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Abstract 

The focus of this paper is to analyze the relationship between outsider art and disease. The 
paper first uses Richard Kearney's carnal hermeneutics as a theoretical basis for linking the 
artist's own physical body experience to his artwork, and then analyzes the significance of Henry 
Darger's, Joseph Beuys's, and Sachiko Abe's disease to their artwork in relation to the literary 
works of Georges Canguilhem and Friedrich Wilhelm Nietzsche. The main finding of the paper is 
that pathology is a manifestation of the changing relationship between the living organism and its 
environment. ‘Diversity is not disease; the anomalous is not the pathological.’(Georges 
Canguilhem, 2007, 96).  Disease has an irreplaceable meaning for artistic creation, and that 
artistic creation also has a positive effect on healing disease. Finally, the paper concludes that 
while we acknowledge the positive influence of disease and art on each other, we should still 
look at disease rationally. In some cases, disease may become a goal, or a marketing tool. 
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Introduction 

TATE's definition of Outsider art is: 

Outsider art is used to describe art that has a naïve quality, often produced by people  

who have not trained as artists or worked within the conventional structures of art  

production (TATE, n.d.). 

Outsider artists often have no formal training, often create their work for themselves, some 
make art because they believe they have received a message from God or other spiritual or 
intellectual sources, and often use unconventional materials and readily available objects to create 
their art (Rhodes, C. 2020). 

Although Joseph Beuys entered the Kunstakademie Düsseldorf in 1947 (Lucrezia De 
Domizio Durini, n.d.). And through his artist training he gradually developed his own relatively 
complete philosophy and artistic system in terms of style and thought. But by putting himself 
within his works of art, Beuys enhanced the anthropological power of art as a hole. He wrapped 
himself in stories of Tatar tribes (true or false for now) to create a fascination with impulse, 
obsession, religion, and inspiration. The presence of this "motivation" makes the paper define 
him as an outsider artist.  

Based on Richard Kearney's carnal hermeneutics and Canguilhem's pathology theory, this 
paper begins with an analysis of the influence of personal physical body experience on artistic 
creation, and then explores the relationship between the outsider artist's experience of illness and 
artistic creation. 

the Influence of Personal Experience on Artistic Creation 

Traditional hermeneutics is primarily a methodological and technical theory of the 
interpretation of the theological and legal instruments of the Bible. The text of art - the art work -  
is not within its coverage. 

But Hans-Georg Gadamer nets the art work as the object of Gadamer philosopher's 
Hermeneutics. "Artistic experience and historical experience are both modes of understanding in 
which our understanding of existence is at work in a direct way (Hans-Georg Gadamer, 2013).  
Art creation, as a creative spiritual activity, has a distinctive subjectivity. As the subject of art 
creation, the artist will consciously or unconsciously reveal the accumulation of his or her own 
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life experience in the creative process and permeate it into the art work. Rich perceptual 
experience is a solid foundation for artists to create. 

And Richard Kearney's carnal hermeneutics claims that The incarnation is the birthplace of 
understanding and interpretation. We, as human beings, are living beings, and as living beings, 
we are, first of all, incarnate beings. Without the existence of the incarnation, our thoughts, our 
actions, everything is impossible to exist. And the vitality lies in the touch and taste of the body, 
and we understand and interpret the world in the touch and taste of the body. It can be said that 
carnal hermeneutics enriches tradition hermeneutics with the practical analyzing of hearing, 
touching and smelling (Kearney, R. 2015). It can be said that a rich perceptual experience is a 
solid foundation for artists to create. And the perceptual experience comes from the physical 
body. 

Similarly, Edmund Gustav Albrecht Husserl argues in hermeneutics that perceptual 
perception cannot be separated from the human body, which is the medium of all perceptions. In 
Méditations cartésiennes: Introduction à la phénoménologie, Husserl points out that  

Among those bodies of this nature that are grasped instinctively, what I find through the  

only sign is my corporeality. That is, as not only a body, but precisely as the only thing  

that is corporeal - that only object in the dimension of the world that I abstract out  

(translation with changes) (Husserl, E. 1931).  

The body becomes the carrier of the azimuthal zero of the senses, and with the body as 
the center, we intuit the world of space and totality, and thus through the senses of the body, we 
constitute the sensual world of the outside world. 

In the field of art, the experience of the body itself, the sense of touch, smell, and hearing 
are no less important than rational deduction and analysis, and can even influence and direct the 
entire artistic expression and creation. 

In carnal hermeneutics, the sense of touch is the first sense, and it is logically the original 
sensual pattern of life and judgment. So the impact of disease, or "abnormal states (Canguilhem, 
2007)“on the body is enormous. In 2016 the New England Journal of Medicine documented two 
cases of piezo2 receptor disorder. The absence of this molecule essentially leaves patients without 
"eyes" in the proprioceptive system and prevents them from sensing specific sensations on their 
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skin, i.e. becoming "tactilely blind". So, when the consciousness of the material level is piezo 
receptors, then hypothetically, is the presence of completely missing receptors a lack of 
consciousness? 

the Influence of Disease Experience on Artistic Creation 

The paper chose to analyze the work of Joseph Beuys and Henry Darger because of the 
close relationship between their work and their own experience. 

As Joseph Beuys lived through Nazism and fought in the Second World War, he 
experienced first-hand the attempts to heal a war-torn society. As a result, much of his work 
revolves around the concept of healing and the need to address the past in order to adapt to the 
present. 

Beuys ‘The Pack' is a work that speaks to the antagonism and fears of the shadow of the 
Cold War. The Eskimo equipment of sledges, felt and torches is clearly a fight against not the 
natural winter, but the nuclear winter that came with the outbreak of nuclear war. The Pack shows 
not the indomitable resilience of mankind, but a funeral procession towards destruction. The most 
primitive sleds, and the machines of modern civilisation, can only drive to the end of destruction. 
Beuys wants the participation of each individual to change the course of the times. 

'The pack' - 1969 Volkswagen bus with twenty four wooden sledges, each with felt, belts, torch, fat and stamped with 
Braunkreuz (brown oil paint)
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An important source of Beuys' artistic thinking is Rudolf Steiner’s Anthroposophy. 
Anthroposophy holds that human beings create the world by externalising their inner selves, 
projecting their psychological and spiritual qualities into space and time, thereby creating colour, 
form, rhythm, sound, and an infinite variety of movements, things and existences. Like the artist, 
one sets up the world in different colours and forms in order to be able to experience oneself in it, 
to find oneself and thus find oneself as one's own creator (Lucrezia De Domizio Durini, n.d.). 

Beuys can be said to be a practitioner of Steiner's ideas. Beuys's theory of 'social sculpture' 
and his statement that 'everyone is an artist' can be seen as a reflection of Steiner's ideas in the 
field of art (CAFA Museum, 2022). 

Fat and felt are very important media used by Beuys in many of his works. For him they 
represent the healing of opposites: fat penetrates and is gradually absorbed, while felt absorbs 
everything it touches. The most frequently cited reference to Beuys is his claim that he was 
rescued by Tatar tribesmen who wrapped his body in felt and fat in order to restore him to health. 
While the truth is that on 16 March 1944, during a campaign on the Crimean front, the Stuka 
bomber (JU87) Boyce was flying was hit by Soviet anti-aircraft fire and the plane crashed. 
Between 17 March and 7 April he was found by a German search party and taken to a military 
hospital, where he gradually recovered. Beuys later recalled this wartime experience in an 
imaginative way, creating a legendary tale of death and survival. The fabricated nature of the 
Tatar experience was noted in the essay 'Beuys: Twilight of the Icons' by Benjamin Bukrow, 
Professor of Modern Art History at Harvard University (Benjamin, B. 1980). 

It is difficult to prove whether Beuys was saved by the Tatars. Such an experience, with its 
legendary and fantastic effects, is more in keeping with Boyce's character. It is one thing to 
remember the past truthfully, and another to face the pain of the past truthfully, a question that 
Beuys raises. For the artist, the authenticity of the memory of a personal experience is of far 
greater value than the authenticity of the event. This memory, even if it is completely fictitious, if 
it is deeply rooted in the artist and the artist is convinced of its existence, then it must become 
part of the matrix of his subsequent creative experience. 

Henry Darger's The Story of the VivianGirls, in What is known as the Realms of the 
Unreal, of theGlandeco-Angelinnian War Storm, Caused by the Child Slave Rebellion is an epic 
tale of good and evil, the main character called VivianGirls are at the heart of this complex story, 
againsting the child slavery imposed on their world by the forces of evil. Darger filled over 
15,000 typed pages with this grand narrative, for which he created about 300 watercolour and 
collage illustrations. In various episodes of the story, children fight with weapons to protect 
themselves from their enemies. They are often strangled, tortured or killed, and Darger often 
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depicts the male genitalia of the Vivian Girls and their associates in battle scenes(Macgregor, 
J.M., 2002). 

In the documentary book Henry Darger, Throwaway Boy: The Tragic Life of an 
Outsider Artist,  Jim Elledge notes that, when Darger lived with his father in Chicago’s poorest, 
seediest neighborhoods, he would have seen prostitutes of both sexes plying their trade in dirty 
alleyways, and that sexual abuse and dysfunction were hallmarks of his environment. Elledge 
proposes that Darger was homosexual and that story-telling and art-making provided outlets 
through which to transform and express a myriad of emotions and a complex personal 
psychology. Questions abound around various aspects of Dagger's life and how they relate to his 
art. Many of these questions remain unanswered. Was Dagger a repressed homosexual? Was he 
sexually abused as a child and, if so, did this abuse influence his understanding or perception of 
sex, sexual orientation or gender roles (including his own) and, in turn, his depiction of little girl 
objects? What does he know about sexuality or the anatomy of masculinity and femininity (Jim 
Elledge, 2013)? 

How to Define ‘Disease’ 

‘Diversity is not disease; the anomalous is not the pathological.’ Georges Canguilhem's 
unique concept of pathology sets him apart from pathologists in the usual sense (Georges 
Canguilhem, 2007, 96). If the normal or healthy condition is the limit of tolerance to 
environmental change, pathology is the transcending and breaking of that limit. In the case of 
transcending the limit state, the previously adapted and harmonious relationship of the living 

The large painting "In Wickey Lasinia. housed in the House of the Dead" (circa 1940-1950, mixed media on paper) shows a group 
of naked intersex girls apparently trapped in a storage room.
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organism with its surroundings is broken and the organism is confronted with a state that cannot 
be adjusted in a normal way. 

According to Canguilhem, 

Disease is an active, creative experience in the organism, not merely a diminishing or  

increasing phenomenon. The content of disease cannot be deduced from the content of  

health, except in terms of its form. Disease, not a change in the dimension of health, is a  

new dimension of life (Georges Canguilhem, 2007, 130).’ 

Disease is no longer negative and grey, rather for Canguilhem it is positive, awakening the 
life that lies dormant in the normal state, activating that powerful life force in our bodies in the 
face of a state of disease. It is in this sense that we can understand the joy that Nietzsche felt in 
disease (Friedrich Nietzsche and Kaufmann, W. 1974). The activation of that vitality that is 
different from the normal state of functioning, constituting a new level of life that not only 
creates a new life, but is also incoherent with the healthy state. So for Canguilhem pathological is 
not a negative, nor is it the antithesis of normalcy, but ‘a stage’, ‘a stage’ that is disconnected 
from the normal state. ‘a stage’ means that we are confronted with an uncertain environment that 
allows the life force to unfold on a new and unfamiliar level, thus enabling the creative evolution 
of life. Disease is not merely the disappearance of a certain physical order, but the emergence of a 
new order of life. There is no disorder, there is only the substitution of another order for the 
desired or preferred one. For this other order, one either has to change it or put up with it. 

Modern medicine's definition of disease is based on an average standard value, and uses the 
average standard as a criterion for judging normal and pathological states. So there’s a problem 
that the dividing line between normal and pathological states is uncertain for several individuals 
being examined at the same time. The reason for this uncertainty lies precisely in the inextricable 
differences in the relationship between the physiological functions of different individuals and 
their environment in the face of different life circumstances, which leads to the phenomenon that 
some individuals exceed the medical indicators of pathology but do not actually have symptoms 
and cannot be defined as purely pathological.  

Friedrich Nietzsche's The Gay Science speaks of the tremendous impact of a long-standing 
disease on his existence and will. Nietzsche says :‘As the reader has already guessed, I do not 
wish to say goodbye ungratefully to the period of terminal disease, which bestowed favours on 
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me that I have never been able to use to this day. I am well aware that I have benefited greatly 
from my health, which has been in fits and starts, before the completion of my vast edifice of 
thought (Nietzsche, 2017, 33).’ Why was Nietzsche reluctant to say goodbye to that period of 
profound disease, which he considered to have benefited his thought so much? The root of the 
problem is that in his disease Nietzsche realised that the philosophers of the past were 
philosophers in a state of health, and that they spoke of a philosophy of health. What, then, would 
be the result of those "thoughts under the pressure of disease”? 

The Impact of Artistic Creation on Disease - From Positive Influence to the Cult of Disease 

The above discussion points out the influence of disease on artistic creation, but what is the 
influence of artistic creation on disease itself? 

Art therapy first appeared in the United States in the 1950s and 1960s. During World War I, 
a large number of post-war PTSD patients appeared in the United States, and after a series of 
clinical studies, art interventional therapy became the primary treatment at that time, and this 
theory and profession continues to this day. 

For Japanese artist Sachiko Abe, art is a form of healing. In her perform work ‘Cut Papers’, 
countless sheets of A4 paper are cut into thin strips. Abe sits for hours, carefully cutting out 
pieces of paper with thin threads only 0.5 mm wide. The inspiration for this work stems from 
Abe's personal experience more than 15 years ago, when she first began this practice at a spiritual 
retreat center in order to achieve inner peace - something akin to a meditative activity. This 
calming performance art is strongly surrealistic and makes the viewer feel like they are entering 
an alternate universe. There is a finely cut column of paper that looks like a fuzzy icicle, making 
those who approach feel like they are walking on the ceiling. The scraps of paper cut by the artist 
stretched into a path that connected the artist to the "paper tower". In addition to the dreamy 
effect of the live performance, Abe's scissors were connected to speakers so that the audience 
could hear the amplified sound of the cuts as they approached the artist. And the act of "cutting" 
for herself is a process of practicing, exploring, and moving forward, a process of making herself 
calm enough through a repetitive action (PSA exhibition, 2017). 

In a similar vein, when Yayoi Kusama was 10 years old, she suffered from psychogenic 
visual and hearing impairment. To relieve her inner fear, she picked up a brush and started 
painting, and has been immersed in the world of art all her life since. She said in her 
autobiography Infinite Web: The Autobiography of  Yayoi Kusama: I would have committed 
suicide a long time ago if I don’t create art (Yayoi Kusama, 2011).  
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There is a unique type of art in Japan called ‘Yami Art’，which means ‘art from disease’. 

In addition to the regular exhibitions of sick art, the ‘Yamikawai style’(‘cute but with disease 
(usually mental disease)’) has been seen many times in art creations. On social media, there are 
often statements such as "illness equals cuteness" and "it's cute because it's ill".  

If art is a mode of understanding, and the object and way of understanding comes from 
personal experience (Gadamer, 2013), then how to obtain a more unique personal experience 
becomes the goal. ‘disease' becomes a marketing tool, while ‘becoming ill’ is the goal. 

In shamanic culture, shamans gain the ability to ascend to heaven, to heal the illness and to 
find the lost souls through eating poisonous mushrooms, or dancing in high temperatures until 
they become delirious.  

Is it possible that the trance state we see is caused by a desire to achieve a specific  

ascension, a mystical and real journey to heaven, by any means, at any cost... By 'living',  

we mean experiencing on a physical level that which is beyond the reach of current  

human capacity and which is only within the reach of the spiritual plane’  

yami art exhibition, an annual exhibition yamikawai tag on instagram
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Shamanism: Archaic Techniques of Ecstasy states that shamans are founded on an epileptic 
experience (Mircea Eliade, 2004). The experience of madness is a primordial phenomenon, and 
there is no reason to consider it as a product of a particular time. It rooted in the human original 
condition. So is the quest for ‘disease' a similar need in the above context? 

Life is not rigid, it maintains a vivid vitality that is constantly generated, so we cannot look 
at life from a fixed perspective. The phenomenon of pathology is an expression of this fact that 
the normal relationship between the organism and the environment is altered by the alteration of 
the organism (Georges Canguilhem , 2007). 

Canguilhem's definition of pathology states that the human physiological body is plastic in 
the context of lifestyle and institutions. The environment has a shaping function on the human 
physiology, and conversely, the human physiology can be changed by changing the environment, 
that is, "disease" can be formed autonomously. When we acknowledge the mutual influence of 
disease and art, it is time to look at disease rationally. In some cases, illness may become a goal 
and disease may become a marketing tool. In this case, is there a difference between true and 
false disease? Or a superiority or inferiority? 

Conclusion 

Richard Kearney's carnal hermeneutics serves as a theoretical basis for the close 
relationship between the experience of the individual body and artistic creation. Canguilhem's 
book The Normal and the Pathological points out the fluidity and plasticity of the disease state. 
Disease has an irreplaceable significance for artistic creation, and art has a positive effect on 
healing. When we acknowledge the mutual influence of disease and art, it is time to look at its 
consequences more rationally. 
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