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tim shaw is one of Britain’s leading figurative sculptors,  
whose work is immediately and consistently arresting. 
Visceral, haunting and deeply affecting, the experience 
that comes with seeing his work is one that extends far 
beyond an initial encounter, playing on the mind long 
after the fact and resurfacing as memories of events 
in which the spectator is somehow implicated or even 
complicit. 

whilst not concerned exclusively with conflict in its 
purest sense, the act of drawing out the darker traits 
and psychology of human behaviour is prevalent in 
a practice that has spanned over 25 years to date. in 
his 2014 exhibition ‘Black smoke Rising’, curated by 
indra Khanna and commissioned by mac birmingham 
and aberystwyth arts Centre, shaw brought together 
a collection of works that addressed the themes of 
conflict, power and ritual. 

From the context of war to terrorist acts and the  
fear of indeterminate threats, the primordial themes 
addressed in shaw’s exhibition both challenged and 
resonated with an audience completely moved by the 
power and presence of the work. well over 20,000 
people visited ‘Black smoke Rising’, and many returned
again and again to tread upon the sand-covered ground,  
to feel as much as hear the sound of the pulsating 
drum, and to inhale the pervasive, intoxicating  
fumes of the burned motor oil.

this immersive quality so inherent in shaw’s work 
undoubtedly contributes to the quite remarkable 
responses from those it affects. in the words of one 
visitor: ‘i have never had such a powerful experience 
when viewing art – in a gallery, a theatre, cinema, or 
anywhere.’ this is a sentiment echoed by those who 
have worked closely with shaw to realise his extra-
ordinary exhibitions and installations, myself included. 

the interaction between the work and the audience is 
critical, as is the space that his sculptures inhabit, and 
so shaw engineers the encounter. he demands that  
we play an active role in our spectatorship; we are given 
the room to interpret and to project for ourselves the 
scale, scope and circumstance of the apparent atrocity 
confronting us. indeed, ‘present fears are less than 
horrible imaginings’1 and it is in the mind where the  
true demons reside. 

with contributions from indra Khanna, mark hudson 
and Don Jordan, this publication offers great insight 
and perspectives on the practice of an important artist 
who is concerned primarily with matters of civilisation. 
shaw says that he is ‘interested in aspects of humanity 
that do not change’ and in this sense his work transcends  
a particular era or age, remaining timeless in both its 
relevance and in its form. 

craig ashley
visual arts producer, mac birmingham

Foreword 

1. William Shakespeare, Macbeth, I. iii. 137–8
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Entering tim shaw’s Casting a Dark Democracy  
you’re immediately struck by the sheer size of the  
figure looming out of the half-light through a dark mist 
that is electronically generated, but appears queasily 
organic. a hooded figure, standing on a wooden plinth 
three times life-size, it ignites a whole range of troubling  
resonances: the Ku Klux Klan, the flagellant brother-
hoods of the semana santa and the responses of 
Goya and Philip Guston to these phenomena, along 
with more vaguely defined intimations of concealment, 
intimidation and claustrophobia. and in the curious, 
beckoning image of the arms, seen mirrored in the  
pool of black crude oil at the figure’s feet, is a kind  
of ghostly after-image of the saviour. 

the scale is cinematic, the slow heart-drum beat 
booming out of massive speakers brings an element 
of the rock festival, while the sheer physicality of the 
experience feels more in tune with physical theatre than  
anything you’d expect to encounter in an art gallery. 

however much we tell ourselves that the idea of 
‘progress’ in art died sometime around 1970, and 
that concepts such as the avant-garde no longer 
have meaning in our post-historical, digitally enabled 
permanent present, we still have an instinct to place art 
on a scale between hip cutting edge and fusty reaction. 
Depending on which aspect of tim shaw’s work you  
are looking at, you might position him at varying points 
on this scale, at several points simultaneously or no-
where at all. his work ranges from monumental public 
sculptures in cast bronze to installations formed from 
discarded clothing, chicken wire and agricultural baling 
plastic; his range of references extends from Greek and 

Norse mythology to rave culture. if contemporary art 
has come to be not so much about things as about the 
intellectual framing and provenance of things, then tim 
shaw is in some ways not a ‘contemporary artist’ at all. 

Faced with a photograph of a hooded figure being 
tortured by american forces in iraq, shaw’s response 
wasn’t to analyse the mental conditioning through 
which we respond to such images, or to consider the 
technological and socio-economic processes through 
which we receive them, or to try to find some back 
story in the way this particular image was formed. 
instead, he used it to create an image of equivalent 
power, a symbol of his own. Equally, on seeing film 
of a British soldier set on fire in the streets of Basra, 
his aim was not to interrogate the semiology of the 
image, but to create a sculpture evoking ‘that dreadful 
place between life and death’, as he puts it, ‘of being 
consumed by both states simultaneously’. shaw goes 
straight for the big story as he feels it in his emotional 
sinew. his work is always patently about something. 
and the public has responded accordingly. 

walking round his exhibition in mac birmingham’s 
gallery, watching the general public moving in the 
half-light on the sandy shores of the pool of oil, picking 
their way among the mass of cables sprouting out of 
the figure’s feet (and it’s not clear in this dimness what 
purpose, if any, they serve), it’s apparent that people are 
absorbed and engrossed in a way that is all too rare in 
exhibitions of contemporary art. this is art that engages 
physically, emotionally and intellectually, that relates to 
themes that can be understood as significant by even 
the least art-minded of chance gallery goers.

mark hudson

i don’t want to  
stay on the margins.  
i want to be counted  
in – but on my terms 
Tim Shaw
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Yet shaw’s identity and position in the wider artistic  
scheme of things, what he represents, his reference 
points and influences, don’t present themselves in an 
obvious way. there is a temptation to think of him as  
a maverick showman who goes his own way, indifferent 
to history and current practice. But that is very far from 
the case. 

shaw lives in a wooded dip in the land in the west of 
Cornwall, in an area that is not so far from Falmouth, 
but feels much more remote. the various barns and 
sheds in which he makes his work are dotted around  
a landscape that is matted with moss and fern, littered 
in the higher areas with heaps of granite rubble. But 
the Cornish connection is, in a sense, a red herring. his 
work has precious little relation to the heritage industry 
that has grown up around the hepworth/wallis nexus, 
or to a wave of more conceptually based art that has 
developed in Cornwall over the past two decades. 
Cornwall is on one level just a place he happens to  
live because he did his degree there. But at the same 
time his work is viscerally connected to this place where 
the darkness seems to sit on the land at dusk like a 
thick vapour. he doesn’t deal with the landscape as 
such, doesn’t incorporate its forms into his work in the 
manner of moore and hepworth – though elements  
of the land and landscape have found their way into  
his work in more insidious ways. 

shaw has been described as belonging to a tradition 
of modern British sculpture, exemplified by Epstein 
and moore, and he has been related particularly to the 
so-called Geometry of Fear sculptors (Lynn Chadwick, 
Kenneth armitage and Reg Butler), perhaps because 
of a tendency towards a certain romantic, implicitly 
political narrativity that sits awkwardly beside the  
prevailing formalism of twentieth- and twenty-first-
century art. Yet where Chadwick and Co.’s spiky, hag-
gard, zoomorphic forms relate to very British landscape 
and nature traditions (manifest in ted hughes’s poetry 
as much as moore’s sculpture), shaw identifies with 
European modernist sculptural traditions in which a 
classically derived concentration on the human figure 
predominates. 

shaw’s first conscious influence as an artist was  
Rodin, proverbially the first great modern sculptor,  
who liberated form from neoclassical stiffness and 
sterility, imbuing his surfaces with an impressionistic 
vigour and heat. Yet that isn’t the aspect of Rodin that 
connects most interestingly with shaw’s work. shaw’s 
first major opus, Middle World, which occupied him  
for a full five years, draws immediate comparison with  

merchant, took him to the masonic lodge, where such 
imagery was pervasive.

the work by Rodin that first caught shaw’s imagination 
and which remains a powerful reference is The Burghers  
of Calais, the French sculptor’s great narrative magnum 
opus, which in many ways represents what is least 
fashionable about Rodin today. when shaw was 
making his monumental sculpture The Drummer for 
truro city centre, he went to look at The Burghers for 
the first time in many years, and was surprised by the 
looseness and rawness of the treatment: ‘i had thought 
it was formally a lot tighter than it actually is; the hand-
ling of the clay is quite Baconesque, a twisting in the 
way that it’s pushed.’ 

that’s the aspect of Rodin that speaks to us today – 
the formal innovator. But there’s another aspect which 
is less fashionable, but equally meaningful for shaw: the  
symbolist and theatrical storyteller who cast real people 
in the roles of fourteenth-century townsmen, putting 
them into expressive postures and, in some cases, 
greatly enlarging their hands and feet in the interests 
of emotional impact. while shaw balks at the notion 
of theatricality in relation to his work, feeling it may 
diminish his work as sculpture, his mis en scènes  
follow Rodin’s dramatic example in ways that are  
direct, yet sometimes surprising. The Burghers of  
Calais is, in one respect, a precursor of installation art 
in that it was intended to be shown, unprecedentedly, 
at ground level, so that viewers would engage with the 
work in a new way: ‘almost bumping into’ the figures, 
as Rodin put it, as they went about their daily affairs. 
the matter of how the figures should be arranged was 
a matter of considerable doubt for Rodin, and in the 
version at stanford University the figures are positioned 
some distance from each other so that the viewer can 
walk among them in a way that directly parallels the 
way the viewer engages with shaw’s installation Soul 
Snatcher Possession.

in addition to Rodin, shaw looked at the sculptor’s 
pupils, antoine Bourdelle and Charles Despiau, who 
evolved divergent neoclassical responses to Rodin’s 
aesthetic. he then ‘worked his way’, via the italian  
Post-impressionist sculptor medardo Rosso, to the  
next generation of the Rodin legacy, represented by 
alberto Giacometti and Germaine Richier, both of 
whom had studied under Bourdelle. shaw sees himself 
as part of a lineage extending from Rodin to Bourdelle 
to Richier to himself. indeed, shaw’s work appears 
to have less in common with Giacometti’s reduction 
towards essential form than Richier’s evolution of a  

Rodin’s Gates of Hell, not so much in its form as its  
all-encompassing symbolic ambition. where Rodin’s 
structure was essentially classical, shaw’s piece includes 
a gothic portal that is some 5 ft high, but has an almost  
monstrous sense of scale, a kind of fin de siècle omin-
ousness that looks forward to the nightmarish mood 
of Casting a Dark Democracy. modern technological 
objects – an electric chair, satellite dish, bombs and 
engine parts – cascade around a tormented crucifixion 
surmounted by an angel which is tiny in actuality,  
but appears immense in its sculptural context. 

intended to embody what shaw calls a ‘twilight zone  
of the human psyche’ – between past and present,  
light and darkness – the cast concrete work extends 
from the façade towards the viewer in a kind of eye-
level tabletop, beneath which stalactite-like projections 
bring to mind Gaudí’s sagrada Familia. the upper sur-
face functions as a kind of piazza in front of the façade, 
peopled with tiny bronze figures invoking figures from 
Egyptian and Norse mythology, and from shaw’s own 
past and imagination. the sun and moon refer back 
to his childhood in Belfast, where his father, a linen 

primal post-holocaust symbolism. if her blasted bronzes  
– that appear at once damaged, abject and heroic –  
are seen as redolent of the angst of the post-war period  
and the influence of Existentialism, they also reinterpret  
classical and folk traditions in works such as Tauromachy,  
with its echoes of the minotaur legend (a subject shaw 
has broached on a number of occasions), and Shepherd 
of the Landes in the tate collection, in which the 
devastated figure, formed partly from pieces of found 
building rubble, sits atop a kind of tripod, recalling the 
observation stilts used by shepherds in south-west 
France. these unabashed narrative elements (again,  
the aspect that the ‘contem-porary’ eye finds most 
difficult to deal with), which shaw encountered during 
his student years in the mid to late eighties, coincided 
with his burgeoning interest in the art of Classical 
Greece and the middle ages, eras when painting and 
sculpture had a ‘directness’ and drew on a shared body 
of imagery ‘addressing the great themes of existence’. 

British sculpture was dominated during shaw’s student  
years by New British sculpture, typified by anish Kapoor,  
tony Cragg and Bill woodrow. But their cool fabrication 

Work in progress on The Drummer, Trevone Quarry studio, Cornwall, 2010Middle World at The Kenneth Armitage Studio, London, 2008
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games didn’t satisfy shaw’s appetite for ‘something that  
was formal and twisted, deep, powerful and really over- 
whelming’. a contemporary British sculptor who did 
provide that was the maverick monumentalist michael 
sandle, whose A Twentieth-Century Memorial – a large,  
floor-based work in polished bronze featuring a skeletal 
mouse firing a life-sized machine gun – expressed a 
highly personal, avowedly awkward vision, with which 
shaw immediately identified. if the work’s allusion to  
mickey mouse aligned it to Pop art, the work – originally 
inspired by the Vietnam war – eschewed Pop’s flip,  
apolitical cool in favour of a more full-frontal, yet brut-
ally comic, engagement with the forces it lampooned. 

while sandle was rooted, like shaw, in heavy metal 
bronze casting, the French artists Christian Boltanski 
and annette messager opened shaw’s mind to softer 
and more transient materials. Boltanski’s Resource 
(1989), which used worn clothing in a memorial to the 
concentration camps, drew shaw’s attention to the  
way clothing denotes the absence of the person who 
wore it and ‘the time they existed in’, while messager’s 

inflating and deflating installations featuring parachute 
material emphasised the way materials change their 
form in varying atmospheric conditions. 

Fugitive effects of materials seen in the surrounding 
landscape became suggestive for shaw: an old jumper 
caught on a tree, seen from the corner of the eye at 
dusk, could become quite intimidating. ‘the mind fills 
in the rest of the form,’ says shaw, ‘and that is not a 
pleasant experience.’ Black baling plastic, a feature of 
the surrounding agricultural landscape, caught in tatters 
on barbed wire, became a material to be worked with, 
notably in the streaming mass of the Man on Fire, and 
in the dully gleaming raiment of the figure in Casting  
a Dark Democracy. 

in Soul Snatcher Possession, shaw was inspired by  
a violent incident that he overheard one night while 
working at the Kenneth armitage Foundation in 
London. its slightly over life-size figures are formed 
from old clothes – bits of old denim, sportswear, 
stockings, a prosthetic arm – stretched over metal 

armatures, compounding a feeling of ephemerality,  
the sense that these threatening forms could be 
bundled together in just about any permutation,  
that the remnants they are formed from could  
be anybody’s old clothes – not least the viewer’s. 

which brings us to perhaps the most surprising of 
shaw’s influences, which he came to only in his late 
thirties: rave music. there’s something sculptural about 
the whole phenomenon of the rave: the physicality of 
the rhythms and massive volume, the orientation of the  
participants to the enormous speakers. But beyond that,  
and more significant for shaw, is the immersion of the 
participants in a simultaneous exaltation and oblivion,  
a collective Dionysian rite that relates in a literal sense 
to shaw’s sculpted copper group The Rites of Dionysus 
at the Eden Project, but also to a deeper sense of ritual  
felt throughout his work, from Middle World to Soul 
Snatcher Possession, and in the african and medieval 
art that he loves, where the viewer doesn’t stand 
back from the work, but becomes one with it in a 
relationship that is hypnotic, devotional, non-rational.

shaw’s sensibility and personality were described 
recently by a friend as ‘pre-modern’, a notion that 
intrigued him. he is the same age as the so-called  
YBa artists. he feels no antipathy towards them; in-
deed he might be said to have something in common 
with Damien hirst in his pursuit of big, primal themes. 
But, unlike theirs, his work is not framed – implicitly or 
explicitly – by the marketing process; it isn’t amused  
by itself. it doesn’t seek legitimacy from academic 
coteries or theoretical schools. as Robert hughes wrote 
of anselm Kiefer, shaw’s work ‘sets itself against the 
sterile irony and sense of trivial pursuit that infect our 
culture’. Following his intuition as he strives beyond  
the social and political to things that are, as he says, 
‘deeper and more universal’, shaw is a free agent. 

*
Mark Hudson is chief art critic of the Daily Telegraph, 
and author of Titian: the Last Days (Bloomsbury)

Soul Snatcher Possession (detail) at mac birmingham, 2014 Two Maenads with Bird • 2013 • resin (h. 15 cm)
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a bomb explodes and a crowded department store fills 
with smoke. among the terrified shoppers, a 7-year-old 
boy flees with his mother. thirty years later and 3,000 
miles away, a soldier jumps from a flaming battle tank. 
through the art of tim shaw these events are linked. 

the 7-year-old boy was shaw himself. On Friday, 21 July 
1972, 19 iRa bombs exploded in the centre of Belfast. 
thousands of shoppers, office workers and shop 
assistants ran through streets strewn with masonry and 
glass and reeking with smoke. Nine people were killed, 
some literally blown to pieces, and 130 injured, many 
terribly maimed. shaw, his mother and his sister (who 
was also in town that day) mercifully escaped injury. 

this terrifying early experience has stayed with shaw 
throughout his life, giving rise some thirty years later 
to the installation Mother, the Air is Blue, the Air is 
Dangerous. with such a traumatic event fixed in his 
memory, shaw grew up with an intense awareness of 
the capricious nature of life and the extreme varieties 
of human behaviour. it is not too strong a statement 
to say that this early experience is pivotal in shaw’s 
personal and artistic development. 

this essay’s title, ‘image and after-image’, is taken 
from the cultural and social theorist theodor adorno, 
who suggested that art is a form of after-image of 
experience or empirical reality. with that in mind, this 
is a short introduction to some of the experiences, 
whether first-hand or mediated through other agencies, 
that inform shaw’s art. a decision has had to be made 
to leave aside for now the no less considerable body  
of work by shaw that deals with humanity’s capacity  

for pleasure and ecstasy, in order better to illuminate 
the works that deal with humanity’s use of violence.  
in July 2005, a newspaper photograph came to shaw’s 
attention. it showed a British tank on fire in Basra, iraq. 
a soldier was caught in the instant of leaping from the 
turret, flames shooting from his head, arms and back. 
the picture was taken when a British armoured unit 
attempting to rescue two sas soldiers held in captivity 
by iraqi police was attacked by a crowd wielding petrol  
bombs. the soldier in the photograph survived the 
ordeal, along with his four fellow crew members, 
although several of them suffered very serious burns. 

the photograph is an impeccable image of a human 
being’s life hanging in the balance. it moved shaw to  
make Tank on Fire, a small-scale work designed for 
display on a plinth. Refining his area of interest to the  
burning soldier in the photograph, shaw next made Man  
on Fire – a larger piece some 2 ft high and modelled  
in black wax and polythene, in which a stylised figure  
is balanced on one foot, poised between life and death. 

this work then evolved into a monumental, twice life- 
size figure. such an epic scale is traditionally used to  
represent the heroic, but here the gigantic figure appears  
all the more endangered. with the dramatic change in 
size, the progression from the specific to the general is  
completed, from a soldier in Basra to an imperilled every- 
man. wrenched from its source material into the time-
less, the monumental figure becomes powerless and 
essentially fragile. the connection between the plight  
of the little boy fleeing from a burning building in 
Belfast and the soldier escaping from fire in Basra  
is all too clear to see.

image and 
aFTer-image
don Jordan



t i m  s h a w  1 71 6  t i m  s h aw

Given his personal history, it is hardly surprising that 
violence should find a place in shaw’s work, though  
it is surprising that so few artists active now in Britain 
or Europe choose to explore the subject. Perhaps there 
are less contentious paths to follow. Plato considered 
art to be dangerous stuff, to be controlled and in certain 
circumstances banned. in the theoretically perfect world  
of The Republic there would be no place for the arts at 
all. they would be chillingly unnecessary.

in its response to violence, shaw’s art is part of a trad-
ition stretching back around 2,800 years, when homer 
turned the myths surrounding the trojan wars into the  
Iliad. By the fourth century bce, war had become a 
matter of record rather than myth. the athenian general  
thucydides (a contemporary of Plato) wrote eyewitness 
accounts of wars in which he himself participated. 

it took until the seventeenth century for eyewitness 
accounts of war to be turned into visual images. in 
1652, the Dutch painter, willem van de Velde the Elder, 
went to sea to sketch a battle between the Dutch and 
English navies. By the eighteenth century the search 
for veracity of a different order had Goya portraying 
not literal scenes of war but his reaction to them. with 
Guernica, Picasso took Goya’s revolution to a further 

Electrical wires lead from his hands out of the picture. 
the newspaper photograph was just one of 279 photo-
graphs and 19 videos taken by Us military policemen 
and women as they humiliated and tortured prisoners 
in the abu Ghraib prison between 2003 and 2004. 

in many of the pictures, the soldiers look pleased with 
themselves, posing for snaps with naked prisoners on  
dog leads, being sexually humiliated or assaulted, or 
piled into heaps with soldiers sitting on top of them. 
the soldiers were taking part in an interrogation pro-
gramme run by american intelligence agencies during 
which at least one prisoner died after a severe beating. 
One of the prison guards became so repulsed by what 
his colleagues were doing that he sent a computer disk 
of the images to a unit that investigates army crime. 
the images were later leaked to journalists. 

shaw allowed his reaction to the newspaper image  
to gestate for a considerable time before deciding that 
he would make a huge sculptural version of the man 
on the box. it would be three times life-size. in his west 
London studio, he began by making the figure’s hands, 
laboriously cutting them out of sheets of mild steel 
and folding them into shape under the flame of an 
acetylene torch. 

it was at this point that the writer of this essay first 
experienced the work. Visiting the studio one day in 
the autumn of 2007, there they were: two giant hands 
sitting on an old railway sleeper. side-by-side they sat, 
enormous yet vulnerable twins, palms upward, fingers 
blunt and awkward, as if pleading for mercy or alms.  
it was perhaps unsurprising that the hands came first 
– as with religious paintings of the italian Renaissance, 
the hands give us so much. 

By the time of the writer’s next visit, a giant steel 
skeleton had risen 15 ft high. Balanced on long,  
crow-like feet, it’s ribcage thrust forward to enclose  
an empty space where human life should have pulsed 
and pumped. where its head should have been was  
a sinister triangular steel frame. in front of this inspiring 
figure, the hands still sat on their wooden plinth, meekly 
awaiting their fate, whether apotheosis or damnation. 
this was what would become known as Casting a  
Dark Democracy.

this powerful work speaks for itself, but as this essay 
is about art and its sources, it is necessary to pose the 
question: who is the man on the box? the attempt to 
find an answer will help to illuminate an important facet 
of shaw’s work. Over time a great deal came to  

level, producing art that was both lamentation and 
propaganda. 

the Northern ireland conflict hit television news head-
lines in 1969. Visual coverage still depended upon the 
rapid and chancy deployment of news photographers 
and camera crews, so when shaw and his mother ran 
from the smoke-filled department store it happened 
that no photographs were taken. if such an event took 
place today, witnesses would instantly stream video 
from their mobile phones onto the internet. By the 
early twenty-first century, evolving technology had 
made it possible for photographs of the soldier leap- 
ing from the burning tank in Basra to be on picture 
editors’ computer screens within minutes of the event. 
this technological shift has carried over into the mili-
tary, with soldiers going to war carrying video cameras. 
thucydides could only write about his wars but ordinary 
soldiers can now record their wars as they happen. 

in april 2004, one of these soldier photographs was 
splashed across newspaper front pages, becoming 
internationally notorious. it elicited an immediate 
emotional response in shaw. the photograph showed  
a man standing on an army ration box, wearing a blanket  
fashioned into a poncho, with a sandbag over his head.  

be known about the photograph, including the date  
it was taken and even the name of the soldier (Charles 
Graner) who held the camera. But the name of the 
subject continued to remain elusive. in the context  
of shaw’s work, this fact is important. 

today, an iraqi named ali shalal Quaissi walks around 
Jordan doling out business cards bearing the notorious 
photograph, declaring that he is ‘the man on the box’. 
Except that he isn’t. it is true that mr Quaissi was im-
prisoned in abu Ghraib. as a member of saddam’s 
Ba’ath Party it is very likely he suffered torture, believing 
he was about to die by electrocution while standing on 
the box. so far, his story seems to stack up, but there 
remains a problem with the photograph. mr Quaissi has  
a mangled left hand, the result of an old injury, leading  
the abu Ghraib prison staff to nickname him Clawman. 
But the man in the photograph appears to have a per- 
fectly normal left hand and according to former prison-
ers was nicknamed Gilligan. this seems to exclude  
mr Quaissi. But who is – or was – Gilligan? Prison files  
record that this was the nickname of abdou hussain 
saad Faleh. human rights investigators and journalists 
have searched for him but have been unable to find  
any person named Faleh in the Baghdad neighbour-
hood he gave prison officials as his address. From this 

British soldier diving from Warrior APC, Basra, Daily Mail, September 2004 Abu Ghraib tortured prisoner, Daily Mail, April 2004 Casting a Dark Democracy, metal armature, The Kenneth Armitage Studio, 2008
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we can conclude that when the man calling himself 
Faleh was swept into the maelstrom of abu Ghraib  
he gave a false name and address. Upon his release,  
he simply faded back into his former existence.

with the hooded man’s anonymity intact, an extra 
significance is added to shaw’s source material. as the 
work has evolved from a photograph of an unknown 
prisoner, Casting a Dark Democracy becomes a 
monument to unknown prisoners everywhere. in  
1952 the London-based institute of Contemporary 
art launched an international sculpture competition to 
create a monument to the Unknown Political Prisoner. 
the competition attracted 3,500 entries. the quality  
of the entrants was such that Barbara hepworth, Naum 
Gabo and antoine Pevsner tied for second place along 
with the lesser-known mirko Basaldella. Reg Butler 
won the competition with his proposal for a 400 ft 
high construction in steel, incorporating a huge tripod 

country to country, people perceived as a threat to 
the ruling cabal are routinely accused of an array of 
crimes ranging from fraud to sex crimes and currency 
violations (Russia, Pakistan, Zimbabwe, Ukraine and on 
and on). Before we feel too complacent regarding British 
justice, it is worth recalling the many people imprisoned 
due to miscarriages of justice and the reluctance of the 
relevant authorities to review their sentences.

at a time of growing public debate about the increas-
ing dislocation between the general population and 
political and economic elites, shaw’s work takes on 
an emblematic power. Even in western democracies, 
people sense a trend whereby they are reduced to a 
form of helpless passivity, unable to chart or influence 
their own futures. in the midst of such dissonance, the 
figure in Casting a Dark Democracy inhabits a world 
reduced to a closed space, waiting, unknowing, fearful, 
stripped of dignity. 

Soul Snatcher Possession takes the themes of power-
lessness and alienation into a new arena, one in which  
even the artist can be threatened with loss of control 
over his or her work. we live in a world where artists  
can be imprisoned for making work deemed to criticise  
the ruling orthodoxy (vis-à-vis China). Soul Snatcher 
Possession differs from both Casting a Dark Democracy  
and Man on Fire by not having its genesis in any one 
occurrence or record of an event. Nevertheless, it owes 
a debt to the remembered image and in particular to 
that great purveyor of dramatic images, the cinema.  
in the claustrophobic world shaw has invented for us, 
the actors forever play out their grisly scene as if in  
a still from a movie. there is, of course, no such film,  
no such scene. in shaw’s world, all the interrogation  
and torture scenes imaginable have been collated  
and made into a collectivised generic moment. 

this scene, or something like it, is being played out 
not only in a cinema near you but in terrifying reality 
in some dingy room or prison cell not so very far away. 
the artist invites us to open the door into this world,  
to walk among his protagonists, to see things from  
their point of view. as we circulate, shaw’s figures  
wait patiently for us to leave before they carry on  
with their disturbing narrative. there is undoubtedly 
a moral force at work here. to take our cue from the 
philosopher Roger scruton, ethics and aesthetics are 
one and the same. shaw’s perpetrators and victims, 
fixed for eternity, are both repugnant and mesmerising. 

By breaking away from its documentary and experien-
tial beginnings, shaw’s work not only gains strength, 

supporting an asymmetric framework that looked like 
an Orwellian listening device. it was supposed to be 
built in west Berlin but the plan died amid squabbles 
about money and cold war politics. Unconstrained by 
such concerns, shaw has succeeded in providing us 
with a modern monument to the unknown prisoner. 
Casting a Dark Democracy is a testament to the  
vast and uncounted hordes of men and women 
incarcerated in state apparatuses designed for 
anonymous imprisonment and unrecorded 
extermination. 

the unknown prisoner is today as likely to be non-
political as politically motivated. around the world, 
imprisonment is routinely employed as a form of 
political coercion or social control. incarceration can 
follow from the merest of pretexts – such as cleaning 
up a mess with a newspaper containing a picture of 
the esteemed leader (vis-à-vis North Korea). From 

but also achieves universality. By doing so it inhabits 
the same emotional territory as The Dying Galatian, 
popularly known as The Dying Gaul. this work is 
believed to be a Roman copy of an earlier bronze 
Greek piece, made perhaps around 230–220 bce in 
commemoration of the victory of Pergamum over the 
Celts. we no longer worry who these Celts were, nor 
about exactly where thrace, their homeland, might be  
located on a modern map, let alone which Greek island  
contained the city-state of Pergamum. with its original 
significance mostly forgotten except by scholars, the  
statue remains one of the most famous in all of western  
art. the dying soldier is naked but for a torque around 
his neck. his shield and sword lie beside him. there is 
a gash in his side, through which his life is ebbing. he 
rests on one arm, his head bowed, not in agony, but in 
contemplation of his fate. 

as with The Dying Gaul, when face to face with Casting  
a Dark Democracy, we are taken away from its begin-
nings, away from abu Ghraib, into a place created by 
the artist where we confront the fact that we belong 
to a species that does such things. similarly, with Soul 
Snatcher Possession we are not in any specific prison or 
bolted room, but in one more akin to a Piranesi carcere, 
a terrible place made worse by our own imagining. 

shaw’s art has more modern kinship too. it is strongly 
reminiscent of installation art from america in the 
1960s – the work of artists such as Duane hanson, 
Paul mcCarthy and, most particularly, of the socially 
critical work of Ed Kienholz. in 1972, Kienholz’s life-size 
tableau depicting racist violence entitled Five Car Stud 
was displayed in the Documenta exhibition at Kassel, 
Germany, but was shamefully not exhibited in america 
until 2011 – 39 years later. happily, the art world has 
moved on since then. shaw’s important and disquieting 
work has not suffered a similar fate. 

at the time of writing, Britain has been continuously  
at war since the outbreak of the First world war. this is 
the context in which shaw’s work is forged and to which 
it speaks – as it will doubtless continue to do for those 
who come after. we are still a long way from Plato’s 
Republic.

*
Don Jordan is a journalist, historian and film maker.  
He co-wrote and co-produced Love is the Devil,  
a feature film about the painter Francis Bacon

Casting a Dark Democracy at mac birmingham, 2014
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[IK] Do you think artists’ biographies over-determine 
the reading of their work?
[ts] the past influences what you are – you are made 
up of your past. Now, i think that it’s not only about 
that. For example, when i first began creating my work 
it was nothing at all to do with conflict and absolutely 
nothing to do with Northern ireland; in fact it was quite  
classical and just about looking at the figure. and 
sometimes people would ask: ‘why isn’t it about that?’ 

Why should it be?
Exactly, exactly. my whole ethos is that what i create 
is based on total and absolute freedom of expression. 
and there are an infinite number of avenues that one 
could go down, which is quite hard, then; how do you 
bring this into some sort of meaning and context? 

You make extensive use of symbolism in your work.
Growing up in Belfast during the early days of the 
troubles you knew what areas you were safe in. so 
that if you were a Protestant, this meant that the areas 
with the colours red, white and blue, painted on the 
curbs of pavements, and the Red hand of Ulster flags 
flying were fine. if you started going into areas where 
you saw the tricolour flags, it felt dangerous. and you 
instinctually knew who was Protestant and who was 
Catholic. 

Is it details of clothing, or haircut?
i think it’s a facial thing, speech and a person’s name 
also. and so with my upbringing came an innate 
awareness of symbols, through flags and other things. 
One of the earliest memories that i have of my Dad  
is of him taking me to the masonic hall.

Were there other teachers who had a decisive 
influence on you?
Yes, when i began my art Foundation at manchester 
Polytechnic, Don mcKinlay gave me a lot of one-to- 
one teaching of how to model a figure. he took me 
aside and showed me interesting things, and i shall 
always value that for the rest of my life.
 i left to go to Falmouth school of art in Cornwall. 
Don said: ‘this is a paradise art college where tutors 
carry surfboards underneath their arms and the place  
is full of palm trees.’ so you can imagine, having built 
up that vision, i had to apply! 

And you never left?
Yes i did – actually the day that i graduated was the 
day that i went to work in Bristol for Richard marsh 
Conservation.

Oh – stone carving and stuff?
well, i thought it was going to be, but i saw it as  
glorified building repair work. it did influence my work 
though; you would go to these strange buildings, and 
you’d sometimes spend months there. 
 i did get to work on a late nineteenth-century  
plaster crucifixion; the knees and the arms had all  
fallen away. i remember as i was working i knocked 
something and i could hear something fall to the 
ground. and my heart missed a beat, and i looked 
down, and there were the hands of Christ on the 
ground, and my boss walked in at that point and said: 
‘tim, what have you done?’ and i said: ‘Don’t worry 
Dick, i’ll sort it out.’ it gave me an extra challenge to 
make the work more interesting.

What type of work were you making yourself at that 
time?
i was very obsessed with making a piece called Middle 
World, much more so than returning to college to do 
an ma; i just had to do this thing. i’d worked on it first 
in Belfast and Cornwall, then Bristol and then Cornwall 
again and London, and the piece is still not finished. 

Would it be fair to say that you love Cornwall?
Love Cornwall? Yes, i do. Cornwall still remains as 
somewhere slightly apart from the rest of the UK, and 
it’s good in that respect. it’s where i first became aware  
of land having a sense of magic and timelessness 
about it. i grew up in a place where the political and 
religious dimensions were clearly defined in a very 
black-and-white way. Cornwall broke open my mind.
 also, on a practical level, i build large work, and i  
can rent studios much cheaper than i can in London  
so it’s allowed me to just get on and do things.

That’s quite unusual, taking your child in. I imagine it 
was important that he took you.
i do remember symbols of the sun and the moon  
and the stars, and the Bible on the table, and candles  
i think, and black-and-white chequered floors, and it  
all seemed quite dark and mysterious.

You were at the Masonic Boys School in Dublin for 
your early teens.
it was a school for boys who had lost their fathers or 
mothers. after that school closed, a good many of us 
were transferred to Portora Royal school in Enniskillen. 
One day my art teacher trevor harron, thank God, said: 
‘tim i would like you to work with some clay.’ and i 
began making these heads, and within those weeks  
i knew what i wanted to do for the rest of my life. i just 
found myself … i found my confidence, and i probably 
stopped being so disruptive. this was what i needed  
to do.

*
In your work you’ve a recurring cast of characters  
such as the drummer or the bull.
i remember going to the Pergamon museum in Berlin 
and seeing these wonderful little indian bronzes and 
being absolutely blown over by them, and i have to  
be honest and say perhaps it was those things that led 
me to start making small bronzes. You could actually 
encapsulate a whole world without having to create 
something monumental.

Middle World is still ongoing after 25 years and 
Casting a Dark Democracy changes on every  
showing; you constantly go back to your work  
and pick at it. 
i find it very difficult not to. i can see weakness in 
things, and with that there’s a need to return. But  
when i originally worked on Casting a Dark Democracy 
it was of vital importance to have the shadow of the 
figure cast in oil across the floor, because i was making 
a political statement about the UK’s decision to go to 
iraq. whereas now, this figure transcends that war. and 
so creating this rectangular pool instead transforms the 
work into a memorial. 

The figure is made from steel rods or cables, and 
with barbed wire, so that the whole figure seems 
constructed of the materials of its own torture.
we all grew up with barbed wire in Northern ireland; 
there were always a lot of barriers and roadblocks 
everywhere in the ’70s. and it’s to do with conflict 
of course. and that figure is a point of power – it 
represents to me the consequences of loss and gain 
of land. i’m talking solely about the image – not the 
prisoner, poor individual, himself, but that image. and 
it remains potent, as i’ve said before: ‘as something 
that trawls just beneath the surface of the collective 
consciousness, revealing to us inherent primitive 
instincts, and belongs to no particular age or place’.

And part of the power is because it taps into  
Christian iconography, though the prisoner, whoever  
it was, is Muslim. The Ecce Homo pose, the way  
the barbed wire echoes the crown of thorns. 
in a way, yes, but we are also reminded of Goya’s 
etchings of the penitents, and various other things.  
in the museum at athens’ ancient agora there is a tiny 
bronze figure of telesphoros, a child deity; it’s hooded 
and cloaked, and it’s pre-Christian. and this is why i 
say the figure is the shape of something that could’ve 
been dug out of the ground from long ago. i think it 
transcends time, and i think it transcends place and 

indra Khanna interviews Tim Shaw

11th July, Belfast, 2012
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religion too. the piece is not as judgemental as many 
may think. it’s not just about saying, ‘isn’t Bush bad, 
isn’t Blair?’ it wanders into the human condition and 
makes us consider what we are and what we’re capable 
of; it asks: what would I do if i was a soldier in another 
country … what is the point at which you snap and 
become this monster. 

A couple of your pieces are very closely related to 
photographs, extrapolating a three-dimensional  
object from a two-dimensional image. 
Let’s say, the abu Ghraib photograph – now you look  
at that flat image from a technical point of view and  
ask yourself: what happens side on? Because i have 
studied the figure so much you become aware of  
what the figure can do and what it looks like in any 
three-dimensional scenario. 

So all those years of life modelling enables you to  
work in that way.
Yeah. You learn that language through time. whenever 
i’m working from a photograph i try to do as much 
research as i can. so for Tank on Fire, for example, 
i went down to the barracks at salisbury to look at 
warrior Personnel Carriers and i wanted to talk to the 
young soldiers there too, because i see it as part of  
my job to do that, and i enjoy that. then i go back  
to the studio and feed all this back into the work.

I presume you do a lot of life drawing? 
there are times when i need to in order to work 
something out – what a figure might look like in a 
particular position, for example. But at the same time 
it’s important to allow imagination to flow. i don’t think 
that one necessarily needs to be spilling out loads and  
loads of sketchbooks for the sake of it. i work a lot in  
my head, and i get very excited whenever i start 
making; i can plan through my hands. 

*
I know you do some work on your landlord’s farm  
with his cattle. 
as well as being a sculptor it’s fair to say that i’ve 
helped round up cattle for 25 years. the cattle are out 
there in the fields, untouched, and only herded up three 
or four times a year, so they’re nature’s beasts, and it’s 
actually quite a dangerous job. when these animals 
are herded down through the fields and into the corral, 
it’s quite a sight; they really are wild. some of them are 
really quite wonderful beasts with their great horns.

So you’re familiar with their anatomy and physicality.

Yes, and the potential danger as well. Dionysus is the  
Greek fertility god of nature, and the grapevine. Dionysus  
was a multifaceted god more commonly depicted as 
this virile youth but also as a lion, panther, serpent and 
bull. when i went to my first bullfight in spain and saw 
the corral doors open and the bull make his first run 
across the arena you could sense this lethal wild force 
of nature, and it seemed fitting that what Dionysus is, 
is this wild force of nature; it seemed fitting to personify 
him as a bull. 

You created Silenus, he was a companion of Dionysus …
his tutor, depicted as a wise, drunken old fool.

… and then you did a series of works called Fertility 
Figures. One of the figures seems to be stabbed with 
something.
most things i can explain but some of the things i can’t, 
and that is one of the things that i just can’t. 

Several of them look quite comical, pitiful.
well, as i said, silenus was depicted as this wise, fat,  
jovial, old fool. he stands there with this big belly, and  
sometimes with an erection, a beard, a faun-like fore- 
head. i wanted to get away from that misinterpreta- 
tion of the Dionysian myths that it’s all about orgies.  
it’s actually about that state of mind that’s beyond  
control, going into the realm of madness. the word 
‘orgy’ originated from the Greek word órge, which 
means ‘to rage’, and orgia, which means ‘secret rite’. 
the Dionysian rites are about altered states of mind, 
and about intoxication and ecstasy and communing 
with the gods. so i wanted to have him standing there 
as this large figure that looks through the old eyes of 
time, and just stares. 

*
The Rites of Dionysus is sited amongst living vines.  
Is Ketamine (The Bisto Kids Gone Wrong) also to do 
with artificial stimulation, a hedonistic desire? 
well, that’s inspired by a festival scene. these two kids 
were dancing and falling and they were dressed as elves 
with long, pointed hats. the boy had this long ladle and 
on the end of that was a substance, and the girl’s nose 
was descending upon that spoon with such precision 
and accuracy in contrast to the mayhem. i just thought: 
‘i need to memorialise this.’ it just seemed such a 
ridiculous and funny thing.

Can you tell me about your Midsummer and Midwinter 
parties – you make a work for each of those?
i do, and it gets burnt. i think that celebration is a serious  Casting a Dark Democracy at Royal West of England Academy, Bristol, 2014
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recently for the first time, the ’Obby ’Oss dancing in 
front of Christ; it was a powerful moment and i had  
to remember it through sculpture.

*
One of the things I like about your work is that there’s 
no irony or distance in it. It’s unabashedly emotional 
and direct. What are you hoping to evoke in your 
audience? 
i want to present something that people can look  
at and it allows their imagination to wander and feel 
something about the world. simply that. i want my 
artwork to linger in the imagination of others. it is  
open to all and not just those in the art world.

Middle World is like La Corrida ~ Dreams in Red in 
some ways, a tabletop with small figures. I get this 
feeling of the power you have to move your little 
figures around and to control what happens to them. 
well, i think that’s what we do, don’t we, as artists; 
you are in control of your world, and you let the vision 
come out and play. maybe it is god-like, but is that any 
different to how you assemble shapes on a piece of 
paper or on a canvas? i don’t really feel anything other 
than trying to make solid the pictures that are in my 
head. and a lot of the time it’s just about the hard  
work of making your vision in solid form. Not so much 
about feeling, other than what you are trying to express.

An artist has to concentrate on the formal aspects of 
what they are doing, otherwise they are not going to 
succeed in other aspects.
i think so; you instinctively know what works and what 
doesn’t – trying to whittle away at the essence to find 
truth. there’s a very formal aspect to the work and  
i have to be convinced by that in order for the work  
to succeed. and that’s just the way it is.
 

*
One of the reasons I especially like Parliament is 
because of the synthesis of the mythical with the 
individuality of each rook. One of them even seems  
to have a knife.
Parliament is one of those things that i stumbled 
across. i had two weeks on this residency right on  
the very edge of ireland, and it was the bleakest,  
most wonderful experience ever. i’d arrived not really 
knowing what to do with myself. i was getting terribly, 
terribly anxious, and i just sat looking out the window. 
i’d have these great highs and lows, and i thought i  
was starting to go absolutely mad, and almost bawling 

in tears one minute, and laughing my head off the next. 

Was it because of the spirit of that place?
Just maybe because i was totally on my own, and all 
these levels of consciousness just started to dissipate. 
i started going on long walks and drawing crows and 
rooks and started to look at black plastic snagged on 
the barbed wire and trees – i wasn’t sure what were 
crows and what was plastic. i thought ‘Right’, and i got 
some plastic and some straw, and i had a glue gun  
and some wire, and i just made this rook. then i made 
another and another. and then just at that time the iraq 
war had kicked off, and i was thinking of the behaviour 
of parliamentarians, and i wondered if it was any differ-
ent from the rooks.
 when you listen to Today in Parliament on the radio 
late at night the behaviour, the sounds, they’re very like  
rooks, and people get shouted down, with ‘hEaR hEaR  
hEaR’. i just thought, this is a piece of work; it’s about 
order, absolute disorder and madness. 

And in folklore there is this idea that rooks have a  
king, and a trial, and a parliament and punishment.
they will sometimes just decide to attack one rook, 
ostracise it and kill it. why do they decide to gang up 
on one individual rook? so what the piece was getting 
at, was that thing to do with group mentality, when 
somebody decides something, then the group follows.

Your summer celebrations, the rooks, these feed from 
more British myths, for want of a better word, than 
Dionysus. As does Thank God for the Pregnant Fairy.  
I notice that in some of the early maquettes, you’ve 
got her standing on a can of Jolly Green Giant.
i had actually modelled her propped on a can of Green 
Giant corn. i just thought of this scenario where the fairy 

matter, rituals mark time, and i suppose it’s a pagan 
thing … i don’t know. when you live out of the city  
you are more aware of what the earth is doing, you  
are more aware of rain when it rains, and the change  
in the wind when it changes from south-east, south-
west to north-west. You are aware of the great rush  
of spring and the coming of the summer and these 
things are just important to celebrate.

So what are the things that are burnt?
For probably over 20 years it’s a figure made out  
of wood and branches. they start off being a little bit 
bigger than life-size, then oddly get very big, and that’s 
when they really work well – really big. i’ve actually had 
400 people along to my midsummer parties; i see this 
as part of the art. the work that i make, there is a dark 
aspect to it, but there is another aspect that is about 
celebration. i wouldn’t want to be just seen as this  
artist who only makes works about conflict. 

Celebrations are shown in Awaken from the Dreams  
of Reality. These are all calendar rituals aren’t they?
Yes, it’s a three-screen video with edits from three 
different folk festivals – the ’Obby ’Oss in Padstow,  
the Burning tar Barrels in Ottery st mary and 
mummers from armagh, Northern ireland – and  
the video joins together by the ticking of a clock. we 
divide time down into years, hours and minutes. i’m 
asking the question: ‘are we not all ritualistic by nature?’ 
i need my coffee at 11 o’clock; that person has to tap 
their cigarette on their cigarette box before smoking  
it. these are just some of the small things that we  
do without question or thought. 

Can I just get you to talk about the recent little  
  ’Obby ’Oss sculptures? 
the ’Obby ’Oss is a festivity that takes place in 
Padstow on the 1st of may, it’s basically a pagan  
fertility rite. the ’Oss (short for horse) has evolved  
into what looks like a round, black tabletop with a  
skirt on it, with a horse’s head at one end and at the 
other a horse’s tail, and this mask that looks so strange 

and so not part of this country, but something more 
Polynesian or african. 
 the townspeople all dress in white, half with blue 
scarves, half with red; half follow the red ’Oss, half follow  
the blue, and they process through the town with drums  
and accordions.
 the ’Oss will twirl and twist all through the small 
streets of the town; another dancer holds the tease stick,  
the two dance in unison. if a female gets captured under- 
neath the ’Oss it will make them fertile. and this goes on  
all day and all night; it’s a very, very powerful thing when  
you’ve got this drumbeat pounding through the town, 
and this thing that looks like it’s born out of africa,  
as it gyrates and whirls around.
 so on the surface it’s this day for drunkenness,  
but below the surface there is a deeper force at work. 
i’ve created one scene in which the ‘’Oss’ kneels down 
below the crucifixion in the church. this happened 

The ’Obby ’Oss in front of the Crucifixion • 2013 • wax (h. 40 x L. 66 x w. 50 cm)

Parliament (detail) at Jam Records, Falmouth, 2012

Awaken from the Dream of Reality • 2013 • three-screen video installation
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had led the green giant down the garden path, and 
there we have it – the Pregnant Fairy. it’s a silly thing.  
i think that sometimes things do not have to be heavy 
and terribly serious. 

Fairies go back at least to Celtic times, this other 
kingdom of equals, these dangerous people that you 
have to watch out for in the woods.
well, that’s interesting because you’re leading me to 
talking about The Green Man. the Green man exists  
in many cultures around the world. the Green man is 
this foliate face associated with growth and fertility. 

i came to the conclusion that what it/he represents is 
this feeling that one gets when you are in the woods on 
your own, and you feel this presence, or this unsettling. 
You can translate it into terms of the spirit of place or 
the woods. it’s the stare of the ‘Other’, a quiet presence 
– that something else. i am, just, Out there. i am the 
Out there, the presence that is.

*

Would I be wrong if I said that in your older work you 
were using much more traditional materials and more 
recently you’re using a much wider range of materials? 
i’ve always mixed materials; the mix has now become 
much more extensive. i’ve never considered bronze 
as a traditional material in that it doesn’t belong only 
to tradition – it belongs to the future and it sits in the 
contemporary art world every bit as much as every 
other material. 

With Soul Snatcher Possession you’ve used a lot 
of fabric. Often materials are gendered; fabric is 
considered ‘female’. Because what I feel about your 
work is that it’s very masculine. 
i used clothes because the piece is about the 
fabrication of truth to fit the needs of those in power.  
i was becoming very interested in old clothes found  
on the road, the history of the person that wore them, 
the residue left behind and the stories that they tell. 
 the piece itself, yes, is masculine. i think a lot of  
my preoccupations such as conflict come from that 
area that is more male-dominant. it’s not to say that 
at some stage i’d like to make something maybe more 
feminine. i have in the past.

The Rites of Dionysus is the only piece where the 
figures of aggression are female. 
well, the followers of Dionysus, the maenads, were 
historically the wild women that roamed the mountain, 
eating ivy leaves and ripping animals from limb to limb.

You haven’t carried them over into other works.
No. Obviously i know that there are female soldiers, 
but traditionally war has been much more of a male 
domain.

An investigation of masculinity isn’t one of your 
themes in a conscious way?
No – it’s not. if it’s there, it’s something that’s a little  
bit subconscious, and i hope it’s not a weakness or a 
blind-side. when i made The Drummer i was accused 
of that … that the work is very masculine.

Well, that’s not wrong is it?
No it’s not, but i think that one needs to address 
everything in life, all aspects.

In Breakdown Clown you are using robots.
Breakdown Clown is looking at the whole idea of 
artificial intelligence and i’ve depicted this robot clown 
as a dysfunctional therapist or a shaman or like a priest: 
it holds a powerful position in society but everything 
has gone askew. when you look at the anatomy of the 

robot it’s modelled on the anatomy of a human. as in  
a lot of the work that i do it goes back to the politics of 
it. how much of your life do you want to be controlled 
by machines? it’s all a very interesting area, thinking of 
Big Data, and my thoughts haven’t fully formed on it 
yet, but i’m incredibly interested in that.

*
Does commissioned work easily fold into your entire 
practice and development?
Yeah – people would say: ‘Oh, will you not be glad 
when you can get back to your own work?’ But i really 
couldn’t understand it, because it is my own work.  
Did i have total freedom over what i wanted to express 
in the public domain? i would probably say ‘no’. i did, 
however, have a lot of freedom, and i tried to push  
the boundaries.

The people who have commissioned you seem to have 
been already sympathetic to what you were doing.
with The Rites of Dionysus i was really lucky because 

at the time i was commissioned by the Eden Project 
it was only starting off and everything was so exciting 
and limitless. and whatever i produced was accepted. 

the very last element i produced was a disembodied 
head on a pike, surrounded by seven disembodied 
heads of hares. it was based on the mythology of 
Orpheus. at the time Ken Bigley had been the first 
victim of the beheadings in iraq, and because of this, 
several complaints were made by the public. On the 
one hand my work was about the telling of human 
behaviour, on the other hand people were coming to 
Eden for a family day out, and i can understand all 
these aspects.

What were some of the ideas behind The Drummer?
Cornwall is a place that has a feeling of remoteness 
about it; it’s far from the country’s administrative 
centre. Out on a limb, out in the sea, with a history  
of hardship and resilience and independence. Drums 
are used to celebrate the beginning of summer through 
the ‘’Obby ’Oss’ and the helston Floral Dance. when  
i first arrived here, i came out with this line: ‘Cornwall  
is a place where the drum beats differently.’ so, i felt 
The Drummer was a way of celebrating something 
about place and the spirit of the people. 

So you don’t have a different mind-set when working 
on a commission? 
i do and i don’t. with The Drummer i felt i was creating 
something that was fairly traditional, to find out that  
it really caused a massive public reaction. many went 
on about the nudity of the figure in the local paper  
for a long time; it’s true meaning and symbolism were 
obscured by controversy. it was just a great shame – 
there’s nothing there that is frivolous. Very few naked 
figures go out in the public domain, even though we 
have museums full of naked figures. 

You think maybe in your next commission you would 
avoid doing something like nudity?
No, i wouldn’t; you have to stay true to your vision.  
i know that sounds like a very obvious thing for an  
artist to say. But i think that if you don’t you’d be  
kind of fucked. 

*
Indra Khanna is an independent curator with a special 
interest in working with contemporary artists engaging 
in history, popular culture and a sense of place

Pregnant Fairy • 2011 • wax and tin can in bell-jar (h. 33 cm) The Green Man for Antony House, Cornwall • 2012 • bronze (diameter 160 cm)
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15 after finding a book on Rodin in his local bookshop.

shaw studied art at manchester Polytechnic and 
Falmouth school of art – graduating from Falmouth 
with a Ba hons, Fine art, in 1989. after a spell working 
in Bristol as a restorer and conservator of old buildings 
and sculpture, he devoted himself to sculpture full-
time. he then returned to Cornwall and recommenced 
work on Middle World, a monumental sculpture he had 
begun as a student, which was to become an obsessive 
project over the next five years. 

shaw has executed a number of major commissions, 
including The Rites of Dionysus for the Eden Project, 
The Minotaur for the Royal Opera house, The Green 
Man for antony house near Plymouth and The 
Drummer, which stands in Lemon Quay, truro:  
‘a work about the spirit of land and its people’. 
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the mullan Prize at the Royal Ulster academy, and 
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he has undertaken international residencies in Greece, 
spain and ireland, and in 2015 worked in Germany 
as the artist Fellow at the Käte hamburger Center for 
advanced study in Bonn. he was elected to the Royal 
academy in 2013.

shaw lives on a farm near Falmouth, where he first 
lived as a student and where he has had his home and 
studio for 25 years. Middle World still stands unfinished 
in the barn where he began work on it a quarter of a 
century ago.
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•  Photographers on this book: steve Bailey, marcus 
Bastel, Rory Blair, Luke Champion, Chris Keenan  
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Belinda whiting.
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Frontispiece: Casting a Dark Democracy at Aberystwyth Arts Centre, 2014, 
photograph Steve Bailey.

Foreword: Soul Snatcher Possession (detail) at mac birmingham, 2014, 
photograph Chris Keenan.

A twilight zone of the human psyche: [p.8] Casting a Dark Democracy (detail) 
at mac birmingham, 2014, photograph Chris Keenan; [p.10] Middle World at 
The Kenneth Armitage Studio, photograph Antonio Silva; [p.11] The Drummer, 
Trevone Studio, 2010, photograph Nik Strangelove; [p.12] Soul Snatcher 
Possession (detail) at mac birmingham, 2014, photograph Chris Keenan;  
[p.13] Two Maenads with Bird (2013), photograph Tim Shaw.

Image and after-image: [p.14] Tank on Fire, photograph Tim Shaw; [p.16 
Daily Mail pages, Basra photograph courtesy Reuters; [p.17] Casting a Dark 
Democracy at The Kenneth Armitage Studio, 2008, photograph Joseph Clarke; 
[p.18] Casting a Dark Democracy at mac birmingham, 2014, photograph Chris 
Keenan.

A private and public ritual: [p.20] Belfast, photograph Tim Shaw; [p.22] Casting 
a Dark Democracy at Royal West of England Academy, 2014, photograph Tim 
Shaw; [p.24] Awaken from the Dream of Reality (2013), photographs Tim Shaw 
(x3); [p.24] ’Obby ’Oss in front of the Crucifixion (2013), photograph Tim Shaw; 
[p.25] Parliament (detail) (2006), photograph Belinda Whiting; [p.26] Pregnant 
Fairy (2011), photograph Tim Shaw; [p.27] The Green Man (2012) at Arch Bronze 
Foundry, London, photograph Tim Shaw.
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Casting a Dark Democracy (2008, reworked 2014): immersive gallery installation 
(steel, barbed wire, black polythene, three phase electrical wire, sand, oil, sound,  
haze, low lighting; figure h. 5.5 m; oil pool 10 x 3.6 m); [pp.28–29 and pp.34–41]  
at mac birmingham, 2014, photographs Chris Keenan; [pp.30–31] at Aberystwyth 
Arts Centre, photograph Steve Bailey; [p.33] at The Kenneth Armitage 
Foundation, 2008, photograph Tim Shaw.

Man on Fire (2009, reworked 2014–15): black painted foam and polythene, 
steel armature (h. 4 x l. 4.5 x w. 2 m); [p.43] at Aberystwyth Arts Centre, 2014, 
photograph Steve Bailey; [p.45] at mac birmingham, 2014, photograph Chris 
Keenan. [pp.46-49] Man on Fire small version (2008): resin, black polythene, 
steel armature, oil, pedestal (h. 192 x l. l92 x w. 61 cm), photographs Tim Shaw; 
collection: Arts Council of Northern Ireland.

Tank on Fire (2008, reworked 2015): wax (h. 167 x l. 69 x w. 49 cm incl. plinth), 
photographs Tim Shaw; collection: Royal Academy, London.

Soul Snatcher Possession (2014): immersive gallery installation (eight life-size
figures in fabricated room: old clothes, pillows, stockings onto steel armatures; 
h. 2.45 m x l. 5 m x w. 5 m); [pp.54–55, 57–59 and 64–65] at Aberystwyth Arts 
Centre, 2014, photographs Steve Bailey; [pp.56 and 68–69] at Shoreditch Town 
Hall, 2014, photographs Marcus Bastel; [pp. 61–63, 66–67 and 70–71] at mac 
birmingham, 2014, photographs Chris Keenan.

Mother, the Air is Blue, the Air is Dangerous (2014): immersive gallery installation 
(chairs, tables, revolving trays, projected images, sound and haze); photographs 
Natalia Tsoukala, courtesy Kappatos Gallery, Athens.

Middle World (started 1987): cement, steel, lead, small figures in bronze and 
terracotta (h. 280 x l. 215 x w. 150 cm); photographs Rory Blair.

La Corrida ~ Dreams in Red (1996-99): wax and resin figures, pigmented sand, 
fibre-optic lighting, sound; [pp.90–93] at Millennium Gallery, St Ives, 2011, 
photographs Steve Tanner; except for pp.90, 92 (right-hand column) and  
93 (lower left and top right) photographs Belinda Whiting.

The Rites of Dionysus (2000-04): copper-beaten life-size multi-figure 
installation, photographs Steve Tanner; commissioned by The Eden Project.

Silenus (2006): burnt foam and wood (h. 2.5 m), 2006, photograph Tim Shaw; 
collection: David Roberts.

Fertility Figures (2007): [left] lead (h. 48 cm), photograph Tim Shaw;  
[right] bronze (h. 45cm), photographs Tim Shaw.

’Obby ’Oss: [p.104] ’Obby ’Oss with Dancers (2013), bronze (h. 28 x l. 66 x  
w. 50 cm), photograph Tim Shaw; [p.105] ’Obby ’Oss (2013), bronze (h. 40 cm), 
2013, photograph Tim Shaw.

Parliament (2006): gallery installation (rooks made from straw and black plastic, 
office furniture, lighting), photographs Tim Shaw.

The Drummer, Lemon Quay, Truro (unveiled 2011): bronze (h. 4.6 m), photographs 
Tim Shaw.

Ketamine (The Bisto Kids Gone Wrong) (2013): immersive gallery installation 
(sound, grass, live hens, two life-size figures: fabric and pillows onto steel 
armature); at Millennium Gallery, St Ives, 2013, photograph Nik Strangelove.

Midsummer at Chyglidden Cottage (2012): photograph Luke Champion.

[p.116] Portrait of the artist at Higher Spargo, photograph Nik Strangelove.

[p.120] ‘My Heavy Head’, taken from The Tolland Man in Springtime, by  
Seamus Heaney was given to me on the 24th April 2005 as a thank you,  
by the man himself, after giving an unveiling speech of his portrait bust.  
The bust was commissioned by his friend, Jim Holland, Lisburn, to celebrate  
30 years of friendship between the two men. 
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