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Whether so-called folk art is considered within its European genealogy of 

Modernist primitivism or art brut, or within its more North American lineage of 

outsider art or rural, Indigenous, or craft-based traditions, its connoisseurship 

has always been fraught with contradiction. In his study of popular discourse 

surrounding folk art, John Michael Vlach gets to the heart of the matter, 

pointing out that the typically employed descriptors—“primitive, naïve, amateur, 

grass-roots, outsider, country, popular, backyard, spontaneous, unsophisticated, 

innocent, provincial, anonymous, visionary, homemade, vernacular, isolate, 

ethnic, non-academic”2—often would be thought pejorative in other contexts, 

but instead here, paradoxically, are considered complimentary.

This strategic reversal of aesthetic values is not specific to perspectives on folk 

art however. The appreciation and appropriation of expressions coming from 

the margins (cultural, geographical, economic, and so on) has long afforded 

European and North American artists a way to revitalise their art practices.3 In 

The Return of the Real, the art historian Hal Foster argues that this embracing 

of the marginal can be seen as much a political gesture as an artistic one. This 

approach offers artists not only a sought-after aura of authenticity or avant-

gardism to their work, but also, potentially, a way to affiliate themselves with 

those deemed societies’ outsiders. Such an act is seen as subversive.4 And as 

these previously marginalised voices and vernaculars are absorbed, accepted, 

and inevitably normalised within the art world, artists continue to search for 

as yet untapped sources of so-called outsider expression. In this way, as Lucy 

Lippard contends, the connoisseurship of folk art “has long played the role of the 

‘other’ for a hierarchical dominant culture,”5 and therefore must be understood 

in relation to it.

Claims can be made that the connoisseurship of folk art shares parallels with 

contemporary art’s enthrallment with youth6—who the cultural historian 

Charles Acland tellingly defines as, “Other to the order of the adult world.”7 

Youth, like folk art, is often uncritically associated with uncorrupted subjectivity, 

emotional honesty, unbridled freedom and pre-socialised revolt by artists, critics 

and the public. For exampale, in Francesco Bonami’s curatorial statement for the 

exhibition, The Fourth Sex: Adolescent Extremes (2003), youth is indiscriminately 

characterised as “self-destructive,” “violent,” and “tragic,” but also “visionary” 

in its “folly and ideals.”8 There are marked similarities between Bonami’s 

idealising discourse and that of art brut’s spiritual grandfather Jean Dubuffet, 

who, decades earlier, made sweeping primitivising statements that paid tribute 

to “the values of savagery…instinct, passion, mood, violence, madness.”9 

With a corpus that concentrates almost uniquely on male youth and its 

representation usually in relation to the heavy metal music scene, the Vancouver-

based artist Steven Shearer offers up a fascinating example of the current interest 

in youth in contemporary art.10 Artists who focus on youth can be roughly divided 

into two categories: those who make artworks with an anthropological bent 

in which aspects of youth and youth cultures are documented and/or archived 

(Collier Schorr, Larry Clark, Rineke Dijkstra), and secondly, those generating work 

in what could be called a general mindset of youth, aiming to capture if not 

embody an overarching youth-based perspective, psychology, or styles (Anthony 

Giocolea, Karen Kilimnik, Althea Thauberger). Shearer’s art practice epitomises 

both approaches, at times melding the two.

Folk Is Tradition From the Bottom Up11

Emerging in the late 1960s from such hard rock bands as Led Zeppelin and Black 

Sabbath, heavy metal (and its many latter derivatives: death metal, power metal, 

speed metal, etc.) is infamous for its loud volume and extended guitar solos, 

as well as its (oft mocked) followers’ style of dancing known as head banging. 
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The culture of metal is known for embracing an often morbid and misogynist 

ethos, what Andy Brown has described as “a collective investment in a ‘fantastic’ 

masculinity.”12 Because of its focus on dark nihilistic themes, revolving around 

such topics as drug abuse or violence, heavy metal has been vilified by such 

groups as the Parents’ Music Resource Center (PMRC), “as an evil influence on 

young people, causing them to take drugs, and even to commit murder and 

suicide.”13 However, Roger Horrocks paints a slightly more positive picture, 

describing it as a musical genre whose “iconography of power, heroic fantasy 

and intense romanticism can be seen as compensatory in the lives of the [largely 

white, working-class] audience.”14 

In his art practice,15 Steven Shearer delves into the white male culture surrounding 

heavy metal through the use of imagery amassed from old teen magazines, self-

published groupie websites, band promotional shots, music paraphernalia, eBay, 

and album covers. He shows a particular penchant for photographs evidently 

shot by non-professionals with little interest in the photographic medium itself 

other than as a convenient personal documentation device. Taken with little or 

no reflexive formal criteria in mind, they are often poorly lit, out of focus, or 

awkwardly framed. Shearer also expresses being inspired by the visual aesthetic 

of teen and fan magazines from the 1970s, so unlike today’s slick commercial 

approach in which the subjects and images themselves have been worked on 

by professional stylists, photographers, and graphic designers.16 Explaining his 

appreciation for this particular sort of found imagery, Shearer enthusiastically 

praises the pictures for being “visually impoverished” with “no editorial self-

consciousness” and displaying a “kind of scrapbook quality.”17 

In his photo-laminated series, Shearer collages found photographs onto coloured 

canvases mimicking the rough cut-and-paste montage of these youth-focused 

magazines from decades past. Manpile (1998), for example, features a messy 

clump of photographs featuring boys partying (one giving us the middle finger 

his hair almost entirely covering his face) on an orange background. Mustang 
(2005) showcases the eponymous car unevenly cut from its original setting 

and placed on a backdrop painted sky blue. The Mustang appears to have at 

least one punctured tire, and Shearer has cut the car out so that it appears to 

be missing not only a wheel but also its front fender. At the same time, the 

vehicle is partially covered with a tarpaulin, suggesting the care of its owner, his 

(thwarted) youthful ambition to drive fast cars and attract girls, as well as the 

paucity of his economic status. The intentionally crude quality of these works 

could be understood as Shearer’s attempt to embody the energy and attitude of 

the typical metal fan. Moreover, through his use of collage, he pays homage to 

the typical teenage activity of decorating bedroom walls with photos of friends 

and family in tandem with pictures torn directly from magazines, a cheap, 

creative outlet for young people still living with their parents. Using brightly 

coloured backgrounds in a palette that recalls children’s books or the décor of 

kindergarten, Shearer highlights this collage practice as a kind of youth-based 

vernacular aesthetics. 

Shearer has also made ballpoint pen drawings using band promotional photos 

as his source material, an example of which is Band (2004), featuring a group of 

four heavy metal musicians (recognisable as such from their hair and clothing) 

shot from behind, heads downwards, legs apart. From their stance, the viewer 

might imagine that they are collectively urinating—an instant signifier of mas-

culine territorialisation, youthful revolt and phallocentric expressivity. Shearer 

skilfully captures the obsessive cross-hatching of the talented-but-bored kid at 

the back of the class who, with sticky ink-smudged fingertips, uses drawing as 

a way of escaping from his immediate reality, expressing his fandom or simply 

impressing friends. Moreover, the particular shade of blue and quality of mark-





Steven Shearer, Poems V, XII, X, 2005. 
Each: 7 drawings, charcoal on rag paper; 
framed. Each 125 x 92 x 5 cm. 
Courtesy the artist; Galerie Eva Presenhuber, Zurich; 
Ringier Collection, Switzerland. © the artist.
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making reveal their source as the ubiquitous Bic pen. Shearer describes his use 

of this cheaply available pen as allowing him to access a psychological state of 

generalized adolescent ennui and isolation: “With a ballpoint-pen drawing I can 

get these kind of inky, dark, dead spaces that I associate with a kind of desola-

tion, because I imagine myself or other teenage kids trying to do chiaroscuro 

effects with a ballpoint pen, always doomed to fail.”18

Composed of collaged grids of literally hundreds of digital images downloaded 

from the Internet (fan pages, band sites, etc.), Shearer’s large-scale digital prints 

are very different in aesthetic and approach. Seeking to represent the heavy 

metal scene, they, unlike the aforementioned works, do not aim to operate 

within the adolescent psyche but rather mimic the objectifying, supposedly 

impartial collecting and curatorial procedures of the museum. At the same time, 

although this series was initiated in the era before Facebook, Shearer anticipates 

and mirrors the widespread practice of uploading images to various on-line and 

social networking sites—an ongoing documentation of the most insignificant of 

daily details that many North American youth in the twenty-first century embrace 

as an essential and normal part of self-representation. 

Guys (2005) is an emblematic example of this series in which numerous individual 

images (each framed with a border of white) are laid out in one sleek rectangle. 

Guys is comprised primarily of black-and-white or colour studio head- and band-

shots of metal fans, stylistically recognisable by their long hair (permed, straight, 

teased), mask-like make-up, tattoos, (painted) leather jackets, muscle shirts, 

tight jeans, spandex tights, (fake) bloodstained bodies and bare torsos. Other 

images were clearly intended at first for personal perusal by their makers and 

have a more homely quality to them. Some of the more plainly quotidian imagery 

features heavy metal fans and/or musicians within the domestic sphere (rather 

than in concert arenas or bars): boys gnawing on meat at a backyard barbecue, 

a man blow-drying his hair in the bathroom, someone captured sunbathing and 

so on. Apparently, Shearer inserted a single photograph of himself as a youth, 

linking his young self indelibly to this scene and culture. The overriding coherence 

of the content that emerges throughout this massive amount of multi-sourced 

digital imagery reveals the highly specific performativity that makes up heavy 

metal masculine identity. Moreover, Shearer’s decision to include only images 

of males gives a homoerotic thrust to his portrait of this culture, undermining 

the heavily heteronormative outlook for which it is typically known to subscribe.

In his text-based series, entitled Poems (2001- ), Shearer straddles the lines 

between the two approaches. For this series, he collected and curated lists 

of text from song titles and lyrics from heavy metal albums. These texts are 

stencilled in white letters onto black backgrounds in sonnet (14-line) formats, 

sometimes framed on gallery walls or on the sides of buildings. Featuring a mix 

of appropriated text and some written by Shearer, one opens with a dramatic 

dystopian bang declaring “PRISONS OF FOUL FLESH/SUCK MY UNHOLY 

VOMIT;”another concludes on this depressive, depressing note: “BLINDED BY 

MY OWN BLOOD/PURE FUCKING ARMAGEDDON.” They are exaggeratedly 

extreme in their unfocused, uncontextualized pessimism and hysterical rage. 

Moreover, the melodramatically perverse content (presented in all caps no less) 

underscores the posturing that takes place in the construction of the heavy-

metal-loving adolescent male persona. Finally by compiling these texts and then 

conceiving of his own wicked verse, Shearer not only maps out the canon of 

heavy metal themes, but captures the allegedly satanic spirit that heavy metal 

youth are typically known to revel in.

Making Lowbrow Highbrow 

Shearer’s artworks deconstruct the heavy metal scene in terms of its style, 

performativity, music and activities. At the same time, they give a kind 

gravitas to his subject matter, a culture typically criticised for its nihilistic ethos, 

heteronormative attitudes and negative influence on youth, not to mention its 

being parodied for comic effect in such films as Spinal Tap (1984), Wayne’s World 
(1992) and Fubar (2002). How is this value constructed however? For his photo-

laminated works, Shearer collages images on to clean monochromatic surfaces 

that suggest hard edge painting or colour field abstraction. His drawings have 

been linked, by both critics and the artist, with the stylistic mark-making and 

portraiture of a range of artists from the European art canon.19 Jpegs scavenged 

off the Internet are organised in neat Modernist grid formats according to various 

categories: young men and guitars, guys sleeping and so on. Even the titles of 

heavy metal songs are reconfigured into formats that reference the poetic genre 

of the sonnet, while the trademark ornate fonts loved by heavy metal bands 

are replaced by Shearer’s customised pared-down sans serif typeface. Thus, even 

as he pays homage to the culture of heavy metal, this is unfailingly done by 

reframing found images and their subject matter within Western art historical 

traditions and tropes.  

By this token, Shearer’s artworks function through what Arjun Appadurai terms, 

an “aesthetics of decontextualization,”20 in which his source materials are 

displaced from their original websites and fan pages (images produced by people 

in the heavy metal scene for fans and participants in the heavy metal scene) 

and put into gallery settings for a new public (not necessarily conversant with 

this scene). According to Appadurai, this decontextualization usually results in 

an “enhancement of value,” citing such examples as “the display of ‘primitive’ 

utilitarian objects, the framing of ‘found’ objects, the making of collections of 

any sort.”21 And, as these commodities become more available on a wider scale, 

a new importance is given to what Appadurai describes as “traffic in criteria,”22 

a process by which the knowledge about a commodity is commoditised and 

circulated.23 

Likewise, given the hyper accessibility of heavy metal visual imagery to be found 

on the Internet, it becomes important for Shearer to stress his knowledge of this 

culture and its importance, as well as to curate, display and interpret it for us. He 

becomes thus the guide for a public that might find this musical scene exotically 

unfamiliar. Unsurprisingly then, it is stressed in many articles on his work and 

interviews with the artist that Shearer was a heavy metal fan and amateur 

musician as a youth.24 His firsthand knowledge of this culture, his commitment 

to collecting heavy metal artefacts25 and his resulting expertise in the visual 

ephemera and material regalia are all highlighted. These biographical details 

establish his credentials as a heavy metal insider, offering a kind of rationalization 

for his own identification with heavy metal culture and male youth in his art 

practice (notably heavy metal’s many female fans are ignored in Shearer’s portrait 

of the culture). Moreover, it allows for a seductive autobiographical reading of 

his oeuvre as an ongoing, extended act of self-portraiture.26 

Not only does this information justify and validate Shearer’s usage of “visually 

impoverished” materials, but it allows an unschooled audience a desired 

authentic point of entry into the spectacle of long-haired male musicians with 

their strange costumes, rites and rituals. His representations of the heavy metal 

scene—one usually linked with politically incorrect values (machismo, misogyny), 

antisocial or alienated tendencies (rebellion, destruction) and a decadent lifestyle 

(excessive partying, drug use)—offer viewers a kind of voyeuristic, guilt-free 

pleasure. Furthermore, his work can be linked on a wider scale with romanticized 

notions of youth and its passions, and its supposed capacity to live in the present 

without concern for the future. 

Steven Shearer and many of his peers display an unabashed interest in pop 

culture and a postmodernist penchant for its sampling and recontextualization 

as playful strategies, refusing the elitist divide between so-called high and low 

culture.27 Cosmopolitanism, globalization and, of course, the Internet have 

concretely consolidated this approach to art making. Shearer’s appropriation of 

imagery produced in and around the heavy metal scene as his source materials 

can be interpreted as essentially an inclusive act, based on the idea that the 

creative production of untrained or instinctive practitioners have equal if not 

more value than that of their institutionally schooled counterparts. However, can 

we assume that simply because Shearer’s use of heavy metal source materials 

has received contemporary art’s stamp of approval that artistic egalitarianism 

has been achieved? Indeed much of the seductive appeal of his work is rooted 

in viewers’ enjoyment in getting to explore a highly specific culture, accessing a 

scene usually best known by its members. We can feel equally in the know thanks 

to the privileged knowledge of the artist, based on his previous involvement in 

the scene as a young white male.28 Furthermore, Shearer consistently reverses 

the supposedly lowly status of his imagery and subject matter through the 

referencing of various aspects of Western art history, be it abstract painting 

or the museological traditions of collecting and archiving. In effect, these 

strategic processes make this culture more easily palatable if not more worthy 

of contemporary art’s interest. Even as Shearer celebrates and monumentalises 
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Steven Shearer, Group, 2004. Ballpoint pen on paper; 28 x 28 cm. Courtesy the artist; Galerie Eva 
Presenhuber, Zurich; Private Collection, Switzerland. © the artist.

the distinctive style, attitude, tastes and subjectivity of metal culture, his project 

ultimately suggests that his subject matter’s value—that is to say, for which it is 

appreciated by its many fans and musicians29—is insufficient. Rather, as is the 

case with folk expressivity, its worth is amplified by being found and reframed, 

curated and collected within an official art context.
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