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Séraphine Louis was born in Arsy in 1864 to an agricultural family. Her mother died on her first birthday; her father, who re-married, died before her seventh birthday whereupon she was placed under the care of her older sister. She worked as a shepherdess and as a domestic at the Sisters of Providence convent in Clermont. By the turn of the century she was employed as a housekeeper for middle-class families in the city of Senlis. It is unclear how or when she started painting, an activity pursued in isolation at night and by candlelight, and it was only by chance, in 1912, that her employer, German art dealer Wilhelm Uhde, discovered one of her still-lives on the wall at a neighbour’s house. He was sympathetic and championed her cause, but was obliged to leave France when war broke out. Both were regarded as outsiders – Seraphine prone to visions and voices, while he suffered the triple whammy of being a homosexual German-Jew. They did not meet again until 1927 when Uhde returned to Chantilly and happened upon an exhibition of local artists that included Seraphine’s work. He acted as patron, providing support and finance, later organizing the Painters of the Sacred Heart exhibition that brought her work to public prominence and considerable financial reward. She was ill-suited to fame, having displayed an eccentric persona and vulnerable personality from an early age. The Depression brought her career to an abrupt end and after several public instances of inappropriate behaviour she was diagnosed with “chronic psychosis, delirious and systematic ideas of persecution, psycho-sensorial hallucinations, deep emotional confusion.” She was admitted to a geriatric hospital in Clermont where there was no provision for her talent. Confusion surrounds her final years – Uhde himself claimed she died in 1934 while others suggest that he was quite aware she lived until 1942 in a hospital annex at Villiers-sous-Erquery. Whichever is correct, she finished up alone and friendless and was buried in a common grave. Uhde meanwhile continued to exhibit her work at The Modern Primitives in Paris, in 1932, The Popular Masters of Reality during 1937-38, which toured New York’s MOMA, Primitives of the 20th Century in Paris, 1942, with another one-woman exhibition there in 1945. Her works are displayed predominately in the Musée Maillol in Paris, the Musée d'art de Senlis, the Musée d'art naïf in Nice, and the Musée d'Art moderne Lille Métropole in Villeneuve-d'Ascq. 
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Outsider Art is a term coined by British art critic Roger Cardinal in reference to art made outside the cultural mainstream, a refinement of Jean Debuffet’s nomenclature ‘art brut’ that explicitly identified art made by the insane. Debuffet’s thesis was that mainstream culture managed to assimilate every new development in contemporary art, a process that neutered, in Robert Hughes’ apposite phrase, “the shock of the new”, thus stifling genuine expression. Art brut, was incapable of being assimilated because of the very nature of its creators, who were beyond or outside the margins of society. Today, the term includes self-taught and naïve artists who have never been institutionalized, and is typified by depictions of extreme mental states, religious visions and elaborate fantasy worlds. The New York Times, reviewing the 17th annual Outsider Art Fair at New York’s Puck Building earlier this year, suggests that the term Outsider Art has become meaningless in its all-embracing elasticity. That there is such a longstanding fair would suggest that despite Debuffet’s theorizing, Outsider Art seems to be assimilating very well indeed in the sale-rooms of international auction houses. More in vogue today, with academics if not dealers, are the terms Intuitive Art and Visionary Art. It’s a highly collectable genre, and the market, despite the current economic climate, is remarkably buoyant. Indeed, the current toast of the chic Parisian art-world is 63-year old Romanian tramp Ion Barladeanu, who until an exhibition in February, was living on a municipal garbage tip in Bucharest. A report in The Guardian summed it up with the by-line, “Art world swoons over Romania’s homeless genius”. His collages, depicting life under the Ceausescu regime, routinely sell for a thousand euros apiece. Depictions of Outsider Art phenomena have also appeared in cinema in films like Junebug (05), in which Embeth Davidtz’s art-dealer character seeks to sign up a North Carolinian redneck who paints apocalyptic visions of the Civil War. It is hoped tonight’s presentation redresses the balance apparent in productions like Shine, Rain Man and A Beautiful Mind wherein ‘outsiders’ generally are portrayed as savant curiosities and in which the plot is rendered as a facile equation where insanity = genius.
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