We introduce 2 art novices to the work
of self-taught artist Martin Ramirez
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he term “tragically misunderstood artist” is given a new dimension when talking about Martin Ramirez, considered one of the
most important outsider artists of this century.
Outsider art was a term used by French artist Jean Dubuffet for
art not within the boundaries of official culture, particularly made
by patients from mental institutions. Later, the term grew to include artists
who were self-taught, who had little or no contact with the institutions of the
mainstream art world.
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Martin Ramirez was a self-taught
artist whose legacy has been shrouded in mystery and misinformation.

“Untitled (Man at Desk),” circa 1948-’63.
Crayon and pencil on pieced paper.

pages. To make 12-foot drawings,
he glued paper together with a
paste he made from saliva and
food materials.
His drawings contain imagery
from his hometown in Mexico
and from American icons. Strong
line work, repetitive images of a
horse and rider, Madonnas, trains
and tunnels were arresting features of his work.
By the time Ramirez died in a
California hospital, his work had
been shown in smaller exhibits.
But it was often exoticized.
Hearing about Ramirez’s history made the exhibit much more
special for Kreel and Bresler.
“Sometimes you’ll see a pretty
painting, and it’s nice, but knowing about the artist makes it more
interesting,” Bresler said.
Bresler also appreciated the
size of Ramirez’s workspace and
the supplies he had. “He pulled
together anything he could find,
and some of the pieces were large
compared to what he had to work
in. Without knowing his history, I
don’t think I would’ve been as
impressed with it.”
“Untitled (Madonna),” circa 1948-’63. Crayon
and pencil on pieced paper.
Artwork courtesy of the Milwaukee Art Museum

