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The ‘Outsider Art’ of Judith Scott in relation to Freud’s theory of the Uncanny
Silence by Tal.R

Ten Years ago I saw a small black and white image of

Judith Scott in a collection of art brut books. I cut it out

and kept it in my studio. It was the size of a stamp.

Judith Scott’s sculptures were created from an inner ne-

cessity. They are so powerful that they are nearly sacred.

You would be scared to have one in the living room. Each

Is like a black hole imploding inwards, as if contracting.

They are objects which have been wrapped, yet the nar-

rative has disappeared, so we no longer recognise them.

They have lost all meaning, but in fact they have taken on

more meaning.

These pieces have so much power they make you want to

be quiet. As a viewer you are left wandering around them. 

What can you say about them? They speak for themselves.

You remain silent.

In this essay we will explore the work of Judith Scott, an ‘Outsider Artist’ from the United States who died in 2005. I would like, at times, to look at her work through the themes raised in Sigmund Freud’s 1919 essay on ‘the Uncanny’, while also investigating the broader story of ‘Outsider Art’. 
We must begin by asking - What is Outsider Art? This problematic term, originated by Roger Cardinal in the 1970s refers to ‘a radical form of creativity that lies outside education and culture’
. Do we choose this as its birth? Or, if all art defined by this term is to be clumped together, should we head back, beyond Jean Dubuffet’s Art Brut movement of post-war Europe, beyond modernism, surrealism and Dadaism (all of which Outsider Art is intrinsic to), beyond the Naïf or Primitive art of Henri Rousseau, back even to the renaissance? The artists of this era, documented in extraordinary detail by Giorgio Vasari in ‘Lives of the Artists’, embodied the cult of the original, the individual, the artist as an eccentric, as exceptional, as a genius, possessing skills beyond mortal powers. Artists described thus would surely fall into Cardinal’s definition of an ‘Outsider Artist’. The thin line between the genius of the Renaissance era artists and psychosis, as perceived at that time is explored here: ‘…artists were associated with exceptional forms of expression in a highly ambivalent way: they might demonstrate power of invention and mastery of form, but they could also slip into something beyond conscious control, or too far outside the normal range of communication; perhaps even into a serious disorder that could easily be taken as a symptom of ‘madness’’
. Freud suggests in ‘The Paths to the Formation of Symptoms’ that ‘mentally ill people, like artists, see and come to know things about themselves and the world that other people do not. Artists and ‘the insane’ share a psychic pathway leading from fantasy to reality…’

So, if there really is such a narrow liminality between the work of establishment artists and the mentally ill, how do we define ‘Outsider Art’? Dubuffet, in his quest for ‘raw’ (brut) originality and creativity defined it thus: ‘works made by people free from all artistic culture, in whom imitation…plays no part…Here we witness the artistic process quite pure, raw…starting with only his own impulses.’
. This quest for originality in ‘Outsider Art’, this thirst for the new (a typical feature of modernism) has as its Achilles heel the same problem as the avant-garde: as soon as it is assimilated, it is no longer avant and if it is, can it still be considered outside?
Authenticity is key to ‘Outsider Art’. Be it the origin (prison, asylum, school, primitive society), or biography (mental illness, isolation, spirituality, extreme youth), the sense of ‘other’ which bestows some of its power is still fragile. Any twinge of the ersatz seems to repel and this creates an uneasy balance between the curators and the creators of ‘Outsider Art’. 

  Estate of Philadelphia Wireman
When discussing the work of the anonymous artist dubbed the ‘Philadelphia Wireman’ with my tutor, he raised the issue of legitimacy. As far as we know, in the late 1970’s, a collection of around 1200 objects, deliberately fashioned from found objects were discovered in an alley off Philadelphia’s South Street. These have been exhibited worldwide, and a host of meanings associated with them. The intentionality of these pieces seems to posit them as ‘works of art’, but as Maclagan states, ‘this in turn brings up the question of what could be called the balance of creativity between the original creator and us who discover their work and call it ‘Outsider’
 . Why is the authenticity of the creator’s backstory so important to the viewer? Can it be that we place more power and mystery in the art of ‘outsiders’?
Judith Scott’s biography needs no verification. Born in Columbus, Ohio, in 1943 with Down Syndrome, one of a pair of twins, she spent many years isolated in institutions, undiagnosed for a long time as deaf. She was introduced in 1987 by her twin sister, Joyce, to Creative Growth, an art program based in Oakland, California. There, after 2 years, she began to create the fibre and textile objects that have subsequently received huge acclaim in the contemporary art world. Her work has been exhibited alongside ‘Insider Artists’, such as Alexandra Bircken, John Stezaker
 and Lucas Samaras (De-Reconstruction- curated by Matthew Higgs- Gladstone gallery, New York 2006) as well as ‘Outsider’ artists such as Henry Darger (The Museum of Everything,  Exhibition #4.1, London 2011). As with the ‘Philadelphia Wireman’, the intentionality of her work comes into question. Is its purpose, as her twin sister states, communication? ‘I (also) love the metaphor that Tom di Maria from Creative Growth gave: that Judith’s sculptures are paragraphs and stories, they are her poetry’
.  Or, is the purpose more attributable to Prinzhorn’s
 theory of Gestaltung – an ‘irrepressible tendency to give form; or even a compulsive need to express oneself…an urge to play, an urge to adorn’
? 
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Curlicue Sculpture, Judith Scott

It would appear that a defining aspect of much ‘Outsider Art’ is the process of its creation, rather than the end result or the intentionality provoking it. Matthew Higgs describes watching ‘…her at work…Judith would focus on each sculpture over a period of weeks or month. Slowly but methodically wrapping, assembling, and making final adjustments…’Tom di Maria, director of Creative Growth, continues ‘when the moment came…and an object was finished, she’d brush her hands across each other and push the object towards me.’
 

In ‘Outsider Art’, the vocabulary often used to disseminate the process- unconscious; repetition; compulsion; automatic, and the affect of the object on the viewer – totemic; spiritual; talismanic; mirror the vocabulary of Freud’s thesis on ‘The Uncanny’. I have chosen to look at Judith Scott and other ‘Outsider Artist’s’ work through the lens of the Uncanny, because it would appear to me that there are a number of shared themes (This is not to say that many other theories, such as Phenomenology or that of ‘Found’ art are not equally applicable). To start with, we should offer a definition of the word ‘Uncanny’, something that Freud does at length, working down to the root of the German word ‘Unheimlich’. The most frequently quoted definition is: ‘Uncanny is what one calls everything that was meant to remain secret and hidden and has come into the open’
. Freud was predated in his work on the Uncanny by Ernst Jensch’s 1906 essay ‘On the Psychology of the Uncanny’ 
 and also E.T.A.Hoffmann’s story, ‘The Sandman
, and he references both in his work. He expands Jentsch’s more simplistic exploration of the Uncanny as concerning the novel and unfamiliar, and states: ‘Something must be added to the novel and the unfamiliar if it is to become uncanny’
. To my mind ‘uncanny’ is best summed up by ‘déjà vu’ and the unease that accompanies that emotion. People, places, objects and sensory moments can all conjure ‘the Uncanny’.
Describing aspects of the uncanny in ‘The Sandman’, Freud echoes many themes found in both Judith Scott and other ‘Outsider’s’ work. Indeed one of the most pertinent is the potency of objects,  Listing the objects he would deem uncanny, Mike Kelley includes ‘stuffed animals, transitional objects, fetishes and magical objects…an object that does not picture what it symbolically stands for, yet it holds the same, (often greater), power than the thing itself.’
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Boli (Komo Society Altar) - Africa, Republic of Mali, Bamana peoplesWood, bark, clay, blood conglomerate, Height: 26 in. (66 cm). Gift of the Gerard Junior Foundation (M.90.7). African Art Department. Los Angeles County Museum of Art.

 In the same way that the ‘Philadelphia Wireman’s’ pieces were often associated with totemic pieces or medicine bundles, Joyce Scott, Judith’s twin, described her first piece as looking ‘like a Native American sculpture’
, reiterating Tal.R’s poem: ‘They are so powerful that they are nearly sacred.’
 Similarly, Freud describes the gothic or romantic tendency to attribute ‘carefully graded magical powers (mana) to alien persons and things...We have all…been through a phase corresponding to the animistic phase in the development of primitive peoples…everything we now find ‘uncanny’ meets the criterion that it is linked with these remnants of animistic mental activity…’
 I can identify with this, having felt a similar shiver on seeing a Boli (power figure)
. I was reminded of this object on seeing Judith Scott’s work, and this in an emotion triggered by her objects in many viewers. I would state that in this sense, Scott’s work is ‘Uncanny’ because it exerts this powerful, primitive pull.
So we have dealt with one form of (the Uncanny’s and Judith Scott’s work) affect on the viewer. Perhaps we now need to look at how we can relate the idea of the Uncanny to the process of creation. As mentioned, the manufacture of ‘Outsider Art’ is often referred to in terms of repetition, momentum, mechanism and automata, ideas that directly translate across to the Uncanny. The compulsive and repetitive nature of the work of ‘Outsider Artists’, Madge Gill, Oskar Voll, Henry Darger can be understood well in light of Freud’s comments: ‘In the unconscious mind we can recognise the dominance of a compulsion to repeat, which proceeds from instinctual impulses. This compulsion probably depends on the essential nature of the drives themselves. It is strong enough to override the pleasure principle and lend a demonic character to certain aspects of mental life: it is still clearly manifest in the impulses of small children and dominates part of the course taken by the psychoanalysis of victims of neurosis. The foregoing discussions have all prepared us for the fact that anything that can remind us of this inner compulsion to repeat is perceived as uncanny.’
 Mike Kelley reiterates this: ‘the uncanny is an anxiety for that which recurs, and is symptomatic of a psychology based on the compulsion to repeat.’

The repetitive nature of Scott’s work, the compulsion to bind and conceal, the momentum and automatic gestures, remind us not only of Freud’s words, but also of Hoffmann’s (and Nathaniel’s) words ‘Spin, Spin!’
 . Scott’s compulsive wrapping, spinning and stitching has an uncanny effect on the viewer – we can sense the momentum in the construction as well as the feeling of an object concealed.

Even one of the most sinister and troublingly uncanny themes of ‘the Sandman’ exists in Scott’s work, although this interpretation is dependent (in part) on knowledge of her personal biography (as one of a pair of twins). It is that of the Doppelgӓnger – a fearful apparition embodied by Coppelius in the story. The idea of the double is a pillar of the repetitive nature of ‘the Uncanny’, yet it is also a de[image: image3.png]


vice common to ‘Outsider Art’, Scott’s included.
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At Jennie Richee . . . (Double-sided)

Henry Darger Carbon Transfer and watercolor on paper, 19 x 47 inches, c. 1940

Whether these doubles are figures that recur again and again as a motif (Henry Darger) or mannequins so lifelike that we do a double-take (Ron Mueck), they conjure ‘goose bumps…spine-tingling…related to déjà vu’
. Joyce Scott describes this feeling eloquently: ‘I doubted whether I really was Joyce and whether Judith really was Judith, that maybe there had been a mix-up, that maybe we really were the other person. That identity confusion doesn’t always happen in twins, but it can happen, and it was certainly true for me. I simply felt a part of me was missing…(on her sister’s work)…there are certain pieces which look dramatically like twins, there’s one I like very much: two pieces with a very whispery thread joining them.
 Again we come up against the obstacle of intentionality, how much is inferred by the viewer in the vacuum left by inexplicability? Are we constructing narrative or is it implicit? What are we to make of the fact that having not seen some of her sculptures for many years, when they were exhibited, Scott ‘went up to each one – like a mother greeting a child – and would pat it, or kiss it or wave to it as she walked around
’?
In conclusion, the juxtaposition of these two realms, the Uncanny and the Outsider can be reconciled by Freud. In his detailed etymological quest for the meaning of Unheimlich, he rationally compares it to its antonym, Heimlich
: 

‘Heimlich thus becomes increasingly ambivalent, until it finally merges with its antonym unheimlich. The uncanny (das Unheimliche, ‘the unhomely’) is in some way a species of the familiar (das Heimliche, ‘the homely’).
 
As a former student of German, it seemed happily apposite that the complexities of the language would produce a resolution, that both ‘Unheimlich’ and its antonym, ‘Heimlich’ would conjure that very effect. For me, this binary meaning of ‘Uncanny’ (that it is what is hidden as well as revealed), is mirrored in the bizarre denouement of ‘The Sandman’ where Nathaniel, the protagonist who has carried with him the readers’ best wishes and anxieties, is suddenly revealed in a sobering way as jarringly mad. Intellectual uncertainty is dispelled as we know the awful truth. 
In a comparable episode, Dali
 is described in the process of creating his ambiguous double images and the inherent paranoia of that illusion: ‘The uncanny experience of being tricked by one’s own perceptual apparatus is not regarded by Dali as accidental, nor can it be regarded merely as error. A projection of one’s own inner world, sufficiently strong to interfere with perception, represents an example of ‘concrete irrationality’’
 The scales fall away, and what we feared to be true, is. 

Fortunately, Judith Scott, in her work, provides a less fatalistic resolution of both Unheimlich and Heimlich. In a New York Times review of her work, Roberta Smith describes them as ‘…rather carefully engineered three-dimensional paintings. Countering the impression that something has been hidden is the equally strong sense of something turned inside out…’
. For me this captures the uncanny ‘twoness’ of her work, that sense of binary meanings, as pointed out in the poem; things are hidden, yet revealed, from silence, they speak. Scott’s work deals with both elements of ‘the Uncanny’ (Unheimlich and Heimlich) – she has created objects that are powerful and mystical, yet familiar. Her process is repetitive and compulsive, yet not fearful but strategised and methodical. She manifests a Doppelgӓnger that does not chill, but completes.
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Untitled, Judith Scott
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