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The Insistent Image: Recurrent Motifs in the Art of Shepard 
Fairey and Jasper Johns features new work by Shepard 
Fairey and a survey of prints made, between 1982 and 
2012, by Jasper Johns at Universal Limited Art Editions. Both 
Fairey and Johns recycle graphic elements in the works they 
produce, and in each case these repeated fragments gain 
new meaning through fresh juxtapositions and associations. 
Additionally, both artists share the capacity to transform the 
quotidian into the iconic. The exhibition demonstrates the 
power of this strategy of image repetition in the works of 
these two distinguished American artists.

Born in 1970, in Charleston, S.C., this will 

be Shepard Fairey’s fi rst major exhibition in 

his hometown. Driven in the 1980s by an 

obsession with skateboard culture and a 

sticker campaign that went viral, Fairey has 

become one of the most visible street artists 

in the world. His seemingly ubiquitous 

Obama HOPE poster helped bolster his 

career (and, arguably, President Obama’s); 

soon after, the National Portrait Gallery, in Washington, D.C., acquired it for its permanent collection. 

Straddling the realms of fi ne, commercial, and street art, Fairey’s work resists easy classifi cation. The artist 

exploits the gaps among these genres to produce works that frequently take on social and political issues. 

Fairey has become an articulate advocate for free speech and progressive ideas.

His work is included in the collections of the Smithsonian; Los Angeles County Museum of Art; Museum of 

Modern Art, in New York; Museum of Contemporary Art San Diego; National Portrait Gallery, in Washington, 

D.C.; and Victoria and Albert Museum, in London.

shePard FaireY:

Los Angeles - based artist Shepard Fairey has created an entire new body of work for this exhibition, 

collectively entitled Power & Glory. According to Fairey, the animating concept behind these works is both 

a celebration and critique of Americana, with an emphasis on the meanings of power. Staying true to his 

rebellious punk background, and the social and political critique in his work, the new pieces are full of in-

your-face slogans and statements about power, security, protection, and comparable subjects. Known for his 

visual reappropriation of logos, symbols, and imagery, the new paintings, sculptures, works on paper, and 

screen prints explore and analyze the complex sociopolitical gumbo that constitutes contemporary American 

culture. Along with exhibiting his works in the indoor space, Fairey has created a series of large-scale public 

murals, visually and thematically related to the show, in locations throughout downtown Charleston.

Taken in toto, Fairey is questioning the notion of American hegemony within the context of current 

geopolitical upheavals. As a country, the United States has long maintained the idea of American 

exceptionalism, a concept ripe for critical analysis. President George H. W. Bush famously said we would 

prevail in the Gulf War because “God was on our side.” Quotes such as these offer creative opportunities for 

Fairey’s brand of social activism through art. His method is to use metaphor to uncover the hidden agendas 

and political currents fl owing just beneath the surface. 

In one of the murals for this show, Fairey is speaking directly to the multiple meanings associated with the 

word “power” through the text, “Enjoy POWER & GLORY While They Last.” Power derived from fossil fuels 

has now been proven conclusively to be contributing to climate change, but just as urgently has the quest 

for the raw materials for this power lead us into wars and near bankruptcy. The other meaning of power, 

as in governmental control and corporate greed, is also a driving factor in global politics. With China’s rise 

as the United States’s largest debt buyer, we stand to lose much more than the bragging rights for top 

superpower. Fairey highlights this dangerous game, emphasizing that it is our role as citizens to challenge 

the status quo politics surrounding these debates.

His use of such recurring motifs as a star, sunbeams, chevrons, the human eye, and Andre the Giant, 

among many others, playfully mock the propaganda strategies used by totalitarian regimes. Their theory 

is, if a symbol or message is repeated often and loudly enough, it becomes accepted as truth. Fairey slyly 

points out the power of visual imagery to move us to action, in both good and bad ways.  

Shepard Fairey’s art has an undeniable visual 

appeal, with its limited palette and pleasing 

geometries, yet the messages conveyed 

through his work are anything but neat and 

tidy. Despite the heaviness of the content, 

Fairey remains optimistic and hopeful that 

“the masses” will rise up in revolt against the 

insidious forces of greed and politics. His works 

challenge viewers to reconsider their place 

within consumerist culture. By revealing our 

complicity in the larger systems at work, and 

encouraging change, Fairey acts as a beacon 

for our collective social conscience. Every 

culture needs its artists. 

thUrsdaY, MaY 22, 6:00 PM 
OPENING RECEPTION FOR THE INSISTENT IMAGE
Guests will enjoy complimentary refreshments and light hors d’oeuvres, provided by Whole Foods Market, ICEBOX, 
and Sapporo.

satUrdaY, MaY 24, 2:00 PM
GALLERY TALK WITH SHEPARD FAIREY

Shepard Fairey will give a gallery talk about his work on view in the exhibition. To be added to the RSVP waiting 

list, please visit halsey.cofc.edu/events/fairey-gallery-talk/. The talk will be simulcast on the Internet for free. To 

access the video stream, visit halsey.cofc.edu/events/fairey-gallery-talk/. Organize a viewing party!

thUrsdaY, JUne 26, 6:00 PM
MEMBERS-ONLY CURATOR-LED TOUR

Join the Halsey Institute staff and your fellow members for a fun and exclusive evening tour. Director 

and senior curator Mark Sloan will lead Halsey Institute members on a guided tour of The Insistent 

Image: Recurrent Motifs in the Art of Shepard Fairey and Jasper Johns. Explore the exhibition, get insider 

knowledge, and meet other Halsey Institute lovers! This tour is for Halsey members only. To join the Halsey Institute 

family, please contact Emily Rigsby at (843) 953-5652 or eaRigsby@cofc.edu or visit halsey.cofc.edu/support/.

sPeCial hoUrs!

In addition to our normal gallery hours, the exhibition will be open from 11:00am to 4:00pm on Sundays 

during Spoleto Festival USA, May 25, June 1 and June 8.

161 CALHOUN ST., 1ST FLOOR, CHARLESTON, SC 29401
PHONE. 843.953.4422 • FAX. 843.953.7890 
GALLERY HOURS:  11AM - 4PM MONDAY – SATURDAY 
OPEN TIL 7PM ON THURSDAYS 
GALLERY ADMISSION is free and open to the public.
PARKING is available in the St. Philip and George Street Garages. 
LOOKING TO SEE TOURS available. Contact biswellL@cofc.edu 

The Halsey Institute of Contemporary Art is administered by the 
School of the Arts at the College of Charleston and exists to 
advocate, exhibit and interpret visual art, with an emphasis on 
contemporary art.

Our Thanks to the Exhibition Sponsors!


