METRO PICTURES

Schjeldahl, Peter. “America at The Edges,” The New Yorker (October 19, 2015): 96-97.

THE NEW YORKER

THE ART WORLD

AMERICA AT THE EDGES

Shows by Jim Shaw and Maureen Gallace.

BY PETER SCHJELDAHL

A revolt against pieties: Shaw’s Appliance Big Foot Parting the Red Sea” (2013).

Pcrhaps the strangest of the many
strange things about the jam-packed
Jim Shaw retrospective at the New Mu-
seurn is its equanimity. Chipper dispas-
sion plays like dappled sunlight across
the Los Angeles-based artist's deter-
minedly freaky works—hundreds of
drawings, paintings, collages, doctored
photographs, videos—which are accom-
panied by pieces from his own collec-
tions of amateur paintings and crackpot-
Christian and conspiracy-mongering
tracts, books, banners, and other printed
materials, The show’s title, “The End
Is Here,” functions more as a carnival
barker's come-on than as the panic but-
ton it suggests. This surprised me. Hav-
ing long followed Shaw's torrential
lumpen-Surrealist output, I fancied that
it must flow from a heart of hysteria, if
not of darkness. But Shaw turns out to
be an even-tempered connoisseur of ec-
centricities—including his own, which
he mines in comic-strip-like illustra-
tions of his dreams. They are bizarre
and often erotic in the way of anyone’s
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dreams, but he makes no evident claim
that they are especially interesting, ex-
cept as another—and, in this case, cost-
free—species of crazy collectibles. (The
maost economical way of acquiring things
is to make them yourself) I have always
deemed Shaw an important artist, al-
though T was never sure why. Now I
assess him as an epoch-defining aficio-
nado of the very best in American bad

taste.

Originally from Midland, Michigan,
Shaw fatefully met the artist Mike Kel-
ley at the University of Michigan, in the
carly nineteen-seventies. “We were the
two weirdest kids there,” Shaw told me,
at the museum. They helped start a cha-
otic rock band, Destroy All Monsters,
then enrolled as graduate students at
the avant-gardish California Institute
of the Arts, in 1976, initiating what
might be called the punkification of
contemporary art: a plunge into the
nerdish, scatological, and abject nether
regions of popular culture. They pitted
their work against the reigning elegan-

cies of abstraction, minimalism, and
conceptual art. “Pants Shitter & Proud,”
an early textile banner by Kelley, the
alpha of the pair, read. (Shaw told me,
“Mike was the Cisco Kid. I was more
like Pancho.”) Kelley, who died, an ap-
parent suicide, in 2012, channelled the
rage of an unhappy Catholic work-
ing-class childhood with phenomenal
inventiveness, critical intelligence, and
black humor. You can see his master-
piece, an assemblage titled “More Love
Hours Than Can Ever Be Repaid,” at
the Whitney Museurn; a show at Hauser
and Wirth presents his last major work,
a eavernous installation of glowing imag-
inary cities, inspired by Superman my-
thology, and a hard-to-watch video of
a sadomasochistic playlet.

The blast of fetid air from and
Shaw, in association with the older Los
Angeles provocateur sculptor Paul Me-
Carthy, shook the art world. Critics vied
to name the movement. “Just Pathetic,”
coined in 1990 by the curator Ralph
Rugoff, caught on, briefly. My proposal,
“The New Low, went nowhere. It is to
the art’s honor that it defeated catego-
rization, leading a revolt against the
pieties of both art-schooled high art and
sixties idealisms. The work exalred
misfits, such as Billy, the incurable ado-
lescent who is the hapless hero of Shaw's
voluminous series “My Mirage” (1986-
91). Comic strips and psychedelia in a
potpourri of styles borrowed from mod-
ern art and commercial design—Ed-
vard Munch, Peter Max—track Billy’s
excursions into the sixties countercul-
ture, which he ultimately abandons for
a wacky variant of evangelical Christi-
anity. Religion is a recurring target for
both Kelley and Shaw: bitterly in Kel-
ley's case, wonderingly in Shaw's. Shaw
went as far as to invent a sect, suppos-
edly contemporaneous with the rise of
Mormonism: O-ism, the worship of a

who must not be named.

At the New Museum, you can im-
merse yourself, to the point of exhaus-
tion, in the swampy logics of this and
of actual faiths. Want to know the roots
of the ill-starred Branch Davidians?
They're here, as are images and exe-
geses of the relic sacred to J.F.K.-
assassination adepts: the Zapruder film.
Shaw’s fascination with didactic religi-
osities, from fundamentalism to cults,
only seems satirical. Satire requires an
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appeal to reason, for which he evinces
no use; rather, he empathizes with any
attempt to slip the material coils of ex-
istence, even as he revels in expressing
our post-Edenic disarray. He is a Gnos-
tic manqué, perhaps.

But Shaw envisions human grotes-
querie and folly with placid detachment,
altering photographs of perfectly nice
people to turn them into ogres, and
making remorselessly vulgar mashups
of classical and popular art forms. One
big work, “The Deluge” (2014), painted
on a stage backdrop of a harbor scene,
combines stormy clouds from a Leo-
nardo da Vinei drawing with images of
Cary Grant and Eva Marie Saint, from
“North by Northwest,”The actors blend
with a giant hand derived from the old
Yellow Pages ads that urged, “Let your
fingers do the walking.” Another piece,
*Labyrinth: I Dreamt I was Taller than
Jonathan Borofsky™ (2009)—the title
refers to another dream-inspired art-
ist—is a huge installation of backdrops
and standing wooden cutouts, painted
in an expert pastiche of styles, from Pi-
casso's, in “Guernica,” to those of the
editorial cartoonists Thomas Nast and
Herblock. “Labyrinth” incorporates al-
lusions to the history of political cor-
ruption and violence, though the effect
is vitiated by such antic distractions as
awafting Casper the Friendly Ghost in
the panoramic paintings that surround
it. Throughout the show, elements in
Shaw’s agglomeration of symbols may
excite amused if not queasy recogni-
tions. Bur their meanings are opaque,
secreting things that the artist knows
and that we, short of a born-again rev-
elation, will never find out.



