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Vernacular mysticism

“Jesus answered, and said to him: Amen, amen | say
to thee, unless a man be born again, he cannot see the
kingdom of God.” This third verse of chapter three of
the Gospel according to St. John, foundation of the
so-called “born again” evangelical doctrine, rings out like
an accurate introduction to the production context
of what Jim Shaw delivered this summer at the CAPC
in Bordeaux. The exhibition Left Behind, named after
the series of American millenarian bestsellers, goes back
over the last decade of production from the enfant
terrible of the City of Angels.

Jim Shaw was born in Michigan, one of the
Midwest’s agricultural states disdained by the intellec-
tual and artistic élites clustered on both coasts. But it is
nevertheless right there, in the heartland America of the
fly-over states that you grasp the whole ambivalence of
US culture. The theme of religions is, inter alia, vital for
any understanding of this country which constitutionally
guarantees freedom of belief. Whereas in old(e) Europe,
in particular, religion has been involved in the political
struggles bequeathed by the Ancien Régime—which was
particularly the case in France—these struggles barely
make sense in America, where the privileges of the
English nobility vanished with the War of Independence.
So it is not surprising that after the 9/11 attacks, in a
climate of extreme religiosity, George W. Bush appealed
to a crusading spirit against the “Axis of Evil”. What, in
Europe, was deemed to be a grandiloquent, backward-
looking blunder became part of the American norm of
both religious and political invocations. The 2000s were
the years of a Texan president, who had been an

alcoholic and never hidden his faithfulness to the
obedience of the Born again Christians, who offered him
redemption and Christian rebirth, and whose precepts
he would elevate to a governmental rung.

It was in this context involving the political and
military application of apocalyptic theses as much as an
explosion of broadcast proselytism, that Jim Shaw, in
2002, decided to create from scratch a new religion.
Called “O”, it represented at once a tool of assertive
political criticism and the bedrock of iconographic
research work based on a superabundant collection
of imagery of confraternities and other Christian and
crypto-sectarian references, for which the Bordeaux
institution was a showcase. The person who, with a sly
smile, pointed out that he did not believe in any of these
theories, invented himself as leader of this movement
and mischievously re-enacted the “divine mission” of
the nation’s 18th century founding fathers for whom the
United States constituted the outcome of the best ideas
underpinning European civilization. So they thought
they had a celestial agency to set up a society that was
at once a “temple of freedom” and a “beacon of hope
for the whole of humanity”. And history would
subsequently prove that the end justifies the means.

So it was that, as an enlightened missionary,

Jim Shaw occupied the cathedral represented by the
immense nave of the museum with his popular
theatrical backdrops, gleaned from a company making
décors, like so many banners to the glory of this new
dogma which summoned up references as if there was
no tomorrow. In this iconic postmodern ballet, everyone
got more or less hauled over the coals. Landscape with
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«Jésus lui répondit: En vérité, je vous le dis,
si un homme ne nait de nouveau, il ne peut voir le
royaume de Dieu». Ce verset 3 du chapitre 3 de I'fvan-
gile selon Saint Jean, fondateur de la doctrine évangéliste
dite Born Again résonne comme une introduction juste
au contexte de production de ce que Jim Shaw a livré cet
été au CAPC de Bordeaux. Lexposition Left Behind, du
nom de la série de best-sellers millénaristes américains,
revient sur la derniére décennie de production de I'enfant
terrible de la cité des anges.

Jim Shaw est né dans le Michigan, un de
ces états agricoles du Midwest dédaignés par les élites
intellectuelles et artistiques concentrées sur les cotes.
C’est pourtant bien 1a, dans I’Amérique profonde des
[fly over states que s'appréhende toute I’ambivalence de
la culture US. Le théme des religions est, entre autres,
indispensable a la compréhension de ce pays qui garan-
tit constitutionnellement la liberté de croyance. Alors
que dans la vieille Eyrope notamment, la religion a été
impliquée dans les luttes politiques héritées de 1'Ancien
Régime — ce fut particulierement le cas en France —, ces
dernieres n’ont guere de sens en Amérique ot les privi-
leges de la noblesse anglaise ont disparu avec la guerre
d’Indépendance. Aussi n’est-il pas surprenant qu’apres les
attentats du 11 septembre 2001, George W. Bush, dans
un climat d’extréme religiosité, ait fait appel a ’esprit de
croisade contre 1'« Axe du Maly. Ce qui a, en Europe,
été jugé comme une bévue grandiloquente et passéiste
entrait dans la norme américaine des invocations a la fois
religieuses et politiques. Les années 2000 ont été celles
d’un président texan ex-alcoolique qui n’a jamais caché
sa fidélité a I'obédience des Born Again Christians qui
lui ont offert rédemption et renaissance chrétienne, et
dont il élévera les préceptes a I’échelon gouvernemental.

C’est dans ce contexte d’application poli-
tique et militaire des théses apocalyptiques autant que

d’explosion du prosélytisme broadcasté que Jim Shaw,
en 2002, décide de créer de toutes pieces une nouvelle
religion. Nommée «O», elle constitue a la fois un outil
de critique politique affirmée et le fondement d’un tra-
vail de recherche iconographique basé sur une collection
pléthorique des imageries de confréries et autres réfé-
rences chrétiennes ou crypto-sectaires dont I'institution
bordelaise se fait 1’étal. Celui qui précise, le sourire en
coin, ne croire a aucune de ces théories, s’invente chef
de file de ce mouvement et rejoue malicieusement la
«mission divine» des peres fondateurs de la nation au
XVIII sigcle pour qui les Etats-Unis constituaient la résul-
tante des meilleures idées de la civilisation européenne.
Ils pensaient alors avoir agence céleste pour établir une
société a la fois « temple de la liberté » et « phare d’espoir
de I’humanité toute entiere». Et I'Histoire prouvera plus
tard que la fin justifie les moyens. Ainsi, en
missionnaire éclairé, Jim Shaw investit cette cathédrale
qu’est I'immense nef du musée de ses fonds de scénes
de théatre populaire, glanés dans une maison de décors,
comme autant d’étendards a la gloire de ce dogme nou-
veau qui convoque les références tous azimuts. Dans ce
ballet iconique post-moderne, tout le monde en prend
peu ou prou pour son grade. Landscape with Money &
Corndog (2005) s’attaque au consumérisme ameéricain
en affublant un paysage suburbain désuet d’une repré-
sentation XXL du billet vert et de trois beignets de ‘sau-
cisse a peine entamés, tandis que Pollock & Lollypop
(2007) revient sur les icones artistiques blockbusters que
sont 1’Action painting et le Pop Art. Plus loin, Untitled
(US Presidents) (2000), figure une banniere étoilée des
portraits des locataires successifs de la Maison blanche
sur fond de donut géant. Ces backdrops
sont les supports d’une symbolique touche-a-tout dont il
serait vain de tenter de maitriser la complexité. La palme
de I'obscurantisme revient, d’ailleurs, certainement a
D’red Dwarf, B’lack Hole, 2010. Dans cette gigantesque
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Money & Corndog (2005), grappled with American
consumerism by bedecking an old-fashioned suburban
landscape with an XXL representation of the greenback
and three sausage fritters hardly nibbled at, while
Pollock & Lollypop (2007), reverted to those blockbuster
art icons represented by action painting and Pop Art.
Later on, Untitled (US Presidents) (2000), featured a
star-spangled banner of the portraits of the successive
occupants of the White House against a giant donut
background.

These backdrops are the media of a symbolic
jack-of-all-trades syndrome whose complexity it would
be futile to try and master. The prize for obscurantism
is undoubtedly awarded, incidentally, to D’red Dwarf,
B’lack Hole (2010). In this gigantic canvas, a landscape
made up of a Masonic pyramid—which also crops up on
the $1 bill—towards which there converges a network
of railway tracks and an octopus, head down, acts as
a backcloth for a pink banyan tree with spiderlike
branches, an ‘o’-ist version of the tree of life. Cause
enough for losing one’s Latin...

But it is in this philosophical chaos that the
American—and specifically West Coast—logic of
appropriation underpinning Jim Shaw’s oeuvre is
expressed. As a politically committed artist and
intellectual, he renders systematic the reappraisal of
popular and vernacular cultures in relation to schol-
arly—high—culture, and wages a struggle so that they
all link up and form just a single culture. And everything
is involved, from comic strips to rock music, from
B movies to Sunday painting, which he avidly collects.
This southern Californian approach breaks with the
pre-Romantic Kantian idea of the artwork’s autonomy,
which would by and large guide the field of creative art
up until the Greenbergian modernism of the 1950s,
preferring the influence of Allan Kaprow, which was
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disseminated in particular by the CalArts myth, from
which Jim Shaw hails. In an article titled “The
Education of the Non-Artist”, published in the early
1970s, Kaprow compared the art world to a church
where transgression was the established ritual. In a logic
of emblematic transgression, peculiar to the day, he
invited artists to go beyond the expected perimeter of
their praxis and open themselves up to broader outlooks:
“... to dodge the traps of art, it is not enough to be
against museums and stop producing marketable objects;
the artist of tomorrow will have to learn how to sidestep
his own profession.” The message of Kaprow, the big
shot, seems to have been heard by Jim Shaw, whose
messianic undertaking makes mincemeat of all cultural
references in order to serve a critical art praxis—like a
window giving onto contemporary society. Shaw’s art,
like that of other superstars of West Coast art, from
McCarthy to Kelley, is no longer that art-for-art’s-sake
thing incorporated within a disinterested discourse,
disconnected from social and political reality; rather it is
a sarcastic portrait of heartland America, its wit, its
shortcomings, and its inegalitarian and multicultural
society. And the exhibition made direct reference to
that notion invented in the United States in the 1980s,
to describe a so-called “communitarian” philosophy
asserting that “the individual does not exist independ-
ently of his links and associations, be they cultural,
ethnic, religious or social.” Seen through our French
spyglass, multiculturalism calls into question a certain
republican ideal, involving a neutral public place, by

not giving the individual a chance to define or redefine
himself on his own. It has to be said that over and above
its undeniable quality, the CAPC’s summer proposal
shows its relevance well beyond the mere field of art in
the thoroughly French debate about national identity.
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