The Early Work of Miriam Schapiro:
The Beginnings of Reconciliation between the Artist and the Woman'
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Miriam Schapiro has been a prime maotivating force in
the feminist art movement which developed during the
seventies. Her collages from these years are filled with
domestic imagery through which she states her concern for
women. She has also lent validity to the decorative art
movement through the revival of patterning and decoration.

As Thalia Gouma-Peterson demonstrated in a 1980
exhibition catalogue, Schapiro did not arrive at her purpose
in the art world without great personal struggle.? During the
fifties she worked in the mainstream mode of abstract
expressionism. Her role as a woman and artist in the art
society of New York, a society which seemed almost totally
dominated by men, was in the beginning unclear. During
this era, she sensed that her art was not genuine, and this led
to a crisis in her work. From that point. painful though it
was, she began a slow road toward discovering valid
personal expression. The expressions which she uncovered
turned out to be more authentic for her and therefore much
more powerful. Schapiro’s early works were a bridge to
new awareness and confidence. In the book Working it Our,
she expressed her feelings about this struggle: “1 needed,
more than ever, to be a special, different, original artist, to
have my art represent me in a clear and unmistakable way,
5o that [ wouldn't have to bother with social identity. My art
alone would reveal me to the world and to myself. "*

Schapiro testificd to this searching process and even-
wal self-assertion which becomes apparent when her early
work is examined. Her personal statements help to clarify
the translation of strife into meaning. Stylistically, these
paintings reflected mainstream tendencies and her geo-
graphical location, but more important for present consid-
cration is the manner in which she developed a personal
iconography while absorbing various modes.

Schapiro’s later strength as a feminist leader in the an
world may be more easily understood after examining her
carly development. She was surrounded by a social milicu
which caused her to closely examine her place as a woman
artist. Due to her feclings of alienation, she was forced to
cast aside what she felt society expected of her and come to
her own conclusions. The essence of what Schapiro fought
for in her “personal struggle” was self-acceptance and
realization of her own value. The discrimination which she
perceived spurred her to take risks, and therefore to grow. If
she had felt total acceptance and had felt comfortable in the
art world this may have never happened. An extreme point
of crisis and psychological pain—when she found she no
longer knew how to work—was possibly one of her most
strengthening experiences; since she had nothing left to
lose. she abandoned her preconceptions of what she as a
woman and artist should represent to people. and dis-
covered a more integrated person and mode of aristic
expression,

Schapiro and her husband, Paul Brach, moved from

Columbia, Missouri, to New York City in 1952. Schapiro
helped to support them by working three jobs as teacher,
bookstore clerk, and secretary. They developed a circle of
friends in the city, among them neighbors Joan Mitchell and
Phillip Guston. They shared camaraderie with the loose
group of abstract expressionists which met regularly to
discuss painting at the Club or Cedar Street Tavern.*

Schapiro said she “began making abstract expres-
sionist paintings” during that time and became “visible" as
an artist.* It is apparent from her thoughts about this period
that she had not yet developed an independent and authentic
personal style, but was instead following suit. She noted
that she “loved New York, was comfortable painting in the
dominant abstract expressionist style, had splendid compan-
ionship . . . [but] was nonctheless unhappy and fearful.”
Later she realized that she was a “token woman™ in a male-
oriented world. She was ofien the only woman to exhibit in
shows, and was aware that her work “seemed so different as
to be peripheral. ™

In an interview of 1984, Schapiro acknowledged that
despite her unease, she was not aware of her tokenism at the
time.” Many of her “unhappy and fearful” feelings of the
period were no doubt influenced by more factors than her
minority status as a woman in the art world of New York. It
must also be considered that she was still a young artist of
twenty-nin¢ when she and Brach moved to New York.
Feelings of insecurity and fear can stem from lack of
expericnce. She testified that she “lived at a very competi-
tive period” and *“was very committed™ to herself.® There
were considerably fewer women on the scene, but lack of
representation was so embedded in the system that she was
not even conscious of it:

If 1 got into [a show] and no one else did, and
there were no women, it just occurred to me that |
was lucky to get in, that the competition was
working, or something like that, and those were
very uncomfortable feelings. I had no alternative;
I didn't know that there could be another way.”

Perhaps one of the reasons that Schapiro felt she was “lucky
to get in” and experienced “uncomfortable feelings™ of
being unworthy of acceptance was that she realized that her
work was an attempt to conform.

In a small oil of 1952 (Figure 1), Schapiro’s stylistic
uncertainty is illustrated by her exploration of a traditional
theme (flowers in a vase) in a quasi-abstract expressionist
manner. Her hesitation may also be observed in Fetes
Champetres of 1953 (Figure 2) which clings to the represen-
tational figure without the fluent integration of form usually
found in abstract expressionist paintings. In theme and
composition she referred to Giorgione and Manet.'" One
may detect a yearning for definite form and connection with
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tradition despite her basic abstract expressionist technique
and “expenditure of energy. ™!’

Beast Land and Plenty of 1957 (Figure 3) moved more
in the direction of abstraction in the pure sense, but still
maintained an essence of underlying, three-dimensional
form. In Fanfare of 1958 (Figure 4), the forms evolved into
planar elements, interlocking into a more successiul and
coherent whole. Here one is satisfied with the painting as an
enjoyable abstraction, without feeling the impetus to search
for representational connections. The loose “squiggles™ of
Beast Land and Plenty have coalesced into an expressive
field which nears autonomy, yet an overall abstract-expres-
sionist effect is missing. Instead,. the image is edged with
neutral space, crealing a sense of boundaries.

These four examples of her work during this phase of
her development seem to illustrate Schapiro’s lack of focus
at this time. More than one critic was concerned about the
consistency of her style: in 1960, Sidney Tillim noted that
there was “no particular visual stance™ in her new work,
and his review used the painting fnterview of 1958 (Figure
5) as an example; he was confused by her “shift from color
to biology to stylized geometry” and assumed that this
incongruity was indicative of her “uncertainty,” According
to Tillim, Schapiro was torn between figuration and abstrac-
tion, and therefore rendered herself undecided and inconsis-
tent. His critigue implied that overall, she was not serious
enough to discipline herself into a consistent mode, but
rather preferred to play at her painting.'* In a later review of
1961, he noted, in reference to her early work, the “conflict
between the formal and the sensual, "'?

The formal uncertainty may well have been an indica-
tion of her personal uncertainty during that period of her
life. Schapiro had often portrayed the image of woman
underneath the spontaneous brushwork; but, as Thalia
Gouma-Peterson remarked, “the various identities of
woman remain separate and fragmented,™ with interpreta-
tions fluctuating from the public woman to the private,
presumably reflecting her own confusion about her role as a
woman and an artist. "

Schapiro chose to have a child during this early part of
her career, giving birth to her son Peter in 1955. She was
happy with her maternal role, but had unrealistically
thought that she could balance mothering and artistic
concentration. She stated that she was “living in the realm
of wish™'® and had naively assumed that she could care for
her child, make art, and have time for her friends. As in the
formal divisions between the figurative and the abstract in
her work, she felt great “fragmentation and complexity ™ to
be a part of her life. She was eventually forced to take time
each day for herself, alone in her studio, but she was
confronted with guilt about leaving her son.'®

The experience of being forced to juggle various roles
and expectations without knowing how (o maintain an
equilibrium caused Schapiro to state I was taking little bits
out of my whole self and giving them out here and there all
over. "7

This rift between what Schapiro referred to as her
“private and social selves™"*® came to a point of crisis in the
late fifties. During that period. when she experienced the
conflicts between mothering and the attempt to make
serious art, she said she eventually “lost the ability to
work " and “experienced the severity of not knowing how to
make a painting.”'® With therapy she recognized such
conflicls as common to many women, and thus began a

44

slow road to reconciliation between the artist and the
woman,2? between the public and the private, and between
abstraction and figuration. 1960- 61 served as a transitional
period for Schapiro, and she worked from the stance thal
she was “reborn, totally new on this earth. " Stating that she
finally “came out of the jungle of abstract expres-
sionism, "' she gave herself the freedom to create images
authentic to her as an individual. The Game of 1960 (Figure
6) combined the geswral nature of abstract expressionism
with the clarity of geometry: Schapiro had focused on a few
dominant elements, confining her forms to a vertical band
flanked by expanses of neutral canvas. Also indicative of
Schapiro’s emerging confidence was The Game's boldness
and concentration upon formal clanty.

A female presence appeared in the same vertical
format in The Law of 1961 (Figure 7), and a spherical form
dominated the walls of the structure. In The House (Figure
) of 1961, it became obvious that the reference was to an
egg. The egg, as Schapiro would eventually clarify, stood
for herself as a woman and creative person.??

These transitional works were prerequisite to a series
of paintings which Schapiro developed in the carly sixties.
Around 1962, a new image of herself as an artist and &
woman began to take hold and was projected into a series of
so-called Shrine paintings.

Schapiro wrote that this “new image was vertical,
almost my size. Narrow like a person,™* and the Shrines
were “aspirational,”* the top arched compartment specifi-
cally representing this concept to her. The arch not only had
religious associations because of its ecclesiastical use, but
served as an architectural support, symbolically in the
aspect of a vision for the futre.

The second compartments of the Shrines often made
reference to the history of art, as may be found in Shrine:
Homage to Mona Lisa of 1963 (Figure 9) which depicted a
faint rendering of the lower half of the face of Mona Lisa.
Orther Shrines contained second-compartment references (o
Schapiro's own life as did Shrine for Twe Paint Tiubes, 1962,
which displayed a second ledge occupied with objects of her
craft. Gouma-Peterson felt that Schapiro was, with these
symbolic Shrine images, attempting to connect herself as a
woman artist with the history of art, though still unclear
about her relationship to it. Schapiro was aware of the
scarcity of female artists in the past who had obtained the
eminence of “a Velasquez or Vermeer. "% Yet, by present-
ing personal clements in the Shrines, she attempted to
establish an identity for herself which would eventually
become historical. Schapiro said of the Shrines:

. . . they were about the future, and they were
about self-discovery; but, really, mostly they were
about the ways in which I learned my craft. I was
very serious, always, about being an artist, and
very connected to history of art. And the Shrines
were an homage to art itself. But then the subtle
part of them, you might say, the sub-text, was that
1 was trying to incorporate the history of art, and
yel, make a positive stance myself as an artist, so
1 used myself, not knowing myself yet, as the
subject matter of the Shrine. So the Shrine was
compartmentalized and had that image from the
history of art and had the egg, which was me,
which was really uncracked, not opened yet,
closed. . . .2



The third compariments contained the symbolic “un-
cracked™ egg which Schapiro had already utilized in the
paintings of 1960 61. The egg, traditionally associated with
“revival and rebirth,”*” and with the fecund nature of
woman, was also personally representative of Schapiro as a
woman and artist, the egg suggesting infinite possibilities
yet unborn but in the making. Schapiro, at this point,
viewed herself on the verge of self-discovery, and affirmed
her strength by creating a personal symbol for herself which
had import for all women.

The last compartment of the Shrines related to the
future by depicting a mirror in which Schapiro discovered
images to come.?® In the Shrines. she had, through the
assertion of herself as a woman as well as an amist,
predicted a destination which would prove in her work to be
that of feminist intent. The Shrines contained the relics of
her past, such as the elements of her craft and the images of
art history, while confidently asserting the emergence of a
new self. Deriving these images from an authentic inner
searching, she had abandoned her former mainstream com-
phiance for that of genuine personal content.*

In her period of introspection and questioning,
Schapiro created the works of 1960- 61, which, in their still-
hazy reflection of a developing self-image, indicated (in
content and in formal considerations) a more advanced and
coherent stage of discovery which came to fruition in the
Shrines. In her quest for balance in these paintings, she
combined what may be interpreted as a male phallic
structure with a fernale egg form. In an interview of 1977,
Schapiro acknowledged the dialectic between male and
female as giving “life™ to her art.’® Attempts to achieve
balance between seemingly opposing forces remained a
preoccupation throughout her career,

In 1975, she stated that part of her confusion in her
carly career lay in the dearth of female predecessors who
had reached the art historical prominence of male artists.
she had always felt ambitious in the same manner as the
men around her and at one time thought that she was “in a
woman's body with a man s concerns. ™' The beginnings of
reconciliation between these concerns began in the Shrines
and were to continue in the progression of her oenvre.

During the remainder of the sixties, Schapiro con-
tinued the formal reduction (which began with the Shrines).
She had all but abandoned painterliness for hard-edged
forms in the Shrines, and in Sixteen Windows of 1965
(Figure 10), she concentrated on the hard-edged foreground.
However, as Elizabeth Frank noted: *. . . at the same time
its cloudy apertures imply a yearning for something more
than the Minimal and the geometric."*? The silver panes
were @ continuation of the bottom compartments of her
Shrines, and although she presented a grid, it was not totally
neutral, but illusionistic, with an atmospheric space behind

I Preliminary research for this paper was done for a master’s degrec
thesis at Flonida State University for the Depanment of An History.
Gircat debt is owed 10 Thalia Gouma-Peterson for her catalogue essay
entitled “The House as Private and Public Image in Miriam Schapiro’s
An™ from Mirtam Schapivo: A Retrospective, 19531950 published by
The College of Wooster Museum in 1980, Gouma-Peterson presents
the concept of “recenciliation ™ between the antist and the woman in the
cirly work of Schapiro.

the network. Byzantium of 1967 (Figure 11) was purely
hard-edged with all traces of modeling or atmosphere
dismissed. In its dealing with geometric space, it seemed to
foreshadow Schapiro’s next involvements.

In 1967, she and her family moved from New York to
La Jolla, California,** where Schapiro continued to work in
the abstract hard-edged mode of Sivieen Windows, and in
1968, created the pivotal work entitled Big Ox #/ (Figure
12). Although she had been creating in a geometric,
scemingly objective fashion, Schapiro had never relin-
quished her concerns about her dual role as a woman and an
artist. In Ox, the battle for her equality in the male-
dominated art world began, though, at first, it was an
unconscious gesture, She said that when she began working
on the painting she “felt a tremendous need 1o do it. " When
she had finished it, she was not aware of what the image
meant, but it secemed “overpowering” to her. She could
sense its imporl, and yet was so overwhelmed by its
strangencss, that “the first thing [she] did was turn it to the
wall, "4

(Jx measures approximately eight by nine feet, and the
giant symbol, with outstretched arms, proclaims Schapiro's
new identity. The viewer is immediately drawn 1o the center
of the hexagonal “0,” and is invited to rest in the strong
embrace of the “X.” The assertiveness of orange is bal-
anced by the more vulnerable shades of pink, combining
elements which are opposing in nature.

Later Schapiro affirmed thai the centered image was a
reflection of herself as a woman. She wrote about Ox that 1
had needed 1o symbolize the self then, and the symbol 1
used was a centered hexagonal image. "** In Ox, Schapiro
began to balance conflicting ideas concerning masculinity
and femininity through her realization that logical and
assertive behavior were not alien to femininity. *®

Ox opened new areas of awareness for Schapiro. In
1970 she met Judy Chicago at Fresno State College.
Chicago's teaching and radical views eventually lead
Schapiro to new forms in her artmaking. Her participation
in the collaborative effort of Womanhouse during 1972
solidified her feminist convictions.

It seems likely that without the struggles of her carly
years, during which Schapiro was eventually forced to find
more authentic expression, she might not have been secure
enough as an artist to risk involvement with a radical stance
such as the feminist art movement. Her evolution by way of
abstract expressionism, hard-edged forms combined with
the gestural, and eventually personal images which became
iconographically her own, strengthened her for her future
affiliations. The self which Schapiro so carefully nurtured
and labored to develop blossoms as she discovers her cause
in the art world.
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Figure 1, Untitled, 1952, collection of H. Brach, NYC.
Courtesy of Miram Schapiro.



Figure 3, Beast Land and Plenty, 1957, New York University Art Collection, Gret Art Gallery and Study Center, Gift
of Mrs. Philip Lee.

47



Figure 5, Interview, 1958, collection of the artist.
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Figure 6, The Game, 1960, collection of the artist.



Figure 8, The House, 1961, collection of the artist.

Figure 9, Shrine: Homage to Mona Lisa, 1963, collection
of the artist.
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Figure 10, Sixteen Windows, 1965, collection of Levin-Townsend, NYC. Courtesy
of Miriam Schapiro.



Figure 12, Big Ox #1, 1968, collection of the artist.

Figure 11, Byzantiim, 1967, collection of the artist.

2l



