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Analytical exhibition review: The Museum of Everything, ‘Exhibition #3’ 

Danny Birchall 

 

The Museum of Everything’s ‘Exhibition #3’ opened its doors on 13th October 2010, 

during the period known as ‘Frieze week’, coinciding with the Frieze Art Fair 1. 

Curated by pop artist Sir Peter Blake, the exhibition consists largely of material from 

Blake’s own collection, usually displayed in his studio. Housed in a temporary venue, 

a former dairy in Primrose Hill, the gallery has an aesthetic more commonly 

associated with art spaces in East London. No attempt has been made to create a 

‘white cube’ to disguise the fabric of the building, or its transitional status as a site of 

redevelopment. Artworks are affixed to the painted breeze block walls of the main 

exhibition space, while unadorned wooden partitions and industrial steel staircases 

offer hints at the building’s history. 

It would be facile to point out that The Museum of Everything is not a 

museum (it has neither permanent collection nor permanent home), and could not 

possibly contain everything. Yet its deliberately ambiguous name suggests that there 

are a number of conflicting discourses at play within its exhibitions, none of which 

can be adequately defined or delineated by its curators, leaving only the supercategory 

of ‘everything’ into which to place them. In particular, the museum raises the problem 

of the category of ‘outsider art’, and of the relationship between the tradition of 

marginal creativity represented in the exhibition, and the intensely ‘insider’ art scene 

around the Frieze Art Fair. 

Blake’s collection includes art and artefacts from the worlds of circus and 

entertainment: there is a large collection of postcards and photographs of ‘General 

Tom Thumb’, the star of P T Barnum’s Victorian circus, and other performers of 
                                                 
1 Mark Sheerin, ‘Art must-sees: Frieze week invades London’, Culture 24, 
http://www.culture24.org.uk/art/ART309924 (accessed 6 November 2010) 
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reduced stature; large circus and sideshow advertising banners dominate the main 

exhibition space. Side rooms contain smaller themed collections including Norah 

Wellings’ collection of felt dolls, and the work of single artists, such as Ted Willcox's 

embroideries based on cheesecake magazine pornography. Though the works on 

display are generally from outside the mainstream of artistic production, most are 

attributed to a named artist or collector, and some history of the tradition in which the 

creators worked is given in the interpretive labels. Games and paintings from the 

travelling Carter’s Steam Fair are on display, together with the information that its 

founder John Carter studied at the Slade (though he didn’t graduate).2 The exhibit 

most keenly noted on in the press is the reunited taxidermy arrangements of Walter 

Potter that once formed the Museum of Curiority,3 stuffed animals displayed in glass 

cases re-enacting tableaux of human behaviour. 

The Museum of Everything’s previous exhibition in Primrose Hill, ‘Exhibition 

#1’ in  2009 featured works by better-known names from the history of marginal art, 

such as Josef Karl Rädler, Sister Gertrude Morgan and Henry Darger.4 In their 

reviews of ‘Exhibition #1’, both broadsheet reviewers and art magazines found the 

term ‘outsider art’ a natural starting point. The museum presents ‘a large spread of 

Outsider art’ wrote Tom Lubbock in The Independent5. Laura Allsop in Art Review 

referred to it as ‘a cheerfully lo-fi space dedicated to so-called outsider art’,6 while 

Colin Gleadall in The Daily Telegraph considered the exhibition to present ‘the world 

                                                 
2 Maev Kennedy, ‘Obituary: John Carter’, The Guardian, 10 January 2001, 
http://www.guardian.co.uk/news/2001/jan/10/guardianobituaries.maevkennedy (accessed 6 November 
2010) 
3 Helen Sumpter, ‘Sir Peter Blake at the Museum of Everything’,Time Out London, 20 September 
2010, http://www.timeout.com/london/art/article/1543/sir-peter-blake-at-the-museum-of-everything 
(accessed 6 November 2010) 
4 Museum of Everything website, http://www.museumofeverything.com (accessed 31 October 2010) 
5 Tom Lubbock, ‘Out of this world: the Museum of Everything’, The Independent, 2 November 2009, 
http://www.independent.co.uk/arts-entertainment/art/features/out-of-this-world-the-museum-of-
everything-1813065.html (accessed 6 November 2010) 
6 Laura Allsop, ‘Exhibition #1: Museum of Everything, London [Exhibit]’. Art Review, 38 
(January/February 2010) p.102 
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of the outsider and the self-taught artist’7 Even the US-based bible of outsider and 

folk art Raw Vision welcomed the arrival in London of ‘a semi-prominent exhibition 

place displaying outsider art … a completely new experience for London art 

followers’.8  

However, the museum’s founder and promoter, filmmaker James Brett, whose 

personal collection formed the basis of ‘Exhibition #1’, has attempted to put some 

distance between the term and his own activities. In an interview with Brett in Modern 

Painters, Harriet Quick reveals that he ‘abhors the term outsider, popularly applied to 

this blurry genre. “I’m not trying to turn these people into a sideshow,” he says.’9 

Part of Brett’s reluctance might be attributable to an instability in the term 

‘outsider art’ itself. ‘Art Brut’ was defined by the French artist Jean Dubuffet as work 

created by socially marginal, self-taught individuals ‘immune to artistic culture’10 

outside the gallery- and museum-dominated world of professional art.11 The phrase 

‘outsider art’ as the English-language equivalent was suggested to art critic Roger 

Cardinal by Jenny Towndrow in 1972.12 However, while the ideas of Art Brut and 

outsider art may have been useful in both the historical understanding and the 

contemporary promotion of marginal art, any tendency that permanently defines itself 

in opposition to a ‘mainstream’ inevitably encounters trouble maintaining the 

distinction between itself and that mainstream. As Colin Rhodes points out: 

 

                                                 
7 Colin Gleadell, ‘Museum of Everything: Frieze brings the outside in’, Daily  
Telegraph, 12 Oct 2009, http://www.telegraph.co.uk/culture/art/artsales/6309426/Museum-of-
Everything-Frieze-brings-the-outside-in.html (accessed 6 November 2010) 
8 John Maizels, ‘The Museum of Everything [Exhibit]’, Raw Vision, 68 (Winter 2009/2010), p.63 
9 Harriet Quick, ‘Anything Goes’, Modern Painters v.22  no.1 (February 2010), pp.34-6 
10 Roger Cardinal, ‘Toward an outsider aesthetic’ in Michael D. Hall, Eugene W. Metcalf, and Eugene 
W. Metcalf Jr. (eds) The Artist Outsider: Creativity and the Boundaries of Culture, (Washington: 
Smithsonian Books, 1994), p.23 
11 Michel Thévoz, ‘An anti-museum: the Collection de l’Art Brut in Lausanne’ in Hall et al The Artist 
Outsider pp.63-4 
12 Roger Cardinal, ‘Toward an outsider aesthetic’, p.39 
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[I]n recent years the term Outsider Art has begun to be used extensively to 

describe a bewildering range of artistic activity situated outside, or in 

opposition to, mainstream concerns. While it is surely desirable to maintain 

flexibility there is a danger of the term becoming all-inclusive and therefore 

meaningless.13 

 

The Museum of Everything, however, is part of a recognisable history of 

exhibiting marginal and outsider art in the UK. Since the Outsiders exhibition at the 

Hayward Gallery curated by Cardinal and Victor Musgrave in 197914 there have been 

regular exhibitions of outsider art in the UK. In recent years, the organisation ‘Outside 

In’ has conducted an open biennial art competition since 2006 at Pallant House 

Gallery in Chichester;15 the annual Koestler Trust awards for art made by serving 

prisoners was presented at the Institute of Contemporary Arts as the high profile 

‘Insider Art’ in 200716 (and has since been exhibited as Art by Offenders17 at 

London’s South Bank Centre); and Jeremy Deller and Alan Kane’s ongoing ‘Folk 

Archive’ project was shown at the Barbican in 2005.18 

The opening dates of ‘Exhibition #3’, and the marketing on the Museum of 

Everything’s website also tie it into a very different tradition. In 2009 the gallery 

advertised itself as an affiliate of Frieze Art Fair’s VIP programme19 and in 2010 the 

Museum offered free shuttle buses from the Art Fair, located in Regent’s Park, to the 

                                                 
13 Colin Rhodes, Outsider Art: Spontaneous Alternatives. (London: Thames & Hudson, 2000), p.14 
14 ‘Outsider Art: Chronology’, Tate Modern website, 
http://www.tate.org.uk/britain/exhibitions/outsiderart/chronology.htm (accessed 31 October 2010) 
15 Outside In website, http://www.outsidein.org.uk/About (accessed 24 October 2010) 
16 Institute of Contemporary Arts website, http://www.ica.org.uk/14012.twl (accessed 24 October 2010) 
17 South Bank Centre website, http://www.southbankcentre.co.uk/find/hayward-gallery-and-visual-
arts/other-art-on-site/tickets/art-by-offenders-1000056 (accessed 24 October 2010) 
18 Ian Aitch, ‘Hot stuff’, The Guardian, 11 May 2005, 
http://www.guardian.co.uk/artanddesign/2005/may/11/art (accessed 6 November 2010) 
19 Museum of Everything website, http://musevery.com/exhibition1/frame.html (accessed 31 October 
2010) 
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museum.20 The question of the relationship between a gallery that advertises itself as 

‘a space for artists and creators outside modern society’21 and one of the world’s 

leading commercial art fairs bears further investigation. 

The Frieze Art Fair is a privately-owned annual art fair based in London, a 

project of the art magazine Frieze, first held in 2003. In eight years it has quickly 

become one of the world’s leading art fairs, one of an elite set of global gatherings 

that ‘sets the art and business trends in contemporary art’.22 As an art fair, it combines 

something of the comprehensiveness of a traditional biennale with the orientation 

towards price and reputation of art auctions. When it was launched in 2003, its impact 

was primarily seen in terms of its relationship to prices on London’s well-established 

art market. As Colin Gleadell wrote in Art Monthly: ‘Did the Frieze Art Fair help the 

auctions or vice versa? … Who knows? Who cares? It was a great week for the 

London market’.23 

Crossing the boundaries between exhibiting and selling, Frieze Art Fair relies 

on the galleries which represent and sell the work of contemporary artists. As co-

owner of the fair  Amanda Slotover acknowledges, ‘Galleries are the foundation 

stones of the structure we work in’.24 This fundamental attachment to the primary 

economic agents of the contemporary art world produces a social phenomena of 

intense preparation, reputation-mongering and VIP parties, perhaps best summed up 

by Art Review’s ‘Gallery Girl’, in a typically knowing gossip column as ‘the British 

artworld's equivalent to Christmas’.25 

                                                 
20 Museum of Everything website 
21 Museum of Everything website 
22 G. Politi, ‘Special Report: Art Fairs’, Flash Art (International Edition) v.40 (May/June 2007), p.103 
23 Colin Gleadell, ‘The Frieze Effect’, Art Monthly no.272 (December 2003/January 2004) pp.43-4 
24 G. Politi, ‘Special Report: Art Fairs’, p.103 
25 Gallery Girl, ‘Off the record’, Art Review no.26 (October 2008), p.182 
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In fact the ‘Gallery Girl’ character herself, a poorly-paid and badly-treated but 

young and middle-class gallery employee, highlights one of the aspects of the Frieze 

milieu (and by extension London’s art world): its socially exclusive division into 

‘insiders’ and ‘outsiders’, a hierarchy that operates in relation to status and social 

class without being strictly determined by it. Sarah Thornton’s exposé of the 

international art scene, Seven Days in the Art World, makes much of the phenomenon 

of ‘art world insiders’26 and their privileged access to the world of art and artists, 

whether as jobbing art critics or rich collectors. 

The outsiders were popular with the insiders: The Museum of Everything was 

the unexpected cult success of Frieze Week in 200927, and also well-attended in 2010, 

with curator and critic Hans-Ullrich Obrist interviewing Blake in front of a large 

audience. The popularity of the programme of events associated with Frieze Art Fair 

raises the question of whether the art fair remains a trade event for insiders, or 

whether its economic and social impact on the art world has created a cultural 

phenomenon with impact beyond its narrow roots. 

Defending the programme of peripheral events from those who see the art fair 

ultimately as ‘a hub for transactions designed above all to excite the bosses of hedge 

funds’28 Pryle Behrman argues that peripheral projects like the Museum of Everything  

simply make art fairs more interesting: 

 

                                                 
26 Sarah Thornton, Seven Days in the Art World, (London: Granta Books, 2009), pp.xi, xx, 83, 221 
27 Colin Gleadell, ‘Museum of Everything’ 
28 J  Benhamou-Huet, ‘Entre Londres et Paris, les affaires balancent / From Frieze to FIAC’, Art Press 
no.340 (December 2007) , p.26 
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To a significant extent the reason why non-commercial auxiliary events are 

staged is because the organisers themselves realise art fairs suffer from a 

fundamental weakness: they are not much fun to go to.29 

 

It could also be understood that Frieze Art Fair repays the favour by making 

the Museum of Everything’s exhibitions possible as a peripheral event in a way that 

could not be achieved by other art institutions. A large museum show or biennale 

would place the Museum of Everything in the position of offering an alternative, and 

by extension a critique. Art auctions could offer only the reification of the works and 

their subsequent retreat into private hands. The art fair, by contrast, an institution that 

presents reputations and understandings as well as value in flux, offers a unique space 

and time as well as engaged audiences. 

Ultimately, though, in return, the Museum of Everything sacrifices some of its 

promise of alterity. What might have been seen as creatively challenging is instead 

redefined as Victorian whimsy, folk art, or intriguing oddities. In the process the 

questions implicit in any exhibition of marginal art, about why certain forms of 

creativity – such as the craft work found in Ted Willcox’s embroidery, or the popular 

art of circuses and fairs – are marginalised, remain unasked. Despite its claims to 

inclusivity, The Museum of Everything leaves a good deal unsaid about ‘outsider art’. 

 

2,081 words, including notes 

                                                 
29 P. Behrman, ‘Fair or Foul’, Art Monthly no.311 (November 2007),  pp.11-14 
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