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JOEL SHAPIRO: PAINTED WOOD
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Untitled, 1982 Onl or weod, 12 3/8 % 43 14 % 13 17% inches. Douglas 5, Cramer, Los Angeles. Phato: eeva-inkeri.




scale abjecor of the carly 1970s carned him a posi-

tiom a8 ane of the most importane sculpears of hia

gereration. These diminwiive bouses, chaim, hones,
snd bridges milled or cast in bronze or sron wene rdical
departores from the lirge-scale, reductive sculprures
that had dominated the peevious decade. While these
metl seulprures initially eatablished his reputation, it is
Shapira’s figurative work, ia particular his painted
wood sculprure, char fully atteses to hisackievemene of
mollifying the rigorous hard of Minimalisen,

Waoed 5 an crganic material that grows vertically
igainat gravity. The physical disposition of trees, o
torsa- like trunk erowned by spreading banches asd
limbs, evolkes the human figure. Lumber, the industrial
form of weod, is sections of urees, stripped bare of bark
and milled into varying sizes of geometric shapes in
order to facilitate assembly into structures that require
preciacly fitting junctions. In his painted wood sculp-
ture from the past fourteen years, Shapire kas crearcd a
body of work that essentially fuses and kalances the
vital aspects of this natursl material with the imposed
manmade regularity of lamber.

Wood has been used for sculpture threughour the
histery of ast, Becausc it is less durhle than metal or
waone, however, fewer works have survived, Making
sculpture of wacd requires technigues differens from
these used with clay, bronze, wax, or marble. Because
wood can be worked in MLny wiys—out, carved,
gouged, glued—in affords the artst o fluese, more
experimental working method. From the second dee-
sl of this ceatury, Pablo Piaassa's painted wood wall
reliefs, which hover equivocally becween the realms of
painting and sculptare, are important examples of an
artest unng these matefals to advance the conventions
of art toward new horizons. [n general, applying paint
to wood can berd & layer of moaning beyoad mere
decaraninn, for the paint seabs the wood and, in another
sense, clothes it

For Shapiro, paint has many functions. In an
untitled from 1973 (fig, 1) he used paint to veil the
small home mountsd by a rider facing backward,
EpTRying it in o spontancows gesture, Given the spatial
demands and nonohisetivity the sculpture of the 1960
had established, be thought it necessary to concesl this
vilnerable, irrugb—-nri:nu:d work, which 1z clearly
personal in natural. Despite its size, the object com-
enands considerable space on the wall; in that light, its
#zalle i mat e fact small. Although this work can be
discussed in formal eerms, the drips of green spray paint
sagnal it emotional impact. The scalpture addresses

J"l'.'IF.I. SHAPIRO'S EVOCATIVE SMALL-

Figure 1. Ustitled, 197]. Emamel on woed, & 172 x 8 172 2 1 178
inchen Mickael and Madin Guoedban, Lesdon, Ploan Geoliirey
LClrmrnis

Shapiro’s insecurities and the feelings of awkwardness
that had been s part of his work tothes peint. He stated:

Whes I made [it], it seermed embarrassing. It
sezmerd not &8 senious as | chought work
should be ar char time. 1 used paint and color

to carmouflage the phece, o deny it

The spontaneaas use of spray paint suggests that
this sculpture is processoriented. In such works, traces
of how they were made are left visible orare essential vo
their appearunce. Process was important to many of
Shapira's early works. According vo the wrtist, spray
painting this sculpture was tantamount to cxeting it in
metal in that “painting it made it irrefutable, gave ita
solidity, and was like metaphor.” In this sense, the
paint gives the form its integrity and a layer of
proteceman, much like a skin. In a curous way, the paint
simultanecusly masks and draws attention o the

IMAgEry.



Shapiro's early works invalved a compression and an
extraction of meaning, as if cach tuny obporsy mbolized
isolation. Later in the 1%a ke begun ta make moere
sharree, bew lrl-iEﬂ'lll‘iI: wall seulpeures af woad. Tn cheir

metry these works showed the influencs of the
ﬁmtructh"ut aesthetic. Seer fram the front, as un-
titled work from 197879 is flat and appears to float on
the wall. A side view of the pake green npeeoid reveals
an empey space behind the primary pline—a privare,
inrimare realm that s shiclded by the geometric shape
that created it

Color functions in a very different way here than it
does in the earlier work. As Shapiro described it, he was
imspared by Barncts Newman's use of colon

It must have been not symbalic, but a
metaphor for a whole serves of thoughts. He
weuld pick s color that had a particular locs-
tiom in relationship towhere he began. There
wag a keinel of dislossrian of the FIIHEIH-'I-IHIEII
the eolar, 1 wanted the color to locate in a
different place,

Indoed, this sculpture concems the lomtion of an arca
shekered by a geomennic fromesl piane, which 1z saftened
by the pastel colar. Shapiro underscored this, sajying:

The paint functions away, docs not locae
isell om the surface because of the lightnes
af the ealos. Ir i3 more of an atmospheric

effect,

In this respect, this work polanoes incerior amd
exterior both formally and paychologically.

The work feom 197R-79 lnoks carefully plannesd
and executed, In o sculpture from 1979 Shapiro began
1o work more intuitively. Asxious o exvend the con-
remt of hin sculpture, {rt abandened the hard-edge
finish af the cadier serics. While the premise for the
1979 work ia much the same a8 the easlier one, that i,
cutring up & piece of wood and rearranging s compo-
ments b0 present the same maneral in a2 wholly new
dispomtion, the look s quite different. This piece
aggressively breaks into theee dimensions from the
wall; the earkier one masks & space a3 e hidden velume,
Here jagged, almost viclent, cuts are visible; the
alignment and corgruencies of the earlier work are
graceful and elegant, Shapiro wmlked about the 1978-79
work a3 “self-conmuined, insular.” The 1979 piece is
more gregarious, the lines go out, it really refers to
other hecations.” Hle contipeed:

There nt|]:,' 5 u sepse that it's jl.lll; been
thrown on the wall, | wanted it to be hike 2
bunch of darts, just chop up, tumed
aroand, snd then lecaced and referred back to
where it waz. [t wax aciive enuug:h. it hnd
enaugh energy, to do that. | pamted 3t to
homogenize it somewhat.

Agmin, the artist discussed the paint in terme of bond -
ing the scul prurl elements into a whole, not unlike the
sting proceis,

The following year, Shapiro reasseried his need for
clariey and definition of form. For an untitled work
from 1980 he schecied cheiry, an intsinscally boautiful
wood that is hard ard themby provides a goad custiag
edge. The geometrie units, three rectangles and an
irregubar six-sided figure to which the others are an-
tached, crestc 8 shape reminiscent of s torso. By
painting oaly the dismeond form blue, the artis Bolaced
thie culor slement whils ainulancowsly sugeeting this
areaan ot aataral, pot I'm:l-u:ulr bt mt—:hins ather.""
The “ather” in this case may well berhe reintradection
of the figure, In fact, Shapiro hes ssid he regards this
paisted ares es the bip or groin of an abstracted tomso,

With the shift away from his nnnnhj-ctti'.rc warlk,
Slu-Piﬁ- soon became ideneified as one of the Iu.d'-ng
artiika in the re-emergence ﬂ!'ﬁﬂ:u'riﬂn rhar was saag
to pervade the art of the early 19805, In a sculprure
from 1980-82 Shapiro used six pieces of wood to creste
% poignant rension between the trl.g'ii: mnad witty aspects
of the human condition. 13 this adepiction of the fallof
man or merely seme E¥mmnascor rumbles? The F'l.gun'. is
deftly balinced berween the |.4hlpe created by the
arma, which together with the bead form the tripod
|:q|.|.iﬂ'd for m'bﬁl'll:'rr., and the :-p|l l@,which reach
up:l.rbdn.nti]zurnut i:nl:-u-:ptz- 1te 1t pmuu.ri-uu:
posture, Shapino believed “'somchow it scemed too
static. [t did not have the level of dmma and int:ull::r
thar | waneed " Fwven after the p:l.i11l was applied, in &
visialy sponmneous manner, he felt that something
was rr|.'tﬂir|.g, Ta fimsh the 'p;cn:. Ehlpﬂm burned it
lightly.

A soulpoure from 1931 (g 2) suggests a comparable
Pri.mi!ivilqie LERE & well a3 a relstion to tnbal art, The

ruding nsils eveke African fetish or votive figures.

hile small, it has extraordinary power, but what is

mast subtle and moving about this work i its posture.

Drawn close to its upper torso, its bent legs are

enclosed by its two arms, which descrbe a cube-like
perimeter that contains the figare.



Figurr 3, Uneichedl, 19EE, Ohl oon woand wth radhs, 11 178w 8 174w
E 2% incken. Lewgi asd Senan Wlanilow, Chasagr,

Another 'FIE'l.l!‘ll:i'l-‘t' work From [DB2 {-mv;r} discleaca
the dichatamy herween rhe active and ek wtaten of
mind. The figare 15 lying oa the fioor on its side, but it
Appars to bhe runnng, with left hand exended and
rgl“ knee h.:lil:,r flexad. The Fn.'ti:nl m-vtring the head
and meck arem was irl.:pin:l:l |:I:|' the cobalr-vicker color
Picasso had used in the I‘thmdzpiu rm;l;rl.ind Elun;:
in a dream scate. *'Ir 5 a8 coler that sends ea dissalve
form,” Shapiro explained. Inscead of camouflaging or
url.ifginn; the work, the Figm:n: calls sttenigion oo ;pa:qi'—
ic arcas, The wulptare fuses the sbezping state with o
posture that saggests sumeoone pursuing & dream, and
the arrangement of the blocks of wood seeems nlmost
temporary. Like the other overly figurative works,
hivwever, there is i balance between the shatracr, formal
clements and the subject matter,

Recently, Shapiro has been probieg furher the
relatiemship between color amd form. A vertical figure
Fram 1984 is nearly life size and has a white pigment
staimed ints its torsn. In combinatina with the natural
grain and knots of the wood, the pigment creates the
effect of a flowing disphanous gown over a nude body.
With three heavy and cenusudy pined blocks of wood,
Shapino creaved a clamically senvevus almtrc fgare

Ie a laver untitled work also from 1986 (fig. 3)
Shapiro maved sway frem the human figare voward an
znimal-like form.,

The ariginal intention was to take a block of
wood, something stable and obgct-like, and
make it wmerhing unstshle and animate. |
needed to ger it up in the air and somehow
make it stay chere,

Chnice aguin, Shapire waed o tripod base, In this
inetance, the lang, spindly atseks of wacd function like
legs supporting a hallow rectangular box of wood made
of four flat boards and cut te fit edge to edge. The
outside of the box s an indigo blue. Sinze the inside is
unpdinted, the work has o volume thar is vasibly
announced on the inversor, yer denied by the contine-
ouns blue on the extenor. Moreover, the rich, deep calor
adds perceptual weaght that i illusory but generaces
tensmn. This three-le createre appears 1o amble
along on its weak legs in o masner reminiscent of some
of Faul Kiee's pictorial musings. Yerchis animal asscrts
its m|i|:_\' in the viewer's space ifna Wiy ehat no Fu.iqﬁrs_
o dmwing could possihly achieve. The artise bas said of
this woark:

What 1 have always wanted w do is ;ake 2
chunk of epace and declore it. Then the
materal 1% a boundary. Somehow, in a wny,
the matcnal gets in the way, By utilizing the
paint, you demateralize the materml.

Sh:pim': p:.inttd e m:ull:-l:u:\ﬂ SOVEF & Wil
range. He fas cut, sawed, carved, and joined picees of
wond. He has used paint to obfuscane forms, wmify
them, and articulare Ell.rliruhr :|eu1.-rnu, as well =
charge chem with & primitne energy. Combining
wernsl's petural warmth and the grometric forms of
lumber with hie impulee to configure, Shapire ks
evolved & body of work that humanizes rhe ausrere
structures of Mirimal art.

Ned Rifkin
Chief Curater for Eschibitions

All quoces are from & 1987 interview with the artss.,



Figure 3. Untitled, 1986, Oil on wood, 65 x 55 1 62 inches, Mr, and Mrs, Raymond D,
Masher, Dallas. Photo: James Diee.
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