulgated 
by moma focused almost exclusively on self-conscious for-
malist innovation within a eurocentric tradition, a position 
that barr supported throughout the remainder of his career.

yet in the rejection of barr’s initial vision lies a story — and 
near history — of modern art. for a brief moment, art history 
might have taken a significantly different direction than it has, 
one that could have acknowledged the work of self-taught 
artists within the conception of modern art. instead, the 
hegemony of a historically developmental version of modern-
ist art history — which essentially sustains the fine art sensibil-
ity, despite putative vanguard attacks on class validation — has 
relegated to subsidiary positions all manifestations of out-
sider, self-taught, folk, and vernacular art.

An Art World of their own

the exclusion of self-taught artists from the mainstream art 
world signaled the growing hegemony of a formalist innova-
tion as the marker of modernity, and subsequently post-
modernity. the high modernist and avant-garde challenge to 
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an unparalleled inventiveness, unlike cultural art, with its 

chameleon- and monkey-like aspects.11

yet however much in dubuffet’s eyes art brut was an 
anticultural expression, he viewed it through the familiar 
romantic tropes of the artist as uniquely sensitive and pas-
sionate visionary, an existential rebel against a false culture. 
in effect, art brut artists are unwitting avant-gardists; the out-
siders, the most authentic primitives living among us. none-
theless, dubuffet was absolutely right in identifying them as 
strong artists who create powerful visual works that reveal 
their passionately engaged lives. 

dubuffet’s collection of over five thousand art brut 
works — which became the collection de l’art brut in laus-
anne, switzerland — had a formative role in identifying the 
wide range of creativity among untrained artists throughout 
europe. although his polemical definitions proved problem-
atic (as he came to recognize), his writing and publication of 
a series of fascicules on many of the artists crystallized much 
of the discussions of nonmainstream art in the last half of the 
twentieth century, particularly in the post-1960s era of cultural 
rebellion in europe and the united states. dubuffet’s ideas, 
most broadly promulgated by roger cardinal’s 1972 book 
Outsider Art, struck a responsive chord in america and broad-
ened the narrowly defined folk art perspectives of self-taught 
art in the united states. correspondingly, dubuffet’s succes-
sors at the collection de l’art brut proved receptive to ameri-
can self-taught, vernacular, and isolate art, such as that of bill 
traylor, martín ramírez, and henry darger.

Who speaks for the Culture?  
Who speaks for Us?

although the confluence of european and american 
approaches to self-taught, nonmainstream creativity has 

been able to work within the systems of patronage and mar-
ket support. but the successes seem almost beside the point.

meanwhile, outside the academy, an art world specific  
to self-taught and outsider art has emerged, one that has 
defined itself largely in opposition to the mainstream. this 
development was greatly influenced by one man’s actions: the 
voracious collecting and impassioned polemical advocacy of 
non-mainstream art by the avant-garde artist Jean dubuffet. 
although he rejected the avant-garde — and presciently recog-
nized how complicit it was with the academy — his aesthetic 
and cultural positions fully embodied the avant-garde vision 
of an art that is at once passionately personal and socially 
challenging. and like the modernist and vanguard artists before 
him, he sought models of authentic creativity in artists out-
side the mainstream. in the 1930s, dubuffet entertained the 
notion that the common man represented a spirit in opposi-
tion to dominant cultural modes, only to realize how generally 
submissive most popular cultural expressions were to the 
dominant discourse. he subsequently explored non-western 
models, traveling to north africa, and was briefly interested in 
the art of children. finally seizing on the art of the mentally ill 
and works of socially marginalized individuals, dubuffet argued 
that only those working without regard for or influenced by 
the official culture could create art in its purest, intuitive and 
expressive form. calling the work art brut, dubuffet stated: 

we understand by this term works produced by persons 

unscathed by artistic culture, where mimicry plays little or 

no part (contrary to the activities of intellectuals). these 

artists derive everything — subjects, choice of materials, 

means of transposition, rhythms, styles of writing, 

etc. — from their own depths, and not from the conven-

tions of classical or fashionable art. we are witness here 

to a completely pure artistic operation, raw, brut, and 

entirely reinvented in all of its phases solely by means of 

the artists’ own impulses. it is thus an art which manifests 
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mately, one need ask: who speaks for our culture? or, rather, 
what voices can be heard to speak for the most profound 
realities experienced by those who live within this culture? 

russell bowman, former director of the milwaukee art 
museum, has addressed the complexities of competing 
visions of artistic creation within our culture. he offered a 
“synthetic approach” to self-taught or folk art: “because  
they incorporate a powerful and original formal vocabulary  
to express the artist’s cultural or personal ideals, they are  
art. despite being nonparticipants in the dialectical history  
of what defines art, they do participate in the dialectics of  
the broader culture and deserve to be seen on a par with  
any meaningful artistic expression.”12 here, bowman identi-
fied a criterion essential to modern art that is also readily  
evident in much self-taught and outsider art — developing a 
strong, original visual language that expresses the artist’s 
individuality and cultural understanding. but because the  
outsiders’ visual vocabulary does not develop in relation to 
the visual decisions of other artists who define their contribu-
tion within a shared art-historically-grounded dialogue, they 
have not been considered in the “dialectical history of what 
defines art.”

resulted in the emergence of a field loosely and awkwardly 
known as self-taught and outsider art, it remains to be seen 
whether this is or should be an enduring proposition. certainly, 
many in the field who follow in the footsteps of dubuffet 
insist that the significance of self-taught creation arises from 
its total independence from the academy, hence it should be 
valued as a superior and distinct form of artistic expression. 
others, however, maintain that self-taught artists are grouped 
together merely by historical accident, reflecting the shifting 
aesthetic issues within the mainstream tradition, and, rather, 
they should be judged simply as individual creators by the 
standards we apply to any artist, even if those standards have 
been established by the mainstream tradition. still others 
look to the day when the culture’s recognition of the power 
and value of art embraces the works of self-taught and 
trained artists equally, when the breadth of the great stream 
of art will be apparent.

nonetheless, the outsiders generally still remain outside 
the art world. they have not entered canonical art history. but 
they are artists. they are part of the culture and its history, as 
is too the field of cultural production called art history and the 
institutions which support it — the mainstream art world. ulti-

henry darger, Untitled (The Sacred Heart of Jesus), n.d. watercolor, pencil, and carbon tracing on pieced paper,  
19 x 49 in. (48.3 x 124.5 cm). collection kiyoko lerner
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bowman is referring to the familiar tautological artifice 
known as the institutional theory of art, which essentially 
holds that something is not art unless it is defined as such by 
the art world. because self-taught or outsider art is created 
without concern for or possibly knowledge of the art world, it 
does not participate in the dialogue of that world, hence is 
not art. it may become art if someone in that world advances 
it as art and places it within the dialogue, but the artist seem-
ingly remains without a voice, outside the dialectic.

bowman’s larger statement that nonacademic artists par-
ticipate within the dialectics of the broader culture expands 
our perspective on art, arguing for a more complex under-
standing of the social role and definition of art. if self-taught 
and outsider artists create art outside the institution of art but 
within cultural history, we need also to ask where within the 
dialectics of culture does the self-referential art world stand? 
the historical conditions that led to the establishment of that 
world and the development of the philosophical tradition of 
aesthetics that sustains it have long been discussed. but the 
art world carries on as if the only operative forces of history 
are those manifest within its internal dialectic.

experiencing the art of the self-taught and that of the 
mainstream, we ask once again: who speaks for our culture? 
who authorizes whom? the outsiders and the self-taught  
are almost universally unexpected speakers. they have previ-
ously been silent or perhaps just never heard — or listened  
to or seen — but they find voice through their works, which 
offer visual statements that can be as accomplished and  
profound as any art. Viewing their work frequently calls up 
echoes of the last spoken words of ralph ellison’s invisible 
man: “who knows but that, on the lower frequencies, i speak 
for you?” do we authorize them to speak for our culture?  
for ourselves? do they authorize themselves? if we authorize 
ourselves to listen for those deeper resonances, we allow 
them to speak and enter their monologue, perhaps  
finding dialogue.

if we choose, we have the ability to approach each work, 
each artist, as we do any work of art. shaped by the art of the 
modern era, we look to art to expand consciousness and 
intensify awareness, to see what has not yet been seen, and 
to see the known differently, more intensely through new 
eyes. we seek art that embraces the unfamiliar, the marginal 
that challenges the center, the new vision that upsets the 
given, the codified, the old. however much self-taught and 
outsider art is declared a nonparticipant in the discourse of 
modern art, we, along with previous mainstream artists, have 
found our way to the self-taught precisely because they sat-
isfy the most basic purposes of the art of our time.

yet however consistent with our expectations of art,  
the experience of self-taught and outsider art can be more 
profoundly disorienting and illuminating than anticipated. 
this is in part because they are not participants in the known 
and predictable art world. each artist defines his or her  
psychic and cultural terrain (although we may observe gen-
eral cultural patterns and shared vocabularies among some 
vernacular artists). in great measure, the strongest and most 
unique self-taught artists draw us further out of our familiar 
realm of being and imagining into some other state of clarity 
and mystery.

we sense that we are encountering individuals who may 
be very much like us but who also seem to exist in another 
dimension of our world, suggesting degrees of intensity or 
estrangement that may be at once fascinating, desirable, and 
frightening. this sense of simultaneous closeness and 
estrangement can arise with those self-taught artists whose 
“cultural” vision demands that we see their home ground 
and our common culture from perspectives often suppressed, 
subaltern, or more knowing of us than we know ourselves. 
and the mystery of otherness and its closeness can loom 
forth even more strongly in the encounter with the work of 
outsider artists, whose inner journeys pull us deep into them-
selves and into ourselves.
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the appeal and the challenge of these encounters is to 
hold in balance the sense of being expanded and penetrated 
by the other who is both a stranger and our familiar. it is 
analogous to the demand that clifford geertz made of cul-
tural anthropologists studying other cultures: “how the 
deeply different can be deeply known without becoming any 
less different, the enormously distant enormously close with-
out becoming any less far away.”13

if we are receptive viewers of self-taught and outsider 
art — if we are open to an alternate dialectics of culture and 
art — we find ourselves willing to stand at the edge of the 
known, open to the unknown beyond and within. it is a lim-
inal state we enter, the condition of being on the threshold of 
the unknown, of possibly another dimension of being intu-
ited, desired, and probably feared. more unsettling, perhaps, 
is the possibility that there are no clear borders. we may have 
just stepped further along a spectrum of cultural comfort or 
psychological stability without realizing how far we have 
gone or might still go. as hans prinzhorn declared, “neither 
the extremes of sick or healthy nor those of art and nonart 
are clearly distinguishable except dialectically” (p. 4).

each borderline act of viewing or dialectic assessment of 
unclear distances calls up awareness of similarity and differ-
ence. how do we recognize the other unless it is somehow, 
somewhat familiar or already imagined? how can we be true 
to the distinctiveness of difference if we slide too quickly into 
conceptual patterns of received meaning? unlike the early-
twentieth-century vision of the non-western other, here, 
throughout the experience of self-taught and outsider art, we 
encounter versions of the other at home, within our culture. 
the psychological and social boundaries are more porous, the 
degrees of psychological estrangement, distortion, or inten-
sity easily — perhaps too easily — imagined and felt. the world 
on which the vernacular or art brut artist looks appears 
strangely familiar, in all its strangeness. it is our very own.
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Adolf Wölfli

however challenging the content of wölfli’s drawings, we 
are struck, as morgenthaler was, most immediately by their 
formal structure, color sense, and expressive power. works 
such as Felsenau, Bern (1907; fig. 1) are characterized by a 
dense, rich weave of abstract and figurative elements brought 
into masterful order by a balanced geometric and rhythmic 
composition. while recognizably a landscape, this drawing 
depicts an imaginative realm of apparently deeply symbolic, 
if private, meaning to the artist, yet it is still mysteriously 
accessible to us. the scene is the felsenau cotton mill and its 
surrounding hills and train tunnel, which wölfli observed as  
a child but illustrated here through the constant merging of 
representational images with abstract and highly decorative 
forms. fences, roads, and railings partition the landscape 
while establishing a fluid compositional structure. faces, fig-
ures, biomorphic forms, and ornamental designs and sym-
bols pack the interstices between the scenic references, 
transforming a representational landscape into a symbolic 
narrative. the road emerging from the tunnel becomes a 
lined ground for written text, and the smokestack’s bricklike 
emission contributes to the decorative patterning evident 
throughout the composition.

wölfli’s visual sophistication is evident in his earliest sur-
viving works (1904–07), which display the formal strategies 
and core imagery that he would call on throughout his life. 
from the start, his significant skill as a draftsman is seen in 
his assured line, precisely delineated figures, and tightly 
defined compositions, which he drew by hand without assis-
tance from straight- or curved-edge tools. the earliest works, 

T he life work of adolf wölfli (1864–1930) is a twenty-
five-thousand-page, fictive autobiographical narrative 
filled with musical notation, poetry, and lyric songs, 

and illustrated with more than thirty-two hundred drawings 
and collages. there is something so exalted about wölfli’s 
grand narrative that it might claim the title of a total work of 
art, a gesamtkunstwerk whose epic scope is not projected  
on an opera house stage as if it were a wagnerian produc-
tion, but manifest across thousands of beautifully composed 
pages meant to be seen, read, and sung. 

the beauty and power of the visual work of this self-
taught artist were immediately apparent to walter morgen-
thaler, a psychiatrist at the waldau mental asylum in bern, 
switzerland, where wölfli was confined for the last thirty-five 
years of his life. but the work also posed great challenges  
to morgenthaler’s conception of art and the creative pro-
cesses. he struggled especially to understand the relationship 
between the evident formal achievement of the work and  
the disturbed mind of its creator, as well as how the experi-
ence of the art might challenge the viewer’s aesthetic expec-
tations. he remarked: “what surprises one at first is the real 
harmony of forms and colors. closer attention to his work 
may yield some disappointment if one is put off by its delu-
sional content. one must have a good sense of color and 
form if one is to avoid letting an intellectual critique erase  
the first impression.”1 morgenthaler thus chose to focus  
on the pleasures and necessities of form in wölfli’s art and 
life, and on the viewer’s ability to comprehend such  
eccentric compositions.

opposite: detail of adolf wölfli’s Skt. Adolf-Diamantt-Ring (fig. 6) 
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