


An intrepid wanderer, the Japanese artist known only by one name—Shimabuku—trusts his 
instincts as he roams the continents taking note of local customs and animal populations. In and 

through the rhythms of his daily experiences, he sees the simplest details. He asks questions, sometimes 
so modest that the answers seem obvious. His discoveries, informed by a mammoth curiosity and 
whimsical spirit, often verge on the absurd. It’s here that his conceptual studio practice takes form. 

In this exhibition, the artist has focused his study on a group of Japanese macaques in the United 
States. In the early 1970s, macaques had become a nuisance as the city of Kyoto expanded into their 
habitat, so the city began looking for a place to relocate the animals. A rancher in Dilley, Texas, whose 
wife is a primate specialist, offered a protected environment where the monkeys could roam with 
minimal human interference. The primates 
were transported from the suburbs to the 
sanctuary in the Lone Star state in 1972. 

The natural habitat for macaques ranges 
from humid subtropical forests in the south 
of Japan to subarctic forests in mountainous 
areas in the northern part of the animals’ 
range. The species became known as snow 
monkeys because they adapted to the frigid 
temperatures of the northern mountains. 
One of their first discoveries was to sit on 
thermal wells to stay warm, and later they 
began bathing in hot springs. In 1992, 
Shimabuku visited Arashiyama Monkey Park 
Iwatayama near Kyoto and learned about 
the group of monkeys who had immigrated 
to the United States. The ability to adapt to 
new environments helped the Texas animals 
acclimate to the dry heat and unfamiliar 
predators of its new desert location. 

After thinking about these monkeys for more 
than twenty years, Shimabuku finally visited 
the monkey preserve in 2016. He noticed 
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“Beautiful incomprehension interests me more than         
 bad comprehension.”

Snow monkeys in Nagano, Japan. Photo by Mark Hemmings, 
www.markhemmings.com





ABOUT THE ARTIST

Shimabuku was born in Kobe, Japan, in 1969. He 
earned an undergraduate degree at Osaka College 
of Art (1990) and a BFA at the San Francisco 
Art Institute (1992). Soon after he completed his 
formal education, Shimabuku participated in artist 
residencies in Japan, France, Brazil, Canada, and 
Germany. His group exhibitions include venues 
such as the Pompidou Center (Paris), the Hayward 
Gallery (London), the São Paulo Biennale, 
the Lyon Biennale, and two Venice Biennales. 
Shimabuku lived and worked in Berlin for twelve 
years before moving to southern Japan in 2017. 

that the animals were somehow “Americanized.” They’d grown larger and lived longer. They developed 
unique vocalizations to warn each other of rattlesnakes and other predators, just as the different 
Japanese groups established localized calls. The American macaques also learned to forage for mesquite 
pods and cactus, to seek shade, and to cool themselves in watering holes. Snow monkeys are considered 
among the most intelligent of primates, often used in studies concerning human neuroscience. But 
Shimabuku was curious to know whether these monkeys, many generations removed from the original 
immigrants, still retained attributes that allowed them to adapt to colder climates. He simply asked, 
“Do snow monkeys remember the snow?”

The video and photograph on display here grew out of Shimabuku’s attempt to answer that question. 
After observing the monkeys in Texas for several days, the artist decided to make a huge pile of ice cubes 
to emulate a cold and snowy environment. He drove a pickup truck loaded with bags of ice onto the 
sanctuary, built a “mountain” of cubes, and then stepped back and trained his video camera on it as he 
watched the monkeys discover ice. 

Though separated by nearly six thousand miles and more than forty-five years, the Texas monkeys
behaved in ways similar to their Japanese counterparts who live in wintry habitats. So simple in its design, 
his film addresses complex issues of memory, displacement, and genetically determined behaviors. 
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Epigraph from “Review: Christmas in the Southern Hemisphere, Air de Paris, 1999,”  Flash Art 32 (no. 208), October 1999, retrieved 6.27.18. 
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Works on View
Do snow monkeys remember snow mountains?
2016
HD video with sound 
Duration: 20 minutes 

Snow Monkey Stance
2016
Digital inkjet print on Hahnemühle photo rag paper, 
53⅛ x 35⅜ in.

Courtesy of the artist, Freedman Fitzpatrick, Los Angeles, 
and Air de Paris, Paris

Eyes On: Shimabuku is organized by the Denver Art 
Museum. It is presented with the generous support 
of Vicki and Kent Logan, the donors to the Annual Fund 
Leadership Campaign, and the citizens who support the 
Scientific and Cultural Facilities District (SCFD).

The Eyes On exhibition series features contemporary 
artists with practices that relate to strengths in our 
collections. The multiyear program presents work new 
to Denver audiences. 

 
Cover: Snow Monkey Stance 

Inside covers, center spread, back cover: Video still shots, 
Do snow monkeys remember snow mountains?  
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