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The exhibition Steven Shearer: Sleep, Death’s Own Brother takes as its point of departure Sleep II (2015), 

a monumental collage made up of thousands of found images—all of them JPEGs sourced online—

depicting people asleep. A breathtaking tour de force balancing color, scale, structure, and subject 

matter, the sprawling mosaic shows a wide variety of somnolent states, from the peaceful and the 

comedic to the ecstatic and downright morbid. Titled after a line from Hesiod’s eighth-century BC epic 

poem Theogony (“Harmful Night, veiled in dusky fog, carries in her arms Sleep, Death’s own brother”), 

the exhibition revolves around this uneasy proximity (“brotherhood”) between death and sleep, a 

recurring trope in Shearer’s art. Built around the George Economou Collection’s substantial holdings of 

Steven Shearer’s work in painting and printed matter, Sleep, Death’s Own Brother proposes an in-depth 

look at the oeuvre of this Vancouver-based artist from the transgressive thematic perspective of the 

lifeless body, which is sometimes truly, sometimes only seemingly dead. 

Steven Shearer first gained renown in the early 2000s with a range of works rooted in his deeply 

personal affinity with seventies teen culture and the proletarian aesthetic of the global metal 

underground, which the artist continues to mine for iconographic references, however serendipitous, 

to canonical art history. One of the earliest works in the exhibition, Man Sitting (2006), is exemplary 

of his transhistorical strategy of image-making: while the source for the painting is a grainy black-and-

white photograph of a long-haired shirtless drummer behind his kit, Shearer transforms the image 

into a hieratic portrait of a brooding youth sitting inside a claustrophobic interior, with delirious 

echoes of the world of Edvard Munch. (This same Munchian gloom informs the portrait The Sickly 

Fauve (2014).)  



Shearer’s frequent references to the gothic sensibility of late medieval Old Master painting and visual 

culture reflect the morbid preoccupations of his subject matter; like the ballpoint drawing Band 

(2004), based on an infamous group portrait of—nomen est omen—death metal pioneers Obituary, 

hanging from nooses. Band appears in the exhibition beside another macabre masterpiece from the 

George Economou Collection, Rudolf Schlichter’s watercolor drawing The Artist with Two Hanged 

Women (1924), while similarly lugubrious works by Schlichter’s contemporary Otto Dix provide 

further historical backstory. Death, of course, is one of art history’s truly immortal concerns.  

In two of Shearer’s most ambitious recent paintings, Atheist’s Commission (2018) and Potter (2021), 

Christological overtones temper the references from pop culture, reminding us that the brotherhood 

between death and sleep is one of the founding principles of the legend of Christ. Whence the 

bedside mourning for Christ in Andrea Mantegna’s painting Lamentation over the Dead Christ (ca. 

1480): Do the Virgin Mary and Saint John not realize He might be merely asleep? 

At the entrance of the exhibition, a small-scale, red-toned portrait, The Green Collector (2021), who 

clutches a diminutive blue model, welcomes the viewer to Shearer’s world. Once inside, the “spell of 

Hypnos” works its magic—along with art’s uncanny powers to bring the inanimate to life.   

The exhibition is curated by Dieter Roelstraete in close collaboration with the artist and Skarlet 

Smatana, Director of the George Economou Collection. A publication with essays by Roelstraete, 

Nicholas Cullinan and Silvia Montiglio will accompany the exhibition. 

The exhibition will be on view from 18 June 2023 until March 2024 at the George Economou 

Collection, 80 Kifissias Ave, 15125 Marousi, Athens, Greece. Our opening hours are Monday to 

Friday from 10 am to 6 pm, and Wednesdays until 8pm. For further information or images, please 

contact Caroline May at +30 210 8090566 or caroline@artesia.gr 

 

Notes to Editor 

Dieter Roelstraete is curator of the Neubauer Collegium for Culture and Society at the University of 

Chicago, where he also teaches. Recent exhibitions at the Neubauer Collegium have featured the 

work of Ida Applebroog, Anna Daucikova and Assaf Evron, Jason Dodge, Arnold J. Kemp, Pope.L, 

Martha Rosler, Slavs and Tatars, and Cecilia Vicuña. Roelstraete was a curator for documenta 14 in 

2017. From 2012 to 2015 he served as the Manilow Senior Curator at the Museum of Contemporary 

Art Chicago, where he organized The Way of the Shovel: Art as Archaeology (2013–14), Simon 

Starling: Metamorphology (2014), The Freedom Principle: Experiments in Art and Music, 1965 to 

Now (2015), and Kerry James Marshall: Mastry (2016). From 2003 to 2011 Roelstraete worked at        

M HKA, Antwerp, where he curated exhibitions featuring Chantal Akerman (2012) and Liam Gillick and 

Lawrence Weiner (2011), as well as survey shows of contemporary art from Rio de Janeiro (A Rua, 

2011–12) and Vancouver (Intertidal: Vancouver Art & Artists, 2005–06). Other recent curatorial 

projects include Pope.L: Between a Figure and a Letter at the Schinkel Pavillon, Berlin (2022); 

Machines à Penser at Fondazione Prada, Venice, devoted to the space of the philosopher’s hut and 

organized in conjunction with the Biennale Architettura (2018); and The Other Transatlantic: Kinetic 

Art and Op Art in Eastern Europe and Latin America, on view at the Museum of Modern Art in 

Warsaw, Garage Museum of Contemporary Art, Moscow, and Sesc Pinheiros, São Paulo, in 2017–18. 

Roelstraete has published extensively on contemporary art and related philosophical issues in 

numerous art catalogues and journals. 
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