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CHICAGO CALLING 

The Collection de l’Art Brut is delighted to be welcoming the exhibition Chicago Calling in the 

wake of its presentation at lntuit, The Center for Intuitive and Outsider Art in Chicago, the Halle 

Saint-Pierre in Paris; and the Kunsthaus in Kaufbeuren, Germany.  

Of all America's great cities, Chicago is unquestionably the most independent in artistic terms. 

In the 1940s, when the New York scene was turning to Abstract Expressionism, art circles in 

Chicago were delving into German Expression and Surrealism – and "primitive" art and Art Brut 

as well. Their interest in the latter was largely fuelled by the writings of German psychiatrist 

Hans Prinzhorn and French artist Jean Dubuffet, originator of the concept of Art Brut. 

At his first Chicago retrospective, at the Arts Club in 1951, Dubuffet gave his famous 

Anticultural Positions talk, which triggered enormous interest among artists, experts and 

collectors. In the course of the year he entrusted his Art Brut collection to his painter friend 

Alfonso Ossorio, who lived in East Hampton, near New York. On show in Ossorio's mansion for 

the next ten years, the works were seen by influential members of New York art circles, among 

them the painters Jackson Pollock, Willem de Kooning, Robert Motherwell and Clyfford Still. 

In the 1960s a group of artists known as the "Chicago Imagists" – their number included Roger 

Brown, Jim Nutt and Gladys Nilsson – began collecting artworks that did not match official 

criteria. Very quickly Art Brut and Outsider Art gained the attention of the city's collectors, 

dealers and curators, and 1991 saw the founding of Intuit, a centre for American Outsider Art 

and Art Brut. 

In Europe the Collection de l’Art Brut had opened to the public in 1976. Heir to the historic 

Dubuffet collection, this was the first Art Brut Museum, and in 1987 it began regular showings of 

works by Chicago artist Henry Darger. This was made possible by a remarkable donation from 

Kiyoko Lerner, widow of photographer Nathan Lerner, who had been Darger's landlord. 

Between them the Lerners had succeeded in saving this magisterial body of work.  

And so Chicago Calling is a chance to (re)discover one of Art Brut's most celebrated American 

representatives, alongside five other self-taught Chicagoans working in the same naive vein: 

Lee Godie, Mr. Imagination, Pauline Simon, Wesley Willis and Joseph E. Yoakum. The exhibits 

come from Intuit and American private collections as well as, in Darger's case, the Collection de 

l’Art Brut. 

The showing at the Collection de l’Art Brut brings together works selected by Sarah Lombardi 

from the exhibition curated by Kenneth C. Burkhart and Lisa Stone, and organised by Intuit, The 

Center for Intuitive and Outsider Art. 

 

Sarah Lombardi, Director, Collection de l’Art Brut 

  



 

 
 
 

  

 

EXCERPTS from « Anticultural Positions», lecture by Jean Dubuffet  

Delivered to the Arts Club of Chicago on December 20, 1951. 

[Taken from « Jean Dubuffet, Towards an Alternative Reality », New York, Pace Publications, 

1987, pp.127-132] 

 

[…] I, personally, have a very high regard for the values of primtive peoples: instincs, passion, 

caprice, violence, madness. Nor do I feel that these values are in any way lacking in our 

western world. Quite the contrary! But the values celebrated in our culture do not strike me as 

corresponding to the true dynamics of our minds. Our culture is an ill-fitting coat – or at least 

one that no longer fits us. It’s like a dead tongue that has nothing in commom with the language 

now spoken in the street. It drifts further and further away from our daily life. It is confined to 

lifeless coteries, like a mandarin culture. It has no more living roots.  

I aim at an art that is directly plugged in our current life, an art that starts out from this current 

life, that immediately emanates from our real life and our real mood 

I would like to enumerate certain points in our culture with which I disagree. 

One of the chief traits of the western mind is its habit of ascribing to humankind a nature quite 

different from that of all other creatures, a refusal to identify our nature with, or compare it in 

any way whatsoever to, such elements as the wind, a tree, a stream – exept in jest or in poetic 

figures […] 

 

[…] I now come to my sixth and last point: I would like to talk about the western notion of 

beauty. 

First I want to tell you how my conception differs from the usual viewpoint. 

For most western people, there are objects that are beautiful and others that are ugly; there are 

beautiful people and ugly people, beautiful places and ugly ones. 

But not for me. Beauty does not enter into the picture for me. I consider the western notion of 

beauty completely erroneous. I absolutely refuse to accept the idea that there are ugly people 

and ugly objects. Such an idea strikes me as stifling and revolting. […] 

 

[…] I find this idea of beauty a meager and unintelligent invention. I find it mediocrely stirring. 

It’s distressing to think about those people who are denied beauty because their noses are 

crooked or because they are too fat or too old. The idea that our world is mostly made up of 

ugly objects and places while the beautiful objects and places are scarce and hard to find does 

not strike me as very exciting. I feel that if the West were to discard this idea, then good 

riddance! If we came to realize that any object in the world may fascinate and illuminate 

someone, we would be in much better shape. This idea would, I think, enrich our lives more 

than the Greek notion of beauty. […] 

 

 

  



 

 
 
 

  

 

BIOGRAPHIES OF THE AUTHORS PRESENTED  

IN THE EXHIBITION 

HENRY DARGER (1892-1973) 

 

 
 
Henry Darger, ca. 1930 (photo David Berglund) 

 

Born in Chicago, Henry Darger was only 

four when his mother died giving birth to 

his sister, who was immediately put in 

foster care. He never saw her again. At 

the age of seven he was dispatched by 

his father to a boys' home ruled by 

bullying and violence. Later placed in an 

institution for the mentally handicapped in 

Lincoln, Illinois, he ran away at 

seventeen on learning of his father's 

death. Returning to Chicago, he rented a 

room and worked as a cleaner and 

dishwasher in various local hospitals until 

his retirement in 1963. After seeing an 

Illinois town wiped out by a tornado in 

1913, he developed a fascination with 

meteorology, scrupulously studying the 

weather and the daily forecasts, and 

became fond of attending fires. A 

practising Catholic, he went to Mass 

several times a day, otherwise leading a 

discreetly solitary, reclusive life.  

  

 

When he died his landlord, the photographer Nathan Lerner, discovered a 2,000-page 

autobiography in his room, together with In the Realms of the Unreal, a typed work more than 

15,000 pages long. These writings were accompanied by hundreds of watercolours, big recto-

verso panoramas forming an epic narrative of the confrontation between the forces of good and 

evil in the kingdom of Abbieannia. Notable in these spectacular battle scenes are the seven 

Vivian Girls, heroines with male sex organs who are leading the struggle against the barbarian 

Glandelinians. This colossal opus, which occupied Darger for over sixty years, was created at 

night in the privacy of his single room, amid the piles of newspapers, magazines and religious 

images he used as sources for his drawings, as well as shoes, empty bottles and bits of string. 

Compositionally he sought inspiration in colouring books, comics and the children's literature of 

the early twentieth century. His media are collage, tracing and watercolour drawing. 

  



 

 
 
 

  

 

LEE GODIE (JAMOT EMILY GODIE) (1908-1994) 

 

 
 
Lee Godie, 1985 (photo Steve Kagan) 

 

Lee Godie's origins and life remain something of a mystery. As a girl she wanted to be a singer. 

Married twice, she had four children, two of whom died of illness while young. After a long 

period of which no trace remains, she resurfaced in Chicago and became one of the city's 

leading artistic lights. In the early 1960s she opted for life on the street, and for over twenty 

years, as a self-proclaimed "French Impressionist" and follower of Renoir, she sold two or three 

drawings a day on the steps of the Art Institute, where she also sang and danced on occasion. 

Her unique appearance made her readily recognisable: she enjoyed disguise, wore colourful, 

pieced-together coats and sported vividly painted cheeks and lips.  

Late in life, with her autonomy badly eroded, Godie was regularly arrested for vagrancy and 

forced to undergo psychiatric examinations. In 1989 she was rediscovered by her daughter and 

two years afterwards was put into a nursing home, where her output was less than on the 

street. She is said to have produced hundreds, not to say thousands of drawings and paintings: 

in 1979 she featured in the Outsider Art in Chicago exhibition at the city's Museum of 

Contemporary Art and was given her first retrospective at the Chicago Cultural Center in 1993, 

just a few months before her death at the age of eighty-six. 

Godie worked with watercolour, pencil, gouache and ballpoint, on a wide range of materials 

including paper, old canvas blinds and posters. Some of her works comprise pieces sewn 

together like a triptych or a book. Her preferred genre was the portrait, with the subject in front 

view or profile and an austere background in some cases embellished with foliage or birds. She 

also painted numerous self-portraits with added collages or, at the bottom, a cameo or photo-

booth images of herself that she sometimes coloured.  

 

  



 

 
 
 

  

 

MR. IMAGINATION (GREGORY WARMACK) (1948-2012) 

 

 
 
Mr. Imagination (photo Ron Gordon) 

 

 

Gregory Warmack was born in a poor 

Chicago neighbourhood in 1948. His 

mother, a fervent Baptist and gospel 

singer, formed the Warmack Singers 

with her nine children, and always 

encouraged her son's interest in 

creativity and the spiritual. Suffering 

from fits probably due to epilepsy, 

Gregory left school at thirteen or 

fourteen; after his father's death several 

years earlier, the family had moved to 

the south side of the city, and now he 

worked at all sorts of jobs – news 

vendor, waiter, dishwasher, cook, 

barber, window dresser – to help out. 

Often mocked as "The Preacher" for his 

habit of toting a bible around the 

neighbourhood, he went imperturbably 

about his parallel activities as a painter 

and sculptor. 

Accumulating all sorts of salvaged bits and pieces, he carved little masks out of bark and made 

hats, walking sticks, clothes and, above all, the jewellery he sold in bars and restaurants in the 

evening. After an attempt on his life in 1978 he spent several weeks in a coma, and a near-

death experience brought visions that would remain with him for the rest of his life. Shortly after 

his "rebirth" Gregory Warmack chose the pseudonym Mr. Imagination and decided to devote 

himself more to his creative activities. He discovered industrial stoneware – a by-product of 

steel-moulding – and beer-bottle caps, which would become his favourite materials and his 

trademark. He turned out sceptres, thrones, totem poles and carved portraits of Egyptian 

inspiration, as well as his Paintbrush People, made from his old brushes, and big environments 

– arches, bus shelters, caves – embellished with carvings, mirrors and various odds and ends. 

In 2002 he left Chicago for Bethlehem, Pennsylvania, where he lived until 2008, when fire 

destroyed his home and hundreds of his works. In 2009 he moved to Atlanta, Georgia, and 

began making large birds out of wood chips and dresses out of wire. He died suddenly of blood 

poisoning in 2010. 

  



 

 
 
 

  

 

PAULINE SIMON (1898-1976) 

 

 
 
Pauline Simon in her workshop, ca. 1974 (photo Mary Baber) 

 

Pauline Simon was born around 1894 in Minsk – at the time in Russia, now the capital of 

Belarus – and grew up on a property belonging to Prince Radziwill, where her father taught 

Hebrew. After finishing her secondary studies in Warsaw, she left – alone – for the United 

States in 1911–1912. 

In Chicago she found work as a theatrical hair stylist, then at twenty-two she married Herman 

Simon, a dental student, and eventually managed his surgery. The couple, their two daughters 

and Pauline's sister lived in Chicago's South Side district. In 1961 her husband, a member of 

the Art Institute de Chicago, died of a heart attack. 

Retiring at seventy, Simon enrolled for Seymour Rosofsky's painting classes for Art Institute 

members. When asked if she liked the work of other artists, she replied flatly, "I don't like any 

other artist." Nonetheless she later developed an interest in the work of Gustav Klimt and the 

Impressionist, Expressionist and pointillist paintings at the Art Institute and in the Museum of 

Contemporary Art catalogues. She followed up with classes closer to home, at the Hyde Park 

Art Center, where she met artist-curator Don Baum, the most influential of her teachers. After 

seven or eight months she stopped attending, but continued to take private lessons from Baum 

at home. 

Pauline Simon's artistic vocabulary was highly distinctive. Her curious portraits of women are 

reminiscent of John Singer Sargent's interpretations of upper middle-class ladies, as are the 

patterns and textures of her fabrics and lacework. In spite of her failing sight she went on 

painting until her death in 1976. 

 

  



 

 
 
 

  

 

WESLEY WILLIS (1963-2003) 
 

 
 
Wesley Willis, 1997 (photo Carla Winterbottom) 

Wesley Willis was born in Chicago 

in 1963 into a family of ten 

children. Abandoned by their father 

and mistreated by an alcoholic 

mother, they lived in housing 

projects, with regular stays in 

foster care; between 1976 and 

1978 he and three of his brothers 

were adopted by the same family. 

Free-spirited and physically and 

temperamentally imposing, Wesley 

became a street artist and at the 

same time a star on the Chicago 

underground punk rock scene of 

the 1990s. 

His ballpoint and marker compositions show Chicago's skyscrapers and the city's incessant 

traffic. Regularly intersecting and overlaid, his lines generate the astonishingly rhythmic vibration 

of a disturbing but very real cityscape from which nature and the human figure are absent. When 

he was eighteen Willis met architect and art collector Paul Young, who saw his drawings and 

invited him to attend his classes at the Illinois Institute of Technology. For the next five years he 

spent time inside the prestigious building, a modernist icon by Mies van der Rohe, after which he 

drew in the street and in subway stations. 

In the 1980s Willis began hearing "devil voices" he named Heartbreaker, Nervewrecker and 

Meansucker, and at the age of twenty-six he was diagnosed as schizophrenic. 

A few years later he began listening to and playing music, singing on his own in the street, 

accompanied by a synthesiser crudely programmed for compositions that were all very much 

alike and recognisable from the very first notes. He also put together a group, the Wesley Willis 

Fiasco. Record labels began publishing his songs, but Willis also continued as an independent, 

selling his albums in the street and at his concerts. He died of leukaemia in 2003. 

  



 

 
 
 

  

 

JOSEPH ELMER YOAKUM (1890-1972) 
 

 
 
Joseph Elmer Yoakum, Whitney Halstead Papers,  

The Art Institute of Chicago 

 

Part African-American, part Cherokee and 

part French, Joseph Elmer Yoakum was born 

in 1890; not, as he claimed, on a Navajo 

reservation, but in Ash Grove, Missouri. He 

spent his childhood on a farm with virtually no 

schooling, left home at the age of nine, and 

between 1900 and 1908 worked in circuses as 

a horse-wrangler and billsticker on tours that 

took him as far afield as Europe. In 1910 he 

married and found work with the St. Louis–

San Francisco Railway. In 1915 the family 

moved to Fort Scott in Kansas, his wife's 

home town, and Yoakum worked in the coal-

mining business. He joined the army as a 

volunteer in 1918 and was sent to France. On 

his return the couple divorced. Yoakum 

moved to Chicago in the late 1920s, remarried 

and worked as a carpenter, mechanic, foundry 

hand and building superintendent until his 

retirement some time in the 1950s 

He may well have begun drawing at this time, but it would seem that he set about it seriously in 

1962, the outcome being a mystical body of work he described as a "spiritual unfoldment". He 

used watercolour, pastel and most of all coloured pencils, rubbing the surfaces down with toilet 

paper to give them the glossy look of paint. His travels and the National Geographic magazine 

provided the material for his early drawings, which went on to become more inventive: they 

suggest biological and geological cross-sections in which mountains rise and fall like waves and 

rocks take on an anthropomorphic aura. Yoakum signed and dated his pictures and added a 

description of each one. 

He offered his work for sale in the window of a former barber's shop on the south side of 

Chicago, where he lived. Recognition was not slow in coming: he was shown at the Whitney 

Museum in New York in 1972, the year of his death, and 1995 brought a retrospective at the Art 

Institute of Chicago. 

  



 

 
 
 

  

 

IMAGES AVAILABLE TO THE MEDIA 
 

 

 
 
Henry Darger, Storm brewing. This is not strawberry the little girl is carrying 
Between 1930 and 1972, tracing, watercolour and collage on paper, 77 x 317 cm 
Photo : AN – Collection de l’Art Brut, Lausanne, © Kiyoko Lerner/ 2020, Prolitteris, Zurich 
 

 
 
Henry Darger, 216 At Jennie Richee. Then are chased for long distance by Glandelinian soldiery with dogs 
Between 1930 and 1972, tracing, watercolour and collage on paper, 61 x 272 cm 
photo : AN – Collection de l’Art Brut, Lausanne, © Kiyoko Lerner/ 2020, Prolitteris, Zurich 
 

 
 
Darger, Henry, Young Fairy winged tusker horian whid-
lash-tail, between 1930 and 1972 
Watercolour and lead pencil on paper, 35,5 x 43 cm 
Photo : AN – Collection de l’Art Brut, Lausanne 
© Kiyoko Lerner/ 2020, Prolitteris, Zurich 
 
 
 
 

Darger, Henry, untitled, between 1930 and 1972 
Watercolour and lead pencil on paper, 39,5 x 27,2cm 

Photo : AN – Collection de l’Art Brut, Lausanne 
© Kiyoko Lerner/ 2020, Prolitteris, Zurich  



 

 
 
 

  

 

 
  

 
 
Joseph Yoakum, Mt. Mourner in Maritine Alps near 
Diane France by Joseph E. Yoakum, 1968 
Colored pencil and ink on paper, 30 x 19 cm, Collection 
Intuit: The Center for Intuitive and Outsider Art, gift of 
Martha Griffin, 2014.5.1.  
Photo ©John Faier 
 
 
 
 
Joseph Yoakum, The Mounds of Pleasure/on JA Brimms 
Farm Near Walnut Grove..., 1970 
Ink and pastel on paper, 39 x 30 cm 
Richard and Ellen Sandor Family Collection 

 

 
 
Lee Godie, sans titre, s.d. 
Silver print, 12 x 9.5 cm 
Collection Christopher LaMorte and Robert Grosset 
Photo ©John Faier 
 
 
 
 
Lee Godie, Smiles, c. 1970-1975 
Mixed media and silver print on canvas, 66 x 27.5 cm 
Collection Eugenie and Lael Johnson 



 

 
 
 

  

 

 
 

 
 

Pauline Simon, untitled, 1968 
Acrylic on canvas, 82.5 x 62 cm 
Collection of Karl Wirsum and Lorri Gunn 
Photo ©John Faier 
 

Pauline Simon, untitled, 1965 
Acrylic on canvas,, 80 x 59.5 cm 
Collection of Karl Wirsum and Lorri Gunn 
 

 
 

Wesley Willis 

The Chicago Skyline, Sears Tower, 

Chicago River…, 1986  

Ballpoint pen and felt tip pen on board, 

71 x 99 cm 

Collection of Rolf and Maral Achilles 

 

Wesley Willis 

Chicago 1986, 1986 

Ballpoint pen and felt tip pen on board, 

71.5 x 99.5 cm 

Collection of Rolf and Maral Achilles 

Photo ©John Faier 

 



 

 
 
 

  

 

 

EVENTS 

Guided tour (preview version)  

for the press 

 

Thursday 12 March 2020, 11am  

at the Collection de l’Art Brut, Lausanne  

Bookings: sophie.guyot@lausanne.ch  

Opening Reception for the Public 

 

Thursday 12 March 2020, 6:30pm  

Collection de l’Art Brut, Lausanne  

 

Free guided tours Saturday 28 March 2020, 2:30pm  

Saturday 6 June 2020, 2:30pm 

 

Free guided tour for teachers Thursday 26 March 2020, 5pm  

Young People's Workshops 

(ages 6-10) 

  

Saturday 28 March 2020, 2pm 

Saturday 2 May 2020, 2pm  

Saturday 6 June 2020, 2pm 

 

Duration: 1h45 

Fee: 10.- 

 
Guided tours  For classes (from age 4) and groups, in French, German,  

English and Italian. 

Upon request 

Guided tours for classes Advance booking required 

Tuesdays, Wednesdays and Fridays from 11 AM to 6 PM  

Thursdays from 9 AM to 6 PM 

 

Contact and bookings for all tours 

and workshops  

at www.artbrut.ch > calendar or phone 021/ 315 25 70 

Limited numbers on a first come first served basis 

 

  

http://www.artbrut.ch/


 

 
 
 

  

 

PRACTICAL INFORMATION  

Press kit  Illustrations and a Press Kit can be downloaded at www.artbrut.ch 

under the heading: media  

Media contact Sophie Guyot 

Phone +41 21 315 25 84 (Tuesdays, Wednesday mornings, 

Thursdays) 

sophie.guyot@lausanne.ch 

Address Collection de l'Art Brut  

Avenue des Bergières 11 

CH – 1004 Lausanne 

www.artbrut.ch 

Tel. +41 21 315 25 70 

art.brut@lausanne.ch 

Opening hours  

 

Tuesday thru Sunday from 11am to 6pm including holidays 

Open Easter Monday and Whit Monday  

Open every day in July and August 

No entrance fee the first Saturday of every month  

 

Entrance fee Fr. 12.- 

Reduced price: Fr. 6.–  

Groups of 6: Fr. 6.–  

Unemployed persons and youngsters up to 16: free admittance 

Access By bus  

From St-François : bus no. 2, Beaulieu-Jomini stop.  

From the railroad station (gare CFF) : bus nos. 3 and 21, 

Beaulieu-Jomini stop. 

By foot: 25 min. from the station; 10 min. from Place  

de la Riponne. 

By car: highway exit Lausanne-Blécherette, follow Palais de 

Beaulieu. Car park: Parking de Beaulieu.  

Wheelchair accessibility:  

During the summer of 2019, the Collection de l'Art Brut will be 

adding an elevator to its premises. We look forward thenceforth to 

welcoming wheelchair users to all our upcoming temporary 

exhibitions. 

 

 
 

 

THE COLLECTION DE L’ART BRUT EXTENDS ITS THANKS FOR THEIR SUPPORT TO: 
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