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The conference began on Wednesday night at the Melbourne Town Hall, with Lynne Cooke, 
James Brett and Colin Rhodes. Lynne Cooke provoked the audience by asking whether there 
really was a topic called “Outsider Art” given that the term has been evacuated of meaning 
by virtue of its overuse and misuse, and drew attention to the particular cultural history of 
the field in the USA, where, unlike in Europe, there are very few works extant from 
institutionalised artists. James Brett, who also argued against the term Outsider Art noted 
that one of the problems with the field is that biography tends to swamp all other readings, 
making it difficult to perceive the art for what it really is. Colin Rhodes defended the concept 
of Outsider Art, distinguishing it from the category of the Outsider artist, which he claimed 
was of little use. One audience member in response to the speakers maintained that it was 
important to retain the term Outsider Art so that the art that falls into that category does 
not get erased. 
 
At the University of Melbourne on Thursday, at a Seminar chaired by Rebecca Coates, Lynne 
Cooke recounted the 20th century history of interest in Outsider Art, noting that in certain 
periods of time there has been a surge of interest in such art, while in other periods it has 
waned, and connected these fluctuations to changes or traumas within modernist art. She 
also argued in defence of the Modern and Contemporary museum’s ability to give Outsider 
art its due, in opposition to other frameworks such as Folk Art. 
 
In the History and Theory Stream of the conference on Friday, Richard Read observed in his 
paper that Outsider Art is a problematic category because it is impossible to be outside 
what one belongs to. Focusing on Roger Leever, Read stressed that this artist’s work is 
cheerful and communicative, breaking the stereotype of much Outsider Art as troubled and 
impenetrable. Kristina Tito and Josie Cavallaro proposed a thought experiment in which 
Henry Darger was involved in a supported studio and asked whether his work would be 
shown and how it would be affected by context. They stressed that Outsider artists are not 
created by isolation but often by engagement with other in a studio context and that they 
are able to disengage from their own perspective and reflect upon their own work. Anthony 
Fitzpatrick, in his paper on Graeme Doyle, emphasised the artist’s own perspective on his 
illness, and talked about his agency in relation to his work and collaboration with Peter 
Wegner. 
 
Monica Syrette discussed the history of supported studios in three different contexts. She 
stressed that these studios all maintained, in spite of their separation, a similar emphasis on 
the right of the intellectually disabled to expression. Baptiste de Brun, in his paper on Jean 
Dubuffet, talked about Art Brut as a boundary object which is less a concept than a meeting 
place between different discourses and realms of knowledge.  
 
In a session on “Outsider Writing” Justin Clemens addressed the work of Holderlin and 
argued that the field of Outsider Art has to take account of the fact that the distinction 
between madness and non-madness is fundamental to our very definition of poetry itself. 
Gareth Jenkins, in a paper on Anthony Mannix, spoke about some of the challenges of 
archiving the work of an artist whose work seems to exceed the possibility of collection and 
documentation. 



 
In a session on Contemporary Art and the Outsider, Rebecca Coates discussed the recent 
upsurge in interest in the field in Biennales and showed how by putting Outsider art in 
juxtaposition with contemporary art it was possible to spark new, alternative readings of 
both. Alex Baker, commenting on the phenomenon of “outsiderism,” compared recent 
practices to Greg Sholette’s concept of the unacknowledged “dark matter” in the art world 
and suggested that the tendency to search for Outsider art in rural centres rather than 
major cities revealed a blind spot in the field. Melissa Westbrook advocated for a new 
concept, the Neo-Outsider, which could be more inclusive and which would acknowledge 
the large number of artists with a web and social media presence, which is often seen to 
disqualify them for Outsider status. 
 
Friday night’s keynote was by Thomas Roeske, who gave a brief history of the Prinzhorn 
Collection in Heidelberg of which he is the Director. He made a case for appreciating how 
the art of Outsider artists is often only discovered when the culture is in a position to 
appreciate them, and that this can often come about by virtue of changes in contemporary 
art taste. Roeske provocatively considered Outsider art as a kind of parallel to conceptual 
art, noting that Harold Szeeman presented Adolf Wollfli as a kind of conceptual, text based 
artist in his Documenta 5 of the 1960s. At the same time he suggested that some 
presentations of Outsider Art as conceptual art elided its specificity, an argument that 
provoked a lively debate among the audience. 
 
On Saturday morning David Lomas spoke about the pre-history to Outsider art in the work 
of the Surrealists and focused on the tendency of the Surrealists to simulate and pastiche 
the writing of mentally ill patients. As he pointed out, Sigmund Freud concluded that 
patients with post-traumatic nervous disorders were simulating illness but were unaware of 
the fact that they were doing it. In this way Lomas sought to move the debate about 
Outsider art away from an exclusive focus on authenticity. 
 
At the roundtable, several speakers were invited to the stage: Lynne Cooke, James Brett, 
Elisabeth Gibson, Carolyn McHardy, Alex Baker, Colin Rhodes and Thomas Roeske. They 
discussed several questions posed by the chair, Anthony White, about the role of the 
institutions, the issue of the artist’s intention, the role of context in understanding art 
works, and the ethical dilemmas. In a wide ranging discussion involving the panellists and 
the audience, the panel concluded that there is not one type of Outsider art but many 
outsider arts, just as there are many different kinds of institutions all of which treat the field 
differently and are not internally homogenous in the way they deal with it. They also 
concluded that the context for the art, whether it be cultural, historical or institutional is 
vitally important to the way it is understood and that the artist’s intention or experience is 
not necessarily primary to that understanding. They also noted that there are several ethical 
dilemmas in the field presented by the complex nature of the art and by the existence of 
certain unscrupulous practices in the market. They also concluded, with the audience, that 
the term Outsider Art should be retired and replaced with a less problematic term such as 
Contemporary Practice. 
 
The concluding lecture by Colin Rhodes presented a wide ranging survey of the field and 
pointed to the fact that it was often difficult to tell whether Outsider art was being invited 



to the dinner table of contemporary art or whether it was on the menu, in so doing 
introducing a cautionary note to the viewer’s experience of a field fraught with challenges 
and dilemmas. The conference ended on a discussion of what strategies could be devised to 
make the artist’s voice more recognised and what concrete actions might flow from the 
conversations conducted during the week and several ideas, including new forms of 
pedagogy, and exhibition practice but also more direct political action and lobbying to 
transform the art world and society at large so that art that has been marginalised in the 
past could be more acknowledge and recognised.  


