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The exhibition shows a vast selection of 145 Study drawings (2013-
2023) produced over the last ten years. Together, they form a mental
landscape that serves as a foundation for the rest of the exhibition,
revealing the observations and preoccupations that permeate Jim
Shaw’s thought process. A talented draughtsman, the artist uses
drawing to coincide a repertoire of graphic styles—including political
caricature, comic strips, post-war advertising, hyperrealism, and the
paintings of Pieter Bruegel the Elder—with images he has somehow
appropriated as well as figments of his imagination. Via this technique
of controlled, ultra-precise pseudo-collage, the artist documents his
research into the intricacies of historical and current social and politi-
cal events, which he never stops analysing, processing and even trans-
forming.

Both a technical and conceptual aid, these pencil drawings serve as
preparatory studies for meticulously constructed paintings. Although
painting has always been omnipresent in Shaw’s practice, it seems to
have found a particular relevance in his work over the last fifteen years,
coinciding with a turning point in image culture, following the rise of
social networking. One can therefore wonder whether «good old» pain-
ting, chosen by Shaw, is really the most reliable and effective medium to
satisfy his desire to communicate and express his vision of the world
today? Perhaps we should take into account Jim Shaw's ability to turn
painting into something far more complex than it seems, something that
goes beyond our relationship to the image and representation, something
resolutely alive and seductive, at once of its time and outdated, inspiring
confidence while defying truth.

The Electronic Monster and Thirteen Ghosts (2024) is a new work
created for the exhibitions in Antwerp an Biel, inspired by the memories
of a double-bill horror movie Shaw saw at the cinema when he was nine
years old. The installation brings together singing wigs, an aggressive
vacuum cleaner, catalogue models, cavemen, a half-cake, a half-intesti-
ne figure, and the ghosts of industrial power and consumerism in a last,
grotesque and outdated dance. The work resurfaces American socie-
ty’s debris and components, like an adrift yet very much present floa-
ting ideology. It is apparent—in this piece and many others—that
Shaw’s oeuvre is marked by a vintage aesthetic that reveals how
important the 1960s were in forging his vision as a young artist, while
he now uses this aesthetic as a poignant means of both depicting and
undermining «the mythologised golden age of patriarchy in post-war
America, where white men ran everything». The present spectacle
confronts viewers with a typically European standpoint: hungry for and
critical of a stereotypical America, existing beyond a reality one can’t
quite grasp.

The past is never dead. It’s not even past. is a deep dive into Jim Shaw’s
allegorical world, where tradition and innovation, popular culture and
politics, social commentary and humour are intrinsically linked. A keen
observer of the world around him, following in the footsteps of Hierony-
mus Bosch, Jim Shaw shares an abundance of attempts to capture
reality as he sees it play out before his eyes: a tangle of values and
beliefs that bind us together, for better or for worse.

Anne-Claire Schmitz

ARTIST’S BIOGRAPHY

Jim Shaw was born in 1952 in Midland, Michigan, in the northeast of the
United States. He lives and works in Los Angeles, California and Milford,
Connecticut. From 1971 to 1974, Shaw studied Fine Arts at the University
of Michigan in Ann Arbor. There he met Mike Kelley, with whom he beca-
me friends and collaborated regularly. In 1974, he co-founded the proto-
punk band Destroy All Monsters with fellow artists and filmmakers Mike
Kelley, Cary Loren and Niagra. In 1978, he graduated with a Master of
Fine Arts from CalArts (the California Institute of the Arts) and became
part of the emerging Californian scene alongside artists such as Geor-
ganne Deen, Mike Kelley, John Miller, Tony Oursler, Raymond Petitbon,
Mitchell Syrop, Megan Williams and Robert Williams. Jim Shaw worked
for many years in the film industry as a draughtsman and special effects
artist to finance his artistic production until the latter became his main
occupation in the mid-1980s. He mainly worked on horror, science fiction
and fantasy films such as Tree of Life (2011), The Abyss (1989), A Night-
mare on EIm Street 4: The Dream Master (1988), Hidden (1987), Earth
Girls Are Easy (1988), The Forbidden Zone (1980) and Tron (1982), but also
on numerous commercials.

In 2024, the M HKA, Museum of Contemporary Art in Antwerp, dedica-
ted an extensive solo exhibition to him entitled The Ties That Bind. In
2015, the New Museum, New York (USA) held a major retrospective of
his work, entitled The End is Here. Other solo exhibitions have been held
at the Marciano Art Foundation, Los Angeles (USA); the Massachusetts
Museum of Contemporary Art, North Adams (USA); the Baltic Centre
for Contemporary Art, Gateshead (UK); Museum Boijmans van Beunin-
gen, Rotterdam (Netherlands); CAPC, Musée d’Art Contemporain de
Bordeaux (France); at MoMA PS1, New York (USA); Le Magasin, Centre
National d’Art Contemporain, Grenoble (France); Institute of Contem-
porary Arts, London (UK); and at the Musée d’Art Moderne et Contem-
porain, Geneva (Switzerland). His work has been shown in group exhibi-
tions at the Walker Art Center, Minneapolis (USA); the Los Angeles
County Museum of Art (USA); the New Museum, New York (USA); the
Museum of Modern Art, New York (USA); the Centre Pompidou, Paris
(FR); and the Museum of Contemporary Art, Los Angeles (USA). He also
took part in the 55th Venice Biennale in 2013.

The past is never dead. It’s not even past. was created in collaboration
with the M HKA and is an adaptation of The Ties That Bind, Jim Shaw's
major solo exhibition, which was previously on show at the Museum of
Contemporary Art in Antwerp (9 February - 19 May 2024).
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