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ABSTRACT 

 

 

 

OUTSIDER ART BECOMING INSIDER: THE EXAMPLE OF HENRY DARGER 

 

 

 

BADE NUR ¢AYIR 

 

CULTURAL STUDIES M.A. THESIS, JUNE 2019 

 

Thesis advisor: Prof. Ayĸe G¿l Altēnay 

 

 

Keywords: outsider art, madness, henry darger, art brut, psychiatry 

 

 

This thesis focuses on the outsider art also known as mad art. The question of how a 

mad becomes an artist by the art world is examined through the example of Henry 

Darger, one of the most famous outsider artists. Different biographies of Darger show 

us the process of construction of outsider artist image. The main aim of this thesis is to 

question the dynamics of the art world and to discuss how it creates its own limits while 

creating a new identity. It is discussed how the mad, the subject of psychiatry, is 

reconstructed in the art world and how this construction affects the art world. In this 

process, biography is treated as a commodity and considered as the most important 

element in the establishment of the outsider art. 
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DIķARIDAN SANATIN Ķ¢ERĶDEN SANATA D¥N¦ķMESĶ: HENRY DARGER 

¥RNEĴĶ 
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Y¦KSEK LĶSANS TEZĶ, HAZĶRAN 2019 

 

Tez danēĸmanē: Prof. Dr. Ayĸe G¿l Altēnay 

 

 

Anahtar kelimeler:  dēĸarē sanatē, delilik, Henry Darger, psikiyatri 

 

 

Bu tez dēĸarēdan sanat olarak adlandērēlan deli sanatēna odaklanmaktēr. Bir delinin nasēl 

sanat d¿nyasē tarafēndan sanatē haline getirildiĵi sorusu bilinen en ¿nl¿ sanatēlardan 

biri olan Henry Darger ºrneĵi ¿zerinden incelenmektedir. Darger ¿zerine yazēlan farklē 

biyografiler bize deli sanatē kurgusunun nasēl iĸlediĵini gºstermektedir. Tezin ana 

amacē sanat d¿nyasēnēn dinamiklerini sorgulamak, yeni bir kimlik yaratērken nasēl 

sēnērlar izdiĵini tartēĸmaktēr. Pskiyatrinin ºznesi olan delinin sanat d¿nyasē ierisinde 

nasēl yeniden kurgulandēĵē ve bu kurgunun sanat d¿nyasē nasēl etkilediĵi tartēĸēlēr. Bu 

s¿rete biyografi bir meta olarak ele alēnēr ve dēĸarēdan sanatēn kurulmasēndaki en 

ºnemli ºĵe olarak ele alēnēr.  
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1. INTRODUCTION  

 

 

 

Mad art gained a remarkable popularity both in the art world and art market over the 

last decades. There have been books and specialized journals, international exhibitions 

and art fairs on this subject. Throughout history, mad has been welcomed 

enthusiastically by different art circles as a source of inspiration. Yet, the interest in the 

artistic production of mad began as a means of psychiatric therapy. Transformation of 

these works into art began when avant-garde artists became intrigued with them in the 

1920s (Bowler 1997). Over time, mad artists became more than just a muse and started 

existing in the art world with their own genre. In other words, the psychiatryôs ñmadò 

entered the art world as ñartistò. 

 

In this thesis, my aim is to trace how mad gain a new identity in the art world. I am 

particularly interested in the opportunities and constraints of this new identity. I will 

discuss in what extend mad can exist in the art world and art market. While doing that, I 

will take art world as a discursive field, similar to psychiatry, and analyze the power 

relationship between different groups in the art world. In the case of mad artists, 

majority of them do not produce for a market but create works for themselves
1
. There 

are cases where the artists are not acknowledged about their artistic status, yet their art 

is sold for million dollars. So, I am interested in how they are marketed and promoted in 

the art world.  I argue that, biography plays a crucial role in their construction and how 

they are marketed in the art world. Furthermore, I argue that mad is able to transform 

into an artist because of her/his life story. This is about how biography turns into a 

commodity and with our changing habit of consumption, mad turned into a commodity 

in the art market. In order to discuss these issues, I will focus on one of the most famous 

                                                 
1
 There are of course some mad/outsider artists such as Adolf Wºlfli and Lee Godie who become aware of their 

market value and even take commissions. I will discuss these cases in the following sections. 
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mad artists of the art world; Henry Darger. Darger is an excellent example to discuss 

many issues regarding mad art. Yet, my main argument about Darger is that he had to 

become mad, before turning into an artist. So, in this thesis, I will explore how Henry 

Darger turned into an outsider artist. Before getting into his background and why I 

chose him, I will briefly talk about the way he is categorized in the art world.  

 

 

1.1. Outsider Art  

 

 

Mad artist is associated with different concepts and categories in art literature. There are 

broader terms like Outsider Art, Art Brut/Raw Art, and Self-taught Art or more limited 

concepts like Insane Art, Psychotic Art. In this thesis, I use Outsider Art as my umbrella 

term and focus mostly on artists who have been diagnosed or referred as ñmad/mentally 

illò at some point in their life. The fact that this art form is given so many different 

names initially led me to a confusion while writing this thesis. For example, those who 

came from the anti-psychiatry tradition embraced the concept of mad rather than 

mentally ill, while the first scholars of this art form preferred to use the concept of 

insane art. In what follows, I use ñmad artò to refer to the times when the term outsider 

art did not exist and used ñart of the mentally illò when I discuss issues related to 

psychiatry. In most cases, I use the umbrella term Outsider Art, as it is the most 

common term in the literature. However, I should note that the term Outsider Art is 

more than the art of those who are diagnosed as mentally ill. According to Anne 

Bowler, Outsider Artist is generally reserved for ñthe work of artists which little or no 

formal artistic training, in particular, socially marginal individuals who, for various 

reasons and without prior instruction, begin to paint, sculpt or draw, artists thus 

presumed to be both óoutsideô the influence of the established art world and óoutsideô 

mainstream societyò (Bowler 1997, 11). So, childrenôs art, prison art and folk art also 

considered in that category as well. I argue that it is a quite paternalistic approach to put 

children, primitive and mad into the same category. I discussed that issue in the first 

chapter. Moreover, using the term outsider art comes with another problematic term, 

insider art. Ben Street defines insider and outsider as; ñThe óinsiderô (trained, therefore 

knowing) makes work that anticipates acceptance through combinations of pre-existing 

ideas or images: the world knows what it is about to receive. The óoutsiderô (untrained, 
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therefore guileless) makes work for óa culture of oneô, answering to internal, not 

external, imperativesò (Street 2013). I use insider art in a similar manner; to refer to 

those who are, trained, active and have power and voice in the art world
2
. Yet, I should 

note that these concepts are not given and will be critically discussed thought out this 

thesis. The only reason why I use these concepts is to follow the current literature. 

However, I am aware that usage of outsider art reinforces the boundaries of the art 

world. I specifically discussed that issue in the last chapter. Even though it is defined as 

the art of the mentally ill, it is born out of the search for the actors of the art world. So, 

the mad artist phenomenon it is not a ónaturalô part of a mental illness. It is a 

construction.  

 

 

1.2.  Henry Darger 

 

 

Henry Darger (1892-1973), is often identified as the most famous outsider artist of the 

20
th
 century. He has been the subject of numerous solo and group exhibitions, has been 

the subject of several books and documentaries, He is a hot topic for both private 

collectors and museums. His paintings are sold up to 400.000 ú and exhibited all around 

the world. 

 

Born in Chicago in 1892, Darger lost his mother at a very early age. He spent his 

childhood in Catholic Boy School and was later institutionalized at the Illinois Asylum 

for Feeble-Minded Children in Illinois. His diagnosis was recorded as ñhis heart is not 

in the right placeò. According to John MacGregor that meant self-abuse, a euphemism 

for masturbation (MacGregor 2002). In 1930, he moved to North Chicago and worked 

as a hospital janitor for almost the rest of his life. 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
2
 I discuss the problems of these concepts in the following chapters.  
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Figure 1.1 Henry Dargerôs painting from Realms of The Unreal series ñUntitledò 

 

 

 

Shortly before his death, his landlord discovered that the house Darger spent his 43 

years was like a sanctuary full of drawings and writings about a fantasy tale called ñThe 

Story of the Vivian Girls: In the Realms of the Unreal, of the Glandeco-Angelinian War 

Storm, Caused by the Child Slave Rebellionò. The story of Vivian Girls is about seven 

little girls fighting against evil men and saving other children from enslavement. The 

content of the paintings is often found horrific because there are scenes where men 

choke and torture little girls. Moreover, those girls are often naked and illustrated with 

male genitals. There are many debates about contradictory nature of these paintings and 

meanings behind them. In this thesis, I will refer these debates and discuss how they 

play a role in construction of Dargerôs outsider artist identity. 
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Figure 1.2 Henry Dargerôs painting from Realms of The Unreal series ñUntitledò 

  

 

 

 

1.3.    Why I Chose Darger? 

 

 

When I decided to write about Outsider art, Darger was not the first name in my mind. I 

was planning to write about Carlo Zinelli, who fascinated me with his eccentric style 

and colorful drawings. Apart from his style, I was drawn to his work because I thought 

they represent his secret and private inner world
3
. While I was researching for Zinelli, 

the articles I read were mostly about how outsider artists are unique in terms of creating 

their style and subjects ñwithout the influence of the outer worldò (Yentob 2013, 

Dubuffet 1948). So, I was quite surprised when I first saw Dargerôs works. They were 

quite similar to the drawings in the childrenôs books passed me from my mother. As a 

child, I used to imitate those books when I tried to draw on my own. At first glance, 

                                                 
3
 Later, I understood that directly linking artistsô creation to their mental state and their inner world is actually quite 

problematic. I will also discuss this issue in the following chapters.  
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Dargerôs paintings were adorable and innocent looking. I was so surprised to realize, 

upon closer examination, that they are actually full of brutal elements. If I did not know 

the term Outsider Art, I would assume that Darger is a contemporary artist who uses old 

childrenôs books to criticize the pornography of violence in the media. Yet, he was not 

classified as a contemporary artist. So, I began a comprehensive research on Darger and 

his works. 

 

Darger is the first result that comes up when you search ñfamous outsider artistò in the 

Google search engine. He is the sine qua non of exhibitions and auctions devoted to 

outsider art. His life story has been written many times and with every biography new 

mysteries added to his story. He has influenced and continue to influence many 

contemporary artists of our time. As well as inspiring a poetry book Girls on the Rub by 

John Ashbery, a fashion design by Anna Sui, a British rock band the Vivian Girls, a 

video game Sissy Fight, and a theatre play Jennie Richee by Mac Wellman (Boxer 

2000). 

 

The reason why I chose Darger, apart from his interesting life story and controversial 

paintings, is because of the way he is categorized as an outsider artist even though he 

does not quite fit into that category. His artistic style is different than the contemporary 

art of his time. Yet, he is influenced by comic stripes, magazine ads and childrenôs 

books. Dargerôs major drawing style is based on tracing on popular media images. So, 

his characters are actually adopted from the magazines and books. In that sense, he 

differs from the ideal óoutsider artistô image which is believed to be isolated from 

society and culture. Segedin argues that, his paintings are not ñessentially unlike those 

of mainstream Western artists. Not only does he use his resource material, subject 

matter and techniques as they do; his compositions are also traditionally Westernò 

(Segedin 2006, 1). Yet, he still continues to be classified as an outsider artist. In other 

words, Darger is constructed as an outsider artist even though he does not quite fit into 

that category. So, he is a great example to examine Outsider Art as a constructed 

concept. 

 

I find Darger important in order to understand why the art of the ñmentally illò attracted 

attention and found a place for itself in the art world. In this thesis, my main argument 

is that mad is able to transform into an artist because of the artistôs life story. Even 
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though, the entrance of the mad art into the art world is associated with avant-garde 

groupsô search for a critical tool to the existing art traditions, I argue that it is the artistsô 

life stories that made it possible for mad art to exist with its own genre. In order to 

develop my argument, I use Priscilla Frankôs phrase óGenre with a story, not a styleô 

(Frank 2017). Frank compares Outsider Art with other movements such as Abstract 

Expressionism and Cubism and argues that they denote a specific set of aesthetic 

guidelines and traditions, whereas the label outsider art ñreflects more the life story and 

mental or emotional aptitude of the artistò (Frank 2017). In that sense, I find it 

significant to analyze Dargerôs life and works around the ñgenre with a storyò 

discussion since it is his life story that shaped his visibility in the art world. He is an 

excellent example to discuss the effects of life stories on the status of the artists because 

his story is re-established and interpreted in different times by different authors. It is 

quite difficult to understand who is Darger with the lack of information about his life 

and personality, but those biographies make it even harder because they are more about 

the authors than Darger himself. I argue that every author wrote his story according to 

their interest. Moreover, with every new biography his status and image in the art world 

changed. In the coming chapters, try to track this change with the news in the media and 

the exhibitions he was a part of. 

 

Furthermore, the way he does not fit into the classical definition of outsider artist will 

help me to argue that outsider art is a constructed notion. ñHow has Darger become an 

artist?ò is actually a complex question because there are different institutions and actors 

that played a role in the construction of outsider artist in different periods of history. 

There is the psychiatry institution which provided a place for these artworks to be 

produced but also constructed the marginalized image of the mad which was later 

adopted by the art world. There are also the avant-garde artists which I mentioned 

earlier whose aim was to find a new source of inspiration in a quite romantic manner. I 

argue that changes in the consumption habits are another factor since the Outsider Art 

enters the art market in 60s and becomes the new consumption good for the collectors. 

There are also different cultural mediators and artists who constantly try to expand the 

boundaries of the art world. The way they promote and use outsider art has resulted in 

the expansions of the art world (Fine 2004). In this thesis, I explore these factors 

adopting a historical approach. In other words, I write a short history of the Outsider 

Artist and situate Darger in that history. 
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1.4.    Methodology 

 

 

To discuss my main question of óhow a mad can turn into an artistô, I explore how 

Henry Darger is represented and promoted in the art world. In order to do that, I analyze 

three authors who have written about Darger. First author I choose is John MacGregor. 

Art historian and Freudian psychoanalyst, previously worked on Outsider Art, 

MacGregor was the first researcher that worked on Dargerôs art and biography 

(Macgregor 1996). The second author I focus on is Jim Elledge who published a 

biography on Darger 16 years after MacGregor. Elledge is a scholar who mostly works 

on queer and gay history and published twenty-four books including a history of gay 

Chicago. In 2013, he published Henry Darger, Throwaway Boy: The Tragic Life of an 

Outsider Artist (Elledge 2013) which received both excitement and criticism in the 

media. Lastly, I discuss Michael Moon, who has a very different approach to Darger. In 

his book, Dargerôs Resources (Moon 2012), published a year before Elledgeôs book, 

instead of focusing on the sensational parts in his biography and making speculations, 

Moon approaches Darger as an artist who helps us understand American culture. 

 

I am interested in these authors because every one of them grant Darger a new identity 

and analyze him with different motivations. Instead of making an in-depth analysis of 

their books, I try to engage the authorô backgrounds and their interviews and conference 

speeches into my discussion. I argue that backgrounds of the authors affect their reading 

of Darger and how they chose to represent him. I discuss how his image has changed 

with every new biography. To examine that change, I give examples from the 

exhibitions he was part of and narratives of the blog posts/newspaper articles written 

about him. So, I use discourse analysis method to see how Dargerôs artistic image is 

fluid and can be interpreted differently by different people. Following the question of 

how óHenry Darger became an (outsider) artist?ô I can raise different ones such as, to 

what extend do we, as audience, look at outsider art in a different way from other 

(insider) art? Why do not we categorize outsider art as contemporary art? Is it possible 

for an outsider artist to become an insider and what does this transformation mean for 

the boundaries of the art world? Or to put it differently, can outsider artists who enter 
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the museum walls and the market place still be called outsider? What kind of identity 

does the art world offer the ñmadò? How can something be óartô and yet somehow 

originate from óoutsideô culture? 

 

In this thesis, my aim is to show that outsider art is not a natural art form
4
, but a 

construction resulting from the collaboration of different institutions. To discuss my 

argument, I raise questions such as: Why was such kind of work produced in the first 

place? What can they tell us about the asylum world and psychiatry? Why are these 

works, once considered to be artistically worthless, now possess significant aesthetic 

and economic value? Can we take the art world as a discursive field just like 

psychiatry? 

 

In the outsider art literature, there are certain features attached to the outsiders: 

originality, authenticity, isolation from the outer world. I take all these features as a part 

of the outsider art construction. Following questions can be asked regarding these 

features; What makes an art work original and authentic? If Outsider art is private and 

produced in isolation, how do people come across it? Who decides a work is a genuine 

piece of Outsider Art? These questions can be linked to the first ones I raised: What 

happens when an outsider artist comes to be recognized and appreciated by others? In 

his book Outsider Art: From the Margins to the Marketplace, David Maclagan asks 

some questions about Outsider art that I would like to incorporate into my discussion: 

ñIs Outsider Art something like a natural phenomenon, bursting out from some hidden 

wellspring of creativity that is potentially available to everyone; or is it, on the contrary, 

the exception that proves the rule that artistic creativity is in various ways not ónormalô? 

Might it be to some extent a kind of wishful projection on the part of mainstream 

culture, desperate to escape from its own sophistication? How does our involvement 

with Outsider Art affect us? How long can the category itself survive, once it becomes 

incorporated into the wider culture? Is the very notion of a radically individualistic and 

anti-social creativity something with its own cultural shelf life?ò (Maclagan 2009, p.23). 

 

 

                                                 
4
 As I will discuss in the following chapter, specially the first studies about mad art argues that creating art is a 

natural outcome of mental illnesses. During the early 19th century, both art world and the psychiatry believed that 

mad has a direct relationship to creativity.  
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1.5   Limitations  

 

 

Since Outsider Art includes different institutions and actors, it provides a ground for 

various discussions and issues. The limits of an MA thesis prevent me from 

comprehensively addressing all of the issues raised by Outsider Art. First of all, I will 

not get into a detailed analysis of what outsider art represents for psychiatry. I will only 

use psychiatry as an institution that provides a context for the production of these 

artworks and as a collaborator in the construction of the notion of outsider art. I will not 

specifically touch upon art therapy as it will carry my discussion to different directions. 

 

Secondly, there are many debates about ethical issues in the Outsider Art literature, as 

many outsider artists have no control and voice over their status and works. Displaying 

oneôs private works without consent raises serious ethical questions, which this thesis 

will not be able to address. For example, Darger wanted his landlord to throw his art 

away. Yet, his works are circulated all over the world and sold for millions of dollars. 

Also, there is a copyright issue. Who profits (culturally, economically and socially) 

from these works is highly debated. We know from MacGregorôs statement that 

landlord of Darger allowed Macgregor to study him in the condition of not tracking 

down Dargerôs relatives that may claim his works later on (Gavin 2002). In the case of 

Darger, his landlords
5
 obviously benefited from his works. In the literature, outsider art 

works are often referred to as orphaned works
6
. Yet I wanted to mention them here 

because Dargerôs works can be analyze in this way too. 

 

 

1.6.   Significance 

 

 

Although Outsider Art has gained attention in the art literature, I believe there is still a 

                                                 
5
 Nathan and Kiko Lerner, landords of Darger, holds the rights of Dargerôs works and they are the ones who profit 

from them. Kiko Lerner sold (and donate some) Dargerôs works to Amrican Folk Museum. So they did not want 

anyone to track down Dargerôs family in order to not to lose their owner status. Darger has a lost sister. So maybe 

they were afraid that she may come up and want Dargerôs rights.  
6
 In 2015, the European Union passed an Orphan Works Directive, which enabled cultural institutions to digitize the 

orphaned artworks they hold in their collections and display them on their websites.  
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lot to cover in this realm. I find it significant to talk about outsider artworks as a 

consumption good because it also shows how the changes in the habits of consumption 

affects our relationship with art. I argue that the literature on outsider art mostly focuses 

on the ñliberatingò aspect of art and providing a new identity aspect of the art world but 

not give enough credit to its possible constraints. In this sense, I believe that this 

attempt will serve the aim to contribute to the existing literature on Outsider Art by 

providing a discussion which approaches the art world as another discursive field along 

with psychiatry. Moreover, even though there are various books and articles about 

Darger, there is not much written about the power of biography on the representation of 

Darger in the art world. 

Moreover, even though there are various books and articles about Darger, there is not 

much written about the power of biography on change in the representation of Darger in 

the art world. Lastly, research on outsider art is quite limited in Turkish literature. There 

is only one study about art of the mental health patients in Faculty of Medicine 

Psychiatry Clinic of Istanbul University. Even though I do no study outsider art in 

Turkey, I still think my study will add new discussions in Turkish literature. 

 

 

1.7.    Thesis Structure 

 

 

First chapter of this thesis is constructed as a critical history of Outsider Art but more 

specifically mad art. In the beginning of the chapter, I give a brief history of madness in 

the art world and discuss how mad art evolved into a genre and entered the art market 

in/around 1960s. Following that, I talk about what ñoutsidersò represent for ñinsidersò 

and what features are attributed to the ñoutsiders.ò In the last part, I briefly explain why 

I approach the art world as a discursive field. 

 

The second chapter focuses on Henry Darger and discusses how he turned into an 

outsider artist. As I mentioned in the methodology section, I examined the works and 

speeches of three authors who highly influenced the image of Darger within the art 

world. I discuss how Darger is tried to fit into the classic outsider artist image and how 

his status in the art world change according to his changing life story. At the end of 
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Chapter, I talked about the importance of biography and its role in promoting outsiders 

to the market. 

 

In the third chapter, I specifically focus on the outsider status of the artists and the 

problems of that concept. I discuss why Darger cannot be an insider and what happens 

when an outsider enters the insider domains such as museums and galleries. In the last 

part, I engage identity art debate into my analysis and discuss outsider art in a similar 

manner. 
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2.  OUTSIDER ART  

 

 

 

2.1.  Introduction  

 

 

This chapter is constructed as a critical history of Outsider Art but more specifically the 

mad art. As I mentioned in the introduction, even though the art of the insane 

constitutes a large part of it, the term Outsider Art is a broader category. I acknowledge 

insane art as the starting point of this genre, so I will give a brief history of madness in 

the art world and how the concept of mad was perceived in different times by various 

art circles. Later I discuss how insane art/ist got accepted in the art world, evolved into a 

genre and took the name Outsider Art. 

 

In this chapter, I aim to present a sociological analysis of the social construction of the 

art of the insane. I think we need a historical point to understand how mad turned into 

an artist and as I will discuss in the following chapters, how Darger turned into an 

outsider artist. The history of outsider art is mapped through the intersection of a set of 

shifting discourses and practices which are shaped by the changing definitions of 

insanity over time. According to Bowler, those changes occurred in the context of 

ñemerging sciences of psychopathology; the rejection of traditional systems of 

representation in the theory and practice of modern art; and the rise of a new 

institutional framework for the production, distribution and reception of art in response 

to the development of a commercial, capitalist marketò (Bowler 1997, 12). In other 

words, there are several historical factors that have played a part in the construction of 

outsider art. Instead of giving a linear understanding of the history of outsider art, I will 

be giving reference to scholars such as Anne Bowler, Lyle Rexer, David Maclagan and 

Colin Rhodes and discussing the common factors they emphasize.  However, I should 

note that, the literature on Outsider art is highly focused on North America and Europe. 
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The reason is that the concept itself belongs to those geographies and emerged as a 

result of the needs and dynamics of those regions. Since I discuss the current literature, 

I will also give examples from those regions. However, I should note that, being 

focused on a certain region and history sometimes causes problems such as labelling 

non-West
7
ern artists as outsider art even though they are not

8
. In chapter three, I will 

discuss these problems in more detail. For the purposes of this chapter, I focus on the 

existing literature on Outsider Art which comes out of and is limited to Europe and 

North America. 

 

Even though madness fascinated different groups throughout history, construction of 

insane art is a product of the constellation of factors that crystallized in the beginning of 

the twentieth century in Western Europe and North America. In this period, earliest 

collections of insane art were amassed, first exhibitions were organized, first studies on 

insane art was published. There were mainly two institutions that were interested in art 

of the insane: the field of psychiatry and the art world. I see the formation of insane art 

as a kind of partnership between these two institutions. Although their motivations 

towards art of the insane seem to differ from each other, insane art literature suggests 

that the starting point of their interest has common features (Maclagan 2009, Rhodes 

2000). I find it important to talk about a brief history of madness in the art world in 

order to understand the interest of both of these institutions and how the ómadô evolve 

into an artist. 

 

 

2.2.   Brief History of Madness in the Art World  

 

 

2.2.1.   Mad as a Muse ï Romantics 

                                                 
7
 I used the concept West mainly because of the literature I was following. Yet, I am aware that West is a 

controversery term just as East. Here, I prefered to use it as a geographical term but I should note that outsider art is a 

part of the Western thought both geographically and conceptually.  
8
  Lyle Rexer in his book How to Look at Outsider Art; ñTo complicate the matters further, many artists are 

mistakenly classed as outsiders because they seem to display an untutored, crude, or ñprimitiveò style, when they are 

in fact working in traditions unfamiliar to Western eyes. The Haitian artist Pierrot Barra is a good example. His 

sequined constructions incorporate a remarkable array of discarded materials, from toys and crockery to tinsel and 

lace. Removed from their cultural context and plunked down among sculptures by Henry Moore or Rodin, they 

appear wild, primitive and raw. But the coherence and meaning of Barraôs work arise directly from the imagery of 

Haitian Vodou, and his method of bricolage or assemblage, springs from a practice of material recycling originating 

in West Africaò.   
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Mad entered the art world as a muse long before s/he became an artist. In Outsider Art 

literature, the story often begins with the 1910s and how European avant-garde artists 

became intrigued with madness and mad art. However, before avant-gardes, mad was a 

glorified symbol for several romantic groups in the past. In every period, condition of 

being mad was interpreted with the problems and events of that time. So, mad gained a 

new meaning and role according to that eraôs agenda. 

 

Both Maclagan and Bowler argue that interest in insane art is a continuation of an old 

debate about madness and creativity. It has been believed that there is a connection 

between madness and creativity since Ancient Greece
9
, and as Bowler claims, this idea 

was revitalized during the Renaissance and thematized with 18
th
 century Romantics 

(Bowler 1997, 13). In post-Renaissance period, the artist, as an individual expressive 

figure, was associated with the notion of ñgenius.ò This was accompanied by a cluster 

of ideas and fantasies about how originality and self-expression are embodied in works 

of art (Maclagan 2009, 9). It is with the Romantic movement of the eighteenth century 

in Europe that madness became a part of the art world not as an artist who produce art 

works, but as an artist which is a lonely and misunderstood figure. For Romantics, 

being mad was a precondition for creativity and it is a stage to be achieved (Maclagan, 

9). It is a privileged condition, free from social and cultural conventions. Later, we will 

see the traces of these ideas in the construction of outsider art. Yet, unlike outsider art, 

the important thing was not the production of the artists or the people who are defined 

as mad by the society. Insane artist was a symbol, associated with melancholia and 

madness, who has a creative vision unconstrained by traditions and rules. Here I should 

also note that, the condition of being mad in the Romantic sense, is quite different from 

modern psychiatryôs madness. It is not something to be cured or constrained but a 

condition for pure creativity. Moreover, Romantics are quite limited in terms of only 

focusing on the symbol of mad
10

, rather than the artistic production of the asylum 

patient. They were indifferent to the actual experience of madness. Also, even though 

they emphasize the link between madness and creativity, they did not set a systematic 

aesthetic principle, as the later nineteenth century figures such as Rimbaud or Alfred 

                                                 
9
 Plato: ñcreativity is a divine madnessé a gift from the godsò 

10
 As MacGregor observes; ñThe romantic view of madness was seldom based on any real experience of the insane. 

It was a fantasy, a dream of madness as a treasure trove of the imagination free of reason and constraintò (Macgregor 

1989, 76). 
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Jerry, or twentieth century Avant Garde art movements like Surrealism or Dadaism 

would do (Bowler, 14). 

 

 

2.2.2. Mad Art and Psychiatry 

 

Up until 19
th
 century, mad was a part of the art world but only as a symbol, an ideal. So 

how does mad begin to be visible with their artworks and discovered as an ñartistò? As I 

mentioned above, psychiatry is very important in the construction of the mad artist.  In 

the beginning of the 19
th
 century, the birth of the asylum played a crucial role in the 

growing interest of insane art by providing a place for these artworks to be produced. 

So, first studies on mad art is done by psychiatry before the art circles. Therefore, the 

discourse of psychiatry plays a fundamental role in the establishment of the mad artist. 

As I noted before, the motivations of psychiatry and art world share some similarities. 

The connection between madness and creativity attracted psychiatry as well as the art 

world. According to Bowler, the legacy of ómad geniusô debate in the second half of the 

nineteenth century, shifted its focus from romantic symbol of mad to the artistic 

productions of the insane as an evidence to their illness and nature of insanity (Bowler 

1997, 15). Psychiatrists approached art of the insane as a means to understand the inner 

world of the mentally ill patients. Several doctors contributed asylum art to their 

research in order to understand the boundaries between madness and rationality and the 

relationship between genius and mad. In 1801, French asylum reformer Philippe Pinel 

made an important reference to the artistic creativity of the asylum patients in his book 

Medical Treatise on Mental Disorder or Mania. For him, artistic activity was a 

remaining link to sanity. This assumption later led Pinel to a promising recognition of 

the therapeutic value of art. Later, American doctor Benjamin Rush wrote that 

development of insanity could result in unearthing hidden artistic talents in some cases. 

On the other hand, in the first years of the confinement of the insane, artistic production 

was also seen as an evidence of deviant behaviors. For example, an art work created by 

a schizophrenic patient was approached as a manifestation of his messianic thought and 

visions (Parr 2006, 153). According to Rhodes, the most complete theoretical treatment 

to the connection between genius and insanity is given by Italian psychiatrist and 

criminalist Cerase Lombroso in his book Genius and Madness (1864) (Rhodes 2000, 

86). Lombroso argued that genius and insane are indeed quite related to one another. He 
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went further and suggested that genius is a type of insanity and needs to be diagnosed as 

degenerative psychosis (MacGregor 1989, 4). He collected art works produced in 

asylums by 108 patients and used them as an evidence to support his theory. Bowler 

argues that; ñin Foucauldian terms, the diagnostic classification of the art of asylum 

patients during this period is part of a containment process in which insanity is 

óproducedô as a scientifically isolatable phenomenon whose absolute distance from 

normality functions, in part, to legitimate medico-scientific rationality as the guardian 

of social orderò (Bowler 1997, 15). In other words, the fact that artistic creativity was 

seen as tool to understand madness resulted in constructing the artistic productions as a 

part of madness. This also affected the potential status of creative works of patients, as 

their art was inherently compromised by their proximity to mental disease. As I said 

earlier, I see the construction of insane art as a collaboration of psychiatry and the art 

world. The way psychiatry identifies artistic production of the insane was later used as a 

marketing strategy for the outsider artists in the 1980s. Any record about 

institutionalization, any kind of medical diagnosis began factors that to make the art 

work more valuable. Even in some cases, it began to trivialize the artistic value of the 

work. In other words, artistôs mental state began to be used as a marketing tool by the 

actors of the art world. I will give examples about this issue in the following chapters. 

 

 

2.2.3.   Earlier Studies: Reja and Morgenthaler 

 

As in the case of the first studies of the patient art which appeared in late nineteenth 

century, medicine and psychiatry were institutional vehicle for the ñdiscoveryò of the art 

of the insane in the early twentieth century. For it is in this period that we find 

publications by psychiatrists which not only reproduce patientsô works but analyze them 

in artistic as well as clinical terms (Bowler 1997, 15). First publication about asylum art 

in terms of aesthetic rather than medical point of view was Art by Mad, published in 

1907 by psychiatrists Paul Meunier, under the pseudonym Marcel Reja. Similar to the 

previous medico-scientific views, Reja saw insane art as primitive in character, but 

different than medical circles, he approached insane art as a way to understand artistic 

creativity (Rhodes 2000, 56). In 1921, Swiss psychiatrists Walter Morgenthaler 

published the book A Mental Patient as Artist on one of the first and most celebrated 

outsider artists Adolf Wºlfli. Morgenthaler had a chance to be acquainted with Wolfli 
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while he worked in Waldau Asylum in Bern. He spent long periods with Wºlfli and 

supplied him with art materials. While analyzing the works of Wºlfli, Morgenthalerôs 

aim was to understand the origin of artistic creativity and he believed that origins are 

more visible in the works of psychotic patients than those of sane artists (Beveridge 

2001, 2). 

 

 

2.2.4.   Prinzhorn and Avant-Garde Artist  

 

Figure 2.1 Paintings from the Prinzhorn Collection  

 

 

 

One of the most influential books on insane art was published in 1922, a year after 

Mongenthalerôs book: Artistry of the Mentally Ill by Hans Prinzhorn. Prinzhornôs study 

was based on an analysis of works amassed at the Heidelberg Psychiatric Clinic where 

Prinzhorn assumed a staff position in 1919 and where the study of psychotic art had 

already begun under the supervision of Clinic director, Karl Wilmanns (Jadi 1984, 2). In 

his study Prinzhorn argued that the essence of schizophrenic configuration can be found 

in the paintings of the patients. However, as later researches revealed, there are some 

discrepancies in his work. Beveridge argues that Prinzhorn represented the asylum 

patients as people who are untutored and uneducated. However, some of the 
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óschizophrenic mastersô as he calls them, had experience of painting before entering the 

asylum. Prinzhorn categorized schizophrenia as the most creative group, yet not all of 

his masters were schizophrenic (Beveridge 2001, 3). Moreover, it is argued that 

Prinzhorn only selected the most interesting and catchy images into his collection. 

Some even call his attempt the ñHeidelberg projectò for filtering the asylum art 

(Bowler, 17). Even though Prinzhornôs book has some problems, none of the previous 

publications got the same response as Prinzhornôs study. Artistry of the Mentally Ill 

evoke a huge interest especially from the art circles, including artists Dadaist Sophie 

Tauber, Expressionist Paul Klee to Surrealist Andre Breton, Hans Bellmer, Paul Eluard 

and Max Ernst. Eluard mentioned the book as ñthe most beautiful book of images there 

itò (Bowler 1997, 18). 

 

According to Anne Bowler, influence of Prinzhorn can be measured by the increase in 

the appearance of the insane art in the art institutions in that period. Gallery exhibitions, 

collections of established artists and art journals began to add insane art to their agenda. 

Artists mentioned above, such as Breton and Eluard began to collect psychotic art. In 

the same years, Breton wrote the first Surrealist manifesto and made an obvious 

connection between insanity and creativity. Surrealist artist Hans Bellmer talked about 

Prinzhornôs book as ñto be one of the major intellectual events of this centuryò (Bellmer 

cited in Cardinal 1972). Similar to the 19
th
 century Romantics, Surrealists glorified the 

figure of the mad and perceived it as a privilege position for being free from reason and 

influences of culture. Surrealist poet Eluard wrote; 

 

ñWe who love them, understand that the insane refuse to be cured. We 

know well that it is we who are locked up when the asylum door is shut; the 

prison is outside the asylum, liberty to be found insideò (Eluard cited in 

Jones 2010, 9). 

 

I find Eluardôs poem important because it shows what madness represents for 

Surrealists. Mad is a figure the criticize the existing system. For Eluard, real asylum is 

society and mad is the one who is ñpureò and ñuntouchedò by the outer world. 

Moreover, mad is not a passive figure. It refuses to live according to societyôs rules. 

Rhodes argues that, madness was a metaphor for absolute freedom for Surrealist 
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circles
11

. Since madness was something rejected by culture, they embraced madness and 

turned it into a heroic figure. It was believed by most surrealists that madness was a 

state in which bourgeois law had no authority. Their conception of madness was still 

quite romantic. 

 

In early 1900s, artists were not only interested in insane art but also in so-called 

primitive art and childrenôs art. Beveridge explains this interest as a general 

dissatisfaction with the established Western culture and search for new modes of 

inspiration and expression. Expressionist Painter Paul Klee argued that; 

 

ñIn our time world have opened up which not everybody can see into, 

although they too are part of nature. Perhaps itôs really true that only 

children, madmen and savages see into themò (Klee cited in Macgregor 

1989, 235). 

 

It is no surprise that asylum art became visible at the same time around European artists 

got interested in primitive art and children art. Rhodes argues that, even though art 

works of insane are as old as the foundation of asylums, artistic interest in the creative 

production of psychiatric patients is a twentieth century phenomenon. There is not 

much left from the in the early years of institutionalization of mad in terms of artworks, 

but we know their existence from accounts given by small number of doctors and some 

artists who visited the asylums. Rhodes argues that, patientsô art fall into the categories 

of grotesque or diagrammatic representation of impossible theories. Those can be found 

in the works of early outsider artists, such as animals of M¿ller, notebooks and charts of 

Josef Heinrich Grebing and illustrations of Jocab Mohr (Rhodes 2000, 48). Early 

examples of patient art dates back to early nineteenth century in the United States and 

Britain. However, only in the early twentieth century we see that a small number of 

doctors began to collect them for diagnostic purposes and scientific studies
12

. 

                                                 
11 According to Rhodes, Surrealism circlesô naµve romanticism stripped by the experience of Surrealist poet Antonin 

Artaud. Artaud spend two years in the asylum because he had a mental collapse and was diagnosed as autistic. 

During that time, the ómedical treatmentô he received, such as electric shock, made his friends meet with the reality of 

asylums and state of being insane (Rhodes, 2000).  

 
12 The artworks that have survived from the nineteenth century are only the ones who belong to the patients who were 

artists before being diagnosed as mentally ill. Two most celebrated examples are British painters Jonathan Martin and 

Richard Dadd. Patients with an artistic past had a different importance because their work was analyzed to 

understand the effects of illnesses. For example, British illustrator Louis Wain began to produce a series of cat 

paintings after becoming schizophrenic. Another example is Louis Soutter whose vision and style changed entirely 

after he was diagnosed with mental illness. There were also other artists from different fields who began to draw with 

the onset of psychosis. They works were used as data in psychiatric research. 
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2.2.5.   Founding Father Dubuffet and lôArt Brut 

 

Reservation of the art works of the insane apart from scientific purposes had been done 

by several artists. However, the most prominent collection of art of the insane belongs 

to the French painter Jean Dubuffet. He is one of the key figures of Outsider Art 

literature because he is the one who conceptualized art of the insane in 1940s and gave 

it a name: Art Brut. Dubuffet was highly influenced by the work of schizophrenic artists 

Adolf Wolfli and as well as Prinzhornôs book
13

. So, he began to gather his own 

collection. According to Maclagan Dubuffetôs collection was modest in size and 

superficially resembled the heterogeneous collections of psychiatrists such as 

Lombroso, Ladame and Morgenthaler. However, unlike those psychiatrists, Dubuffet 

wanted to free these works from any association from psychopathology and to 

recognize them instead as examples of ñuncompromisingly individual forms of 

creativityò (Maclagan 2009, 13). Dubuffet started his collection mainly with the works 

of psychiatric patients but soon focused on the work of autodidacts, eccentrics and other 

sorts of creators who seemed outside of the cultural norms and not necessarily labelled 

as ómadô by institutions. He conducted research to collect works mainly from France 

and Switzerland, later included works from Germany, Italy and America. 

 

In an interview, Dubuffet says; ñAt the end of the day I believe that the real discoverer 

of a Wºlfliôs or Aloiseôs art is none other than Mr Wºlfli or Miss Aloise themselves, 

and that competitions between people who put themselves forward as having been the 

first to recognize them are tediousò (Dubuffet cited in Maclagan, 2009, 17). For 

Maclagan, Dubuffet saw himself as a kind of ambassador for these artists. Can we argue 

that Dubuffet was aware of the fact that insane artists did not have means to speak for 

themselves in the market and it is the actors of the art world who will shape and give a 

role to them? Can we interpret his statements as a way to stand for people who donôt 

have/are not allowed to have a say about their work and prevent future actors who will 

eliminate the Art Brut artists? In a way Dubuffet was already one of these actors by 

gathering them under one name. In 1948, the Compagnie de lôArt Brut was founded and 

                                                                                                                                               
 
13

 He stated; ñPrinzhornôs book struck me very strongly when I was young. It showed me the way and was a 

liberating influence I realized that all was permitted, all was possible. I wasnôt the only oneé The book had an 

enormous influence on modern artò. (quoted in MacGregor 1989, 292). 
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given legal status. At that point, Art Brut was known and appreciated by only a small 

group of people in the art world. However, with Dubuffetôs collection increased the 

popularity of mad art. As Maclagan points out, over the years, Art brut developed its 

own tradition and acquired a certain status and authority (Maclagan 2009, 29). In the 

early 1960s, a series of publications about Art Brut began to appear under Dubuffetôs 

direction. He wanted to represent each artist as documentary as possible but without 

interpreting their art in order to eliminate the possibility of speaking for the artist. His 

collection was not for sale and lent in order to avoid the conventional cultural world 

(Maclagan 2009, 32). 

 

Dubuffetôs views on madness, similar to Surrealist, owes much to the Romantics 

groups. He argued that ñMadness lightens the man, gives him wings and promotes 

clairvoyance ï or so it seemsò (Dubuffet cited in Rhodes 2000, p.45). For Dubuffet, 

mad were able to escape from the influence of culture. So, the art of mad was an 

evidence of an alternative life that is outside of the influence of society. He came up 

with the notion of Art Brut; kind of art that is direct, innocent, crude and opposite of 

sophistication of conventional culture. First thing attracted Dubuffet was the fact that 

work created by the people were so obscure and humble that they did not think 

themselves as artists
14

 (Maclagan 2009, 8). Dubuffet described his collection as; 

ócomprised of works created by persons foreign to the cultural milieu and protected 

from its influences. The authors of these works have for the most part a rudimentary 

education, while in some other cases ï for example through loss of memory or because 

of a strongly discordant mental disposition ï they have succeeded in freeing themselves 

from cultural magnetization and in rediscovering a fecund ingenuousnessô (Dubuffet 

cited in Rhodes 2000, 45) 

 

As Dubuffet expand his collection and continue to publish articles about Art Brut, he set 

his own criteria about which work can be considered as Art Brut. He was quite strict 

about it and require originality in form and content as well as condition of social and 

psychological isolation of the creator. He stated that; 

 

                                                 
14

 It is perhaps an unavoidable paradox that his collection is now housed in a handsome museum in Lausanne and 

that what began as a challenge has now acquired its own authority in the field 
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ñWe understand by these works made by people free from all artistic 

culture, in whom imitation, contrary to what happens with intellectuals, 

plays little or no part, so that their makers draw everything from their own 

accounts and donôt borrow from the schemas of either classical or 

fashionable art. Here we witness the artistic process quite pure, raw, 

reinvented by its author in the entirety of its stages, starting off with only his 

own impulsesò (Dubuffet 1973, 91-92). 

 

However, as the art world became more and more intrigued by insane art and the 

exhibitions, publications and collectors increased, it became quite difficult to apply his 

criteria. Partly because more artists are being discovered during their lifetime and it is 

becoming harder to avoid some kind of self-consciousness about being labelled as 

óOutsiderô (Maclagan 2009, p.14). Moreover, his criteria were not realistic. He wanted 

Art Brut artists to be isolated form the society. However, that was not always the case. 

For example, one of the first artists Dubuffet was interested in, Adolf Wºlfli was aware 

of his market and even took commissions. 

 

I find it important to look at the meaning of the word Brut. Here we see a genre which 

was conceptualized and categorized for the first time. At this point, I think the word 

choice is quite important because it affects how insane art is constructed both in the 

present and in the future. Even though, the concept of Outsider Art is simply used as the 

English version of Art Brut, the word outsider gives this genre a new meaning and 

change the direction of discussions. I will talk about the connotations of ñOutsiderò in 

more detail when I discuss the complications of that concept. Going back to Art Brut, 

according to Rhodes, the term brut is difficult to translate into English. It carries the 

meanings of both simplicity and naturalness but also ill-breeding and clownishness. 

Rhodes interpreted this word as representing the natural and the raw, as opposed to 

ñcultureò. Brut also states being unadulterated and in the purest state of things. The 

word choice also shows us Dubuffetôs approach to insane art. We can see in his writings 

that he has an anti-bourgeois tone and is critical towards the existing art world and 

mainstream taste (Rhodes 2000, 23). 

 

Maclagan demonstrates in his book the political and social environment in Europe that 

affected the emergence of Art Brut. He specifically talks about the experience of óthe 

real devastation of Second World Warô and how Existentialism flourished out of that 

climate. He argues that at that time there was an interest in the artistically informal, 
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unspecified images in which the materials and the aesthetic were forcefully joined 

together. Maclagan suggests that this environment may have also influenced the 

emergence of Art Brut. He continues; ñWhen Dubuffet set out in July 1945 to search for 

the órawô material that was the form of the basis for his collection, he was almost 

literally retrieving it from the ruins of civilization: certainly, in the case of psychiatric 

hospitals he was often rescuing work from psychical destructionò (Maclagan 2009, p.9). 

So, we can argue that Art Brut is a part of a trend that searches for new and original 

forms of creativity specially in the areas that are considered immune from conventional 

culture. Art of children and insane was regarded as being óoutsideô of the established 

culture and was an evidence of the existence of a fundamental creative impulse. 

 

Dubuffetôs invention of the concept of Art Brut systematized mad art as a category and 

constructed an alternative vision of a creativity that was essentially outside official 

culture. So, we need to take Art Brut and later Outsider Art into account not just as a 

collection of bizarre art works but also as a set of ideas and theories about ótrue nature 

of creativityô (Maclagan 2009, 33). Both Art Brut and Outsider Art are applied to 

already existing work that is usually produced without the knowledge of an art market 

and value of the work. However, as Maclagan puts it, these works are treated as an 

evidence of ópure creativityô and labelled as they were being discovered. In other words, 

there is a circularity in the relation between the concept of Art Brut / Outsider Art and 

the art works. The works constitute the genre of Art Brut / Outsider Art as they are 

being discovered, at the same time the concept itself validates their authenticity and 

identifies them as óartô. 

 

 

2.2.6.    From Art Brut to Outsider Art  

 

Colin Rhodes identifies Art Brut as the orthodoxy of Outsider Art. Dubuffetôs attempts 

can be seen as the first steps of constructing a new genre. He collected works that have 

common features, came up with a name, set criteria for what is to be considered as Art 

Brut. He was quite strict about three criteria; 1) the creators of art brut should be mental 

or social outsiders, 2) their work should be produced outside of the network of fine arts, 

including schools, museums and galleries, 3) techniques and subject should be different 

from mainstream art (Th®voz, 1976, p. 10). In outsider art literature, many scholars find 
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Dubuffetôs criteria unrealistic, limiting and romantic. In literature, Art Brut / Outsider 

artworks are often regarded as timeless (or beyond their time) pieces. The reason for 

that is because those artworks often differ from the agenda of the art world and the 

official state history narrative. However, these artists are not disconnected from time 

and society as they are assumed. Roger Cardinal, founder of the term Outsider Art 

criticizes Dubuffet and argues; "the art of even the most doggedly self-reliant creator is 

likely to include allusions to the ambient culture, reflecting the impact of an era and an 

environment upon the individual consciousness" (Davies 2013, 27) In other words, 

every art work created by so-called isolated artists is actually a product of history. 

Looking at examples of Outsider art, such as Carlo Zinelli, would help us to understand 

and agree with Cardinalôs argument. 

 

Figure 2.2 Carlo Zinelli ñUntitledò 

 

 

 

Zinelli was born on July 2, 1916 in San Giovanni Lupatoto, near Verona, Italy. He was 

the sixth child of a carpenter family. As a young man, he was fond of music, dancing 

and 

animals. In 1939, he volunteered for the Spanish Civil War. However, only after two 

months his schizophrenia revealed itself and he was hospitalized in a psychiatry clinic 
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in Verona where he spent the next ten years in almost total isolation. Those ten years 

made him unable to communicate with the outer world. After ten years, he and 20 other 

patients were admitted to the painting atelier in the clinic created by sculpturer Michael 

Noble, which later discovered Zinelliôs work, and psychiatrists Mario Marini. In that 

atelier, he produced more than nineteen hundred paintings until his death in 1974. His 

paintings were exhibited in 1964 but he was unaware that his works were regarded as 

art. We do not know if he would consider his works as artwork either. After his death, 

his paintings were exhibited in multiple exhibitions including the Venice Bienale in 

2013. If we examine Zinelliôs life story and work in terms of Dubuffetôs criteria, he is a 

great example of Art Brut. He is mentally and socially out of the society; and his works 

are quite different from mainstream art. However, when we look at his works, I think it 

is quite possible to see the causes of his trauma and the traces of his military 

background. His stunning works are imbued with signs of militarism. Although he was 

not influenced by the art world of his time, he was certainly influenced by the era and 

the environment he lived in, as Cardinal suggests. 

 

 

2.2.7.    Outsider Art  

 

Outsider Art was introduced in 1972 by Roger Cardinal as an alternative to Art Brut in 

English terminology. However, because of the connotations of the word ñoutsiderò, new 

term brought different debates to the Art Brut literature. David Maclagan explains 

Outsider Art as; 

 

ñThe term outsider art refers, in a very open-ended way, to extraordinary 

works created by people who are in some way on the margins of society, 

and who, for whatever mixture of reasons, find themselves unable to fit into 

the conventional requirements ï social and psychological, as well as artistic- 

of the culture they inhabit. What makes this work extraordinary is the fact 

that it is created by people who have no training and who are so far removed 

from ónormalô expectations that they may not even think of themselves as 

óartistsô, let alone as óOutsidersôò (Maclagan 2009, p.7). 

 

In other words, Cardinal extended the frame of Art Brut and included different groups 

into that category who live and create work outside of the society. So, the term outsider 

art became a common description for the art created by mental patients, prison inmates, 
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homeless people and even some minority groups. Even though this expansion is 

interpreted as a positive and challenging progress in terms of pushing the limits of the 

art world, some find bringing together so many different groups under one name quite 

problematic (Prinz, Fine). The only common characteristics of these groups is the fact 

that they are considered as óoutsideô of society and the established art world. Even each 

of these categories is quite diverse in themselves and difficult to generalize. Every one 

of them has a different style and background. According to some scholars, this 

generalization can increase the visibility and acceptance of outcast groups by entering 

the art world under a new identity, outsider artist. However, at the same time it can 

increase the stigmatization because they are classified as ñoutsiderò. I will talk about the 

problems of this term in more detail in the third chapter. 

 

I find it interesting how Cardinal came up with the word outsider. In one of his 

interviews, Cardinal explains that his publisher wanted him to find a word that would 

replace Art Brut in the English literature and get on easily with the English ear. As he 

recalls, after the ideas such as ñart of the artlessò he ended up using the term Outsider 

Art. We should note that the term Outsider Art is not synonymous with the term Art 

Brut. The periods in which the term Art Brut and Outsider Art emerged were very 

different from each other. The debates and needs of these periods, the motivations and 

expectations of the people who come up with the terms and even the geographies are 

different. In Insane Art literature, Art Brut is usually mentioned as a pioneer in 

identifying and categorizing insane art, whereas Outsider Art is usually referred as a 

contemporary version of the Art Brut which flares the controversy around insane art and 

give it the brand value. As I mentioned above, the concept of Art Brut comes with many 

restrictions and rules, where Outsider Art is a more inclusive and non-restrictive 

concept as a result of the reasons I listed above. When we talk about the differences 

between Art Brut and Outsider art, we need to remember that there are 30 years 

between these concepts. Art worldôs agenda was different in the periods when these 

concepts emerged. At the time of Art Brut, original mode of creativity and authenticity 

was in the focus of art circles. When it comes to the 1970s, I argue that, along with the 

source of creativity, being different, being visible with that difference, having a story 

were in the focus. Art brut has been stripped of its strict rules and evolved into a more 

inclusive concept of outsider art. I suggest that this evaluation is related to the identity 
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politics which were in the agenda of art world during similar times of the emergence of 

outsider art. 

 

 

2.2.8. Entrance to the Art Market  

 

After a struggle for recognition during 1950s and 60s, Art Brut/Outsider Art was finally 

accepted as a genre in itself and attracted the art market in the second half of the 1980s. 

Outsider art entered the agenda of curators and dealers and exhibitions and fairs 

dedicated to outsider art increased. According to Zolberg; ñBooming art market in the 

1960s and 1980s, dealers and collectors began looking beyond established artistic 

institutions for promising new forms and creators. Outsider Art appealed to art world 

not only visually but because of its congruence with Romantic notions of the authentic, 

misunderstood, creative geniusò (Zolberg 1997, 2). In 1992, Los Angeles County 

Museum held an exhibition titled Parallel Visions: Modern Artist and Outsider Art. 

Prinz argues that, even though there had been museums and galleries dedicated to this 

art before, there was an extraordinary growth of interest in the 1990s. Prinz links this 

interest with the growth of art market in the 1980s. 1980s art market is marked by the 

commodification of art works as well as anxiety for finding fresh products. Outsider Art 

was perfect for that search. Its entrance to the art world introduced new debates. I am 

especially interested in two debates regarding outsider artôs entrance to the art market. 

 

The first issue I am interested in is the change of representation of mad art. As I 

mentioned above, the interest in mad art started as a way to criticize the bourgeoisie 

society and the established art world. Yet, over time the line between artists and 

artworks has become blurred. Outsider artists with their interesting stories, and 

eccentric styles entered the art market as ófresh airô. In other words, after 60 years, 

outsider art transformed from a tool of criticism into a consumption good. As I will 

further discuss in the following chapters, the pieces that seem quite personal, and may 

or may not have been produced for an audience have become commodities of the art 

market. 

 

The second issue I am interested is the changing status of outsider artists as they enter 

the art world / market. Even though the concept of outsider art expanded the limits of 
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Dubuffetôs term Art Brut, it still carries the ñoutsiderò within it. Both being an 

ñoutsiderò and entering the museums and galleries has led to a questioning of the 

óoutsidernessô of outside art. In order to explore this issue in more detail, I would like to 

explain what outsider artists represent for insiders and how the image of outsider artist 

has been constructed. 

 

2.3.   What Do Outsiders Represent for Insiders? 

 

In their book Outsider Art: Contesting Boundaries in Contemporary Culture, Zolberg 

and Cherbo states that; ñGiven todayôs world, these outsiders came to represent our lost 

soulò (Zolberg & Cherbo 1993, 3). I find their statement striking because it is quite 

similar previous Romantic movementsô approach towards mad art. I argue that they 

meant both the artist and the audience by ñwe/ourò. Outsider artist with her/his 

impulsive creativity and indifference towards a market represent what art world have 

lost; a direct relationship with creativity and art, a personal universe which is more 

important than everything and authenticity and purity as opposed to ñcorruptedò insider 

artist. Fine argues that, ñOutsider art serves as a contemporary construct through which 

Western culture can continue to exercise its belief in the mysterious, ineffable and 

transcendent nature of art itself. It is the most recent imaginary device through which 

the Romantic idea of the artist as outsider survivesò (Fine 2004, 162). So, we need to 

read the construction of outsider artist as a continuity. Moreover, the outsider artists 

phenomenon is more about established art world than the artists themselves. 

 

 

2.4.   Why Are Insiders Drawn to Outsiders? 

 

 

Even though outsider artists are assumed to create their works without thinking about an 

audience, scholars and art critics emphasize the communication aspect of the outsider 

art works. Curator Joe Adams says ñItôs filled with passion! It communicates [é] 

youôre either going to love it or hate it. But youôre never going to forget itò. Another 

collector: ñWhy are people drawn to this art? Because they connect with it é I think 

itôs something that anybody can look at this and get attached. Thereôs an emotional 

level that is displayedò (Fine 2004, p.161). They also emphasize how works are 
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personal and offers alternative universes to the audience. A collector explains why he 

admires outsider art; ñItôs a personal statement é The intuitive artists, theyôre making a 

very individualist expression. This is like a universe which the artist has createdò (Fine 

2004, 162). Similarly, Director of Outsider Art Fair Andrew Edlin mentions; ñMost of 

the art made by trained artists is informed by art historical references and outsider art is 

not. I think outsider art tends to be more autobiographical; there tends to be less 

distance between the artist and the artò (Frank 2017). Outsiders are important because 

they show insiders that a person can create a ómeaningful worldô impulsively and they 

do not have to rely on others of that. They can create work without the benefit of others 

(Fine, 160). When we look at statements of curators and dealers about why they are 

interested in outsider art, we can see that they usually compare it with insider art. It is 

regarded as purer, more honest, more real. Fine
15

 argues that outsiders are usually 

óostensibly ennobledô in a form of identity politics but this approach can be read as a 

form of colonialism. He continues; ñthey are treated as noble savages, directing our 

sophisticated eyes to what we claim is important and realò. (Fine 2004, 155). 

 

 

2.5.    Features of Outsider Artist 

 

 

Outsider art is an interesting concept because unlike other art forms and genres, it is not 

the artists, but other actors of the art world that identify these works as ñartò. Maclagan 

argues that both the artworks and the people who created those works ñhave in effect 

been roped into a reservation that we have been constructed for them, and which serves 

our purposes more than theirsò (Maclagan 2009, 26). Here we are talking about a group 

that is assumed to not ascribe themselves as artist, and in most cases are not aware of 

having been identified as an artist. Throughout this thesis, I will give examples from 

both artists that are aware of their outsider status and the ones who are not. The artists I 

will mention in the following are not aware that they are identified as artists. 

 

  

                                                 
15

 Fine points out an interesting argument; insiders search is related to the ñreturn to natureò and ñreturn to 

artisanshipò trend. We no dot rely on ability of machines when it comes to producing the ñoriginalò he says.  So, 

artisanship and nature become valuable because it is original and not mass production. Originality and authenticity 

are attributed to the outsiders as opposed to the óintentionalô and ócalculatedô mainstream art. 
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Figure 2.3 Agnes Richterô jacket 

 

 

 

Agnes Richter was born in 1844 in Germany and was a seamstress. In her late 40s, she 

was involuntarily committed to asylum as she was being paranoid about her neighbors 

stealing her money. During her confinement (23 years till her death), she embroidered a 

jacket out of her hospital uniform and turned it into an elegant garment. Her jacket is 

considered as a biographical piece as she sewn texts all over it. We do not know if she 

created that jacket out of aesthetic concerns or if she considers herself as an artist. We 

also do not know if she sees her work as a political at as Rozsika Parker analyzes it as 

ña weapon of resistance to the constraints of femininityò (Parker 2015). 
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Figure 2.4 Emma Hauck ñHerzensschatzi kommò Letter to her husband  

 

 

 

Another example is Emma Hauck. She is one of those outsider artists who were 

subjected to Nazi ómercy killingô. She had a ónormalô childhood and adolescence yet 

after her 4 years of marriage she was diagnosed as schizophrenic because she thought 

her husband and children were trying to poison her. During her stay in the asylum, she 

wrote letters to her husband which were never sent. In the letters, she wrote ósweetheart 

comeô over and over. Personally, she is one of the artists that I find her work most 

striking. I do not think she intended to create a work, she was just expressing herself. 

Yet, her letters are considered as art now. Similar to Hauck, there are many other people 

who are considered as outsider artist but only create work for their personal universes 

and do not aware of an audience (Horsager 2017, Argyle 2014) . 
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The reason why I gave these examples is that we need to understand the outsider artists 

and outsider artworks as constructions of insiders. Many of these works were not 

intended as art, yet the art world became interested in them. Rexer argues that end of the 

nineteenth century can be charted as the rise of the modern secular art by a growing 

awareness of the duality between insiders and outsiders. According to him, modern 

artists of the 19
th
 century needed the category of outsider art in order to label themselves 

(Rexer 2005). That means while insider artists construct the outsider, they at the same 

time construct themselves as ñinsidersò. Outsider art might be perceived as a ónaturalô 

phenomenon, caused by certain psychiatric conditions that result in artistic creativity. 

However, the important thing here is to understand that different actors play a role in 

the emergence of this art form without falling into perception of outsider art as a natural 

art form. Shelly Errington argues that; 

 

"Artifacts themselves are mute and meaningless. Discourses create objects. 

Objects may psychically preexist those discourses and their institutions, and 

they may persist  beyond them; but, appropriated by new institutions, 

their meanings are remade, and they are transformed into new kinds of object. 

The notion of discourse also includes  the notion of power.ò 

-Shelly Errington (quoted in Alan, 34) 

 

In other words, it is the actors of the art world who decide which work is considered as 

art. Moreover, they can only be óartô in certain context with certain discourses. The 

same work can be considered as a therapy tool according to psychiatric discourse and at 

the same time can be sold in an art gallery. It is the discourse that defines the work. So, 

it does not matter whether Emma Hauck creates these works intentionally or not. 

 

Based on what outsiders represent for insiders and why they attract the attention of the 

art world, I have gathered the important features that played a role in the establishment 

of the Outsider artist; biography, discovery, authenticity, lack of agency and 

indifference, and disconnection from culture. I will briefly talk about these features as 

they will be helpful to understand Dargerôs outsider artist status. 

 

 

2.5.1.   Biography 
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I argue that having a story, perhaps more than ever, is as important as creating art in 

todayôs art world. In the case of outsider art, values of the works in the market are 

related to artistsô biographies. Their life stories give meaning to their art. 

 

In order to explain why art world is so drawn to Outsider Art, Maclagan talks about the 

importance of background story and the sense of familiarity. We do not always have the 

background information of the outsider artists. However, some of them left certain 

statements, messages and even autobiographies such as Henry Dargerôs semi-fictional 

autobiography. As Maclagan points out, getting access to the biography of the artist is 

common for other kinds of artists however there is something fascinating about the 

remains of the outsider artists. He gives example of one of the first Outsider Artists 

Adolf Wºlfliôs autobiography From the Cradle to the Grave and says that even it 

appears to address to an audience, it still has a secrecy. There are some parts that are 

difficult to grasp. According to Maclagan, the worlds of outsiders are full of 

recognizable references to the outside world and they indeed represent the world we 

know in a strange, fantastic form (Maclagan 2009, 18). For him, that is one of the 

reasons why we are so fascinated by outsider art. In the second chapter, I will examine 

Dargerôs works in a similar perspective. 

 

In his book Maclagan also discusses specifically why mad art is celebrated. According 

to him there are three reasons for that. First, the audience appreciate the fact that a 

person can create something with aesthetic quality despite their mental illness. Second, 

the audience shows sympathy for the ósuffering artistsô. Finally, audience find the 

unusual, frantic quality art work valuable. Maclagan argues that the mental health status 

of the artists can affect her/his status as an artist positively as it helps the audience to 

appreciate their art. Similar to Maclagan, Bowler, Parr and Wojcik also emphasize the 

positive affect of mental illness in the eyes of the audience as it believed to generate 

creative urge (Bowler 1997, Parr 2006, Wojcik 2008). Although it has positive effects, I 

argue that this perspective has an alienating side. The perception that ñs/he can create 

despite of the disabilityò can go further to exoticism. Moreover, it can trivialize their art 

and their óeccentric lifeô can be more important than their creations. 

 

Another feature is also linked to biography; discovery. 
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2.5.2.   Discovery 

 

In the case of outsider artists, process of discovery is an important feature of 

construction of biography. Image of an artist, hidden from the world and waiting to be 

discovered makes her/his story and work more attractive and valuable. It also 

consolidates the boundaries between insiders and outsiders. An outsider is only visible 

when someone from insider ódiscoversô it. In Rules of Art, Bourdieu talks about the 

need for a ócreator of the creatorô (Bourdieu 1996, 188). In other words, a óconsecrated 

discovererô who legitimates the work and the art (Fine 2004, 156). The story of 

discovery both gives the power to the discoverer but also validates the authenticity of 

the works. 

 

 

2.5.3.    Authenticity  

 

ñThis is an amazing field weôre in é It has more power and has more of an 

authentic voice than most of the art we look at today. It is that authenticity 

that invites us inò 

- Gerard Wertkin, director of the Museum of American Folk 

 

Authenticity is an essential concept in the Outsider Art world. Fine states that not only 

in art but everything from our leisure experiences to material purchases we search for 

the real, genuine. However, these terms are not descriptive but defined by audiences. In 

his article, he examines the development of self-taught
16

 art market where authenticity 

is a central defining feature. According to him, authenticity refers to the recognition of 

difference (Fine, 2003). Barbara Kirshenblatt-Gimblett argues that ñauthenticity is 

linked to an absence of cognitive understanding, creating an unmediated experience ï 

sincere, innocent, original, genuine, and unaffected, distinct from strategic and 

pragmatic self-presentation (Fine 2003, 155). From the very beginning, insider artists 

have defined the outsiders as authentic because of their distance from the society and 

established art world. 
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 He refuses to use the term outsider art and use self taught instead of that. However, in literature they can be used 

for different meanings.  
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Yet, the attribution of authenticity comes with many problems as I will explore them in 

more detail in the 3
rd

 chapter. To summarize briefly, authenticity is gained by being an 

outsider. If an outsider artist (especially the ones who are alive and still produce works) 

enters museums and galleries and her/his work begins to be sold, her/his entrance to the 

insidersô domain may result in losing the her/his authenticity (that is given by insiders in 

the first place). Authenticity requires being isolated from the established institutions and 

it can be taken from the artist if s/he becomes aware of the art world and starts operating 

within it. Howard Finster is one of these artists. 

 

Figure 2.5 Howard Finster ñThe Super Powersò  

 

 

 

Some people suggest that Finster got óseducedô by the market in his late life (Fine 

2004). While his early works were respected and sold for high amounts, his later works 

were regarded differently. It is assumed that, his family began to produce his works for 

him and they lost their originality. In his case, his status of being outsider is not changed 

when he enters the insidersô domains, rather, he was expected to create work like an 

óoutsiderô, preserving himself from the art world. In other words, entering an insider 

domain does not make an outsider an insider. The fact that Finster became aware of his 

market value made his work less valuable. According to Danto, art world is an 

institution where dominant groups identify objects as art. A work is considered as an art 

work only within a context, with certain settings and people. They remain as art work as 
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long as they fulfilled the condition that is set by the art world (Danto, 1964)
17

. In the 

case of Outsider Art, who can be an outsider artist and what can be considered as art is 

decided by the insiders. Just as Danto points out, when they do not fulfill the conditions, 

their artistic status would be taken back as we see in the Finster example.  There are 

other cases where the status of the artist is being questioned. I will talk about them in 

the 3
rd

 chapter. 

 

 

2.5.4.    Agency 

 

I already mentioned that outsider artists have very little agency over their own work. 

Moreover, they are regarded as if they are not interested in forming their identity and 

indifferent to the art world. This might be the case for some outsider artists. However, 

there are certainly others who are interested in art market and would enjoy the status of 

being an artist if they were led to. I find the situation of outsider artist who were 

discovered after their death more controversial. For example, photographer Vivian 

Maier. 

 

Figure 2.6 Vivian Maier ñSelf portraitò 

  

 
                                                 
17

 Danto The Art World In journal of philosophy 61 
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Maier is often mentioned as a street photographer, yet she is categorized as an outsider 

because of the discovery story behind her photographs and the so-called secrecy. She 

was born in 1926 and worked as a nanny in Chicago. During her life time, she took 

more than 150.000 photographs but as far as we know she never mentioned them to any 

one and did not even print them. The photos were kept as negatives. Her work was 

discovered in an auction in 2010. Emilie Bickerton argues that; ñthere is something 

almost heroic about the idea of an artist concerned only with creating. But Maierôs 

seeming detachment from reception or market is also chilling. Even the most anti-

commercial and avant-garde artists harbor some hope of reaching others. By choosing 

to work in obscurity, Maier shut down all possibility for communication. The act of 

taking photographs seems to have been the end pointò (Bickerton 2018). Since we know 

so little about her life and personality, how can we be so sure that she never wanted to 

share her work with others? Maybe she always wanted to exhibit them but did not have 

means and connections? Maybe she was hoping to show her work but could not find the 

courage? She may not have identified herself as an artist, and may not have cared about 

entering the art world but if she had been given a chance to connect with the art world, 

would she have refused it? To challenge the indifference assumption, we can look at 

several other outsider artists. For example, Lee Godie and Scottie Wilson gained 

familiarity with the art world / market once they are discovered and they enjoyed it 

(Rexer 2005, Rhodes 2000). Even Adolf Wºlfli, who is referred as the first outsider 

artist, was aware of his market and took commissions. Scottie Wilson sold one of his 

paintings to Picasso and exhibited among other surrealist artists (Melly 1989). 
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Figure 2.7 Adolf Wºlfli ñDer San Salvathorò  

 

 

 

 

2.5.5.   Disconnection from culture 

 

Last and most controversial assumption about outsider artists is their disconnection 

from the society. The reason why I gave a historical background about how mad is 

perceived in art history was to understand how those perceptions affected todayôs 

outsider artists. When we look back, we can understand why being disconnected from 

the society is being celebrated in the art world. An artist, which is free from societal 

restrictions is what artists aspired to be. We can see the similar tones in Dubuffetôs 

writings: 

 

ñI believe that the creation of art is intimately linked to the spirit of revolt. Insanity 

represents a refusal to adopt a view of reality that is imposed by custom. Art consists in 

constructing or inventing a mirror in which all of the universes is reflected. An artist is a 

man who creates a parallel universe, who doesn't want an imposed universe inflicted on 
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him. He wants to do it himself. This is a definition of insanity. The insane are people 

who push creativity further than professional artists, who believe in it totallyò (Dubuffet 

cited in Rhodes 2000, 104). 

 

I suggest that, the reflection of the issues of his time and his political views can be seen 

in his statement. What is interesting here is that he insists that Art Brut / Outsider Art is 

disconnected from time and culture, but the way he interprets this art form is all about 

culture and time. It is Dubuffetôs (and others) opinions that make these works art pieces 

in the first place. Maclagan argues that, ñDubuffetôs search for an art that lay entirely 

outside cultural concerns was doomed to failure from the start, for no one can create 

from a position obvious to the world around. However, he established the idea of this 

ónon-culturalô production not as something that he believed existed, but as an ideal 

aspirationò (Maclagan 2009, 14). It might be an ideal, but still it was a strict criterion 

that led him to expel some of the artists from his collection. Prinz finds Dubuffetôs 

attitude similar to the Romantic ideal of the noble savage and raises the question of; 

ñDoes ignorance of high culture makes a person more authentic?ò (Prinz 2017, 265). 

 

The idea that Outsider artists are free from cultural influence can be disproven by 

looking at examples of Outsider Artists. As I will talk about in the 2
nd

 chapter, Darger 

choses his subjects from American Civil War and influenced by children book and other 

printed medias. Lesage borrowed elements from ancient monuments, elements from 

Renaissance paintings can be found in Guillaume Pujolleôs paintings. Moreover, 

outsider artists are often known as untutored and uneducated. However, artists such as 

Genevieve Seille, Charles Steffen and Morton Bartlett actually studied art but their 

artistic production remained secret, leading to their art being classified as outsider. 

 

All of these aspects I mention led us to a paradox; it is an art made by people who 

produce work outside of artistic culture, who are indifferent to the art world and create 

authentic work because of their distance to the art world and society. So, how can 

something be created outside of the art world and at the same time has to be accepted by 

this world to be seen as art? In other words, how can something be art and yet somehow 

originate from outside culture? 
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2.6.   Art World as a Discursive Field 

 

 

In the beginning of the chapter, I argued that the construction of outsider art is a result 

of collaboration of psychiatry and the art world. When we look at the history of 

madness, psychiatry plays a very crucial role as a discursive field in the mad to become 

an identity and gain the meaning of what we understand from madness today; mentally 

ill. Psychiatryôs role is not only limited to creating the mad identity. In different periods, 

new medical treatments affected outsider art world deeply. In scholarly literature, the 

period between 1880 and 1950 is referred to as the golden age of outsider art. Yet, after 

that period, with the ódevelopmentsô in the psychiatry during/after the WWII
18

, outsider 

art world undergo certain changes. Increase in the use of therapeutic drugs shortened the 

stay in the asylums and new medicines made patients unable to create. According to 

Rhodes, systematic development of art therapy is often referred to as an indicator of the 

demise of outsider art (Rhodes, 2000 49). So, we must not think that once the mad 

entered the art world, it lost its connection with psychiatry. 

 

Especially with the development of the anti-psychiatry psychiatry came to be 

understood by many as an alienating and limiting institution. However, I argue that the 

art world is not so different from psychiatry in many aspects and I suggest that we 

should approach the art world as a discursive field too. The reason why I define the 

relationship between the art world and psychiatry when it comes to óoutside artô as one 

of collaboration is because the art world takes psychiatryôs ómadô and deconstructs it. 

However, while doing it, the art world assumes certain characteristics of the mad and 

uses them to constitute the boundaries between insiders and outsiders. Moreover, it uses 

those characteristics as a marketing tool. We can read the art worldôs deconstruction in 

two ways; Taking the marginalized and ómentally illô and turning her/his treatment into 

a productive and positive process, or, turning the image of ómadô created by psychiatry 

                                                 

18 Also during the WWII, Nazis killed óincurableô insane population under the name of ómercy killingô. The plan was 

moved forward based on a one-page questionnaire filled out by psychiatrists across Germanyôs insane asylums. 

Almost a quarter of the countryôs mental patients were enlisted for ñthe final solution.ò This was indicated by 

marking their names with an ñÀò. Many of the outsider artists such as Emma Hauck and Gustav Sievers were killed in 

that period.  
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into a marketing tool and giving it a new identity that will help it to exist in the art 

world, yet, within the limits that are determined by the actors of that domain. 

 

In Outsider Art literature, many scholars and cultural mediators believe that this new 

identity liberates mad/mentally ill from the chains of psychiatry and give them a new 

purpose and place in the society. However, I argue that as with every identity, art 

worldôs provision of identity and space for the mad also comes with constraints and 

limitations. Prinz argues that, ñPractices that appear more humane and enlightened than 

those of their predecessors are revealed to be products of new forms of power and 

control. This strategy of power would be established in the present case if the concept of 

outsider art, which purports to exalt people on the margins, were shown to actually 

function as a system of marginalization; asylum is replaced by a conceptual quarantineò 

(Prinz 2017, 205). As he points out, we need to take these relationships as being shaped 

by power and even though the art world seems more liberating and civilized, it 

continues to keep the mad in the margins. It is all about power because if there is an 

outsider, then there is an insider. It is impossible to think oneself without the other 

(Ricoeur 1992, p. 3). Insiders construct themselves as they draw the lines between 

insider and outsider and as they position themselves vis- -̈vis the other. According to 

Andrew Abbott, boundary making is essential for any group. In every occupation we 

differentiate ourselves from the others and inevitably create boundaries (Abbott cited in 

Fine, 2004, 52). However, this categorization process and boundaries can lead to 

discrimination. I will discuss the limitations of the art world and the problems drive 

from them in the 3
rd

 chapter in greater detail. What I want to emphasize there is that the 

art world should be considered not only a liberating but also a shaping and restricting 

field. I will refer to the art world in this framework while I discuss why Henry Darger is 

still an outsider and why he cannot convert to an insider in the second chapter. 
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3. HENRY DARGER  

 

 

 

In this chapter, my aim is to explore how Darger turns into an artist, but more 

specifically an outsider artist. For that, I analyze narratives of different Darger scholars. 

I choose three authors which I find most influential; John MacGregor, Jim Elledge and 

Michael Moon. While Elledge (2013) and MacGregor (1996) wrote biographies of 

Darger, Moon (2012) suggested a different reading of Darger and wrote about his 

sources and influences. Instead of doing an in-dept analysis of their books, I will 

analyze the backgrounds of the authors and their approach to Darger. My aim is to 

illustrate how Darger is portrayed by these authors and how they influenced the image 

of Darger in the art world. In order to understand their influence, I will examine 

exhibitions and news about him. I especially want to focus on how his biography is 

constructed because as I mentioned in the introduction, I approach outsider art as a 

genre in which the story behind the artist constitutes the centerpiece. I argue that the 

way their biography is shaped and promoted makes these people (outsider) artists. In 

that sense, I find Darger an important example to discuss outsider art as a ógenre with a 

storyô (Frank 2017) 

 

In my first chapter, I discussed the kind of features the art world attributed to the mad in 

order to turn them into an artist; e.g. authenticity, indifference and disconnection, lack 

of agency, discovery and biography. In this chapter, I will briefly analyze Darger in 

terms of these features and how they play a role in the construction of his artist status. 

Some scholars argue that those features instituted an established outsider artists image, 

specially based on Dubuffetôs arguments and first discovered artists such as Adolf 

Wºlfli and Martin Raminez. So, when a new potential outsider artist comes out, s/he is 

compared with those artists and see if s/he meets the criteria such as having a mental 

illness or being distance from the art world. In this chapter I argue that Darger is also 
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projected to those criteria. Yet, because he does not quite fit into them, he had to turn 

into ñmadò before he could be considered an artist. 

3.1.   Who Is Darger? 

 

 

Similar to many outsider artists, literature on Darger usually focuses on his life rather 

than his art. I am aware that this is also an outcome of the construction of outsider artist. 

It is quite difficult to come across an aesthetic discussion about Dargerôs art without 

getting exposed to his óoutsidernessô or ósensational lifeô. In this thesis, I will reverse 

the order and talk about him as an artist before giving details about his life. 

 

Figure 3.1 Henry Darger ñUntitledò  

 

 

 

 

3.2.   Dargerôs Art 

 

 


