Adolf Walfli, “Elisabeth Bieri” (1907), graphite pencil and crayon on paper, 35 1/2 x 47 1/4 inches (all images courtesy Cincinnati Art Museum)



Rosenthal’s collection is expansive, but the exhibition maintains a focus on
individual artworks. It includes archetypal works by well-known artists Henry
Darger, Martin Ramirez, and Bill Traylor, whose respective oeuvres have fueled
both “self-taught” scholarship and the market. The Darger pieces exemplify his
narrative imagination and his dazzling graphic aesthetic. A generous three-
panel double-sided drawing illustrates scenes from his epic centered on
characters he called the Vivian Girls, while the colorful “Blengin” is a highly
detailed portrait of a “blengiglomenean,” a hybrid dragon-butterfly creature,

embodying Darger’s acute inventiveness.



Installation view of Creating Connections: Self-Taught Artists in the Rosenthal Collection at the Cincinnati Art Museum featuring works by Ronald Lockett (left),
William Hawkins (center), and Bessie Harvey (right)



establishment by underrepresented contemporaneous artists. In this way,
Rosenthal’s broad approach to collecting and, by extension, this exhibition
resist the impulse to label these artists rather than perpetuating umbrella

terms like “outsider.”

Creating Connections also champions the audience, with a thoughtful and
accessible preface titled “What is this art, and how do we talk about it?” The
preface prompts viewers to consider the nuances of labelling artists and to ask
specific questions while viewing the exhibition, such as “What qualifies as
museum-worthy art?” and “When does the promotion and sales of work by
marginalized artists cross into exploitation?” In addition, the show raises the
questions of how to measure the importance of the artist’s biography, noting
that institutional didactics may be heavy-handed in highlighting mental health

or traumatic events, as a means to validate the artwork as “museum-worthy.”

The artists’ undeniable talents, driven by both personal and political concerns,
collectively contribute to a more inclusive art history and, in turn, a deeper
understanding of ourselves and our time. The exhibition’s topics are an
important call to action, reminding viewers to be active in looking at artwork,
and in dialogues. They also remind us that an integral part of education is

simply provoking discussion and thought.



Bill Traylor, "Exciting Event in Blue: Four Wild Men, Barking Dog, Perched Bird, and Construction” (circa 1939-42),
tempera, graphite pencil, and ink (or watercalor) on thin cardboard, 14 7/8 x 13 7/8 inches (© Bill Traylor Family
Trust)

Installation view of Creating Connections: Self-Taught Artists in the Rosenthal Collection at the Cincinnati Art
Museum featuring works by Henry Darger (left) and Jean Dubuffet (right)



Mary K. Borkowski, "Toil, Strength, and Devotion” (1973), hand stitching with silk thread on velvet, 20 1/8 x 29 1/4
inches

Installation view of Creafing Connections: Self-Taught Artists (n the Rosenthal Collection at the Cincinnati Art
Museum featuring works by Martin Ramirez (left) and Janet Sobel (right)
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