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Miriam Schapiro has been a prime motivating force in 
the feminist art movement which developed during the 
seventies. Her collages from these )'ears 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 an 
,ociely of New York. a society which seemed almost totally 
dominated by men, was in the beginning unclear. During 
this era. she sensed that her an 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 10 
new awareness and confidence. In the book Worki11g it 0111. 
she expressed her feelings about this struggle: ··1 needed. 
more than ever. to be a special. different. o riginal artist. 10 
have my art represent me in a clear and unmistakable way, 
so 1ha1 I wouldn ·1 have to bother with social identity. My art 
alone would reveal me to the world and to myself. .. , 

Schapiro testified 10 this searching process and even­
tual self-assenion which becomes apparent when her early 
work is examined . Her personal statements help to clarify 
the translation of strife into meaning. Stylistically. these 
paintings reHected mainstream tendencies and her geo­
graphical location. but more important for present consid­
eration is the manner in which she developed a personal 
iconography while absorbing various modes. 

Schapiro's later strength as a feminist leader in the art 
world may be more easily understood after examining her 
early development. She was surrounded by a social milieu 
which caused her to closely examine her place as a woman 
artist. Due to her feelings 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 
n,ali1.ation 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 fell 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 10 
lose, she abandoned her preconceptions of what she as a 
\\Oman and artist should represent 10 people. and dis­
covered a more integrated person and mode of anistie 
expression . 

Schapiro and her husband. Paul Brach, moved from 

Columbia. Missouri. 10 New York City in 1952. Schapiro 
helped to suppon them by working tlm.-e jobs as teacher, 
bookstore clerk, and secretary. They developed a circle of 
friends in the city, among them neighbors Joan Mitchell and 
Phill ip Gus1on. They shared camaraderie with the loose 
group of abstract expressionists which met regularly to 
discuss painti ng at the Club or Cedar Street Thvem.• 

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 
1ha1 she had not yet developed an independent and authentic 
personal style. but was instead foIJowing suit. She noted 
1ha1 she .. loved New York. was comfortable painting in the 
dominant abstract expressionist style. had splendid compan­
ionship .. . [but) was nonetheless unhappy and fearful.·· 
Later she realized that she was a .. token woman" in a male­
oriented world. She was often the only woman to exhibit in 
shows, and was aware that her work .. seemed so different as 
10 be peripheral. ·•• 

In an interview of 1984. Schapiro acknowledged 1ha1 
despite her unease, she was not aware of her tokenism at the 
time. 7 Many of her ··unhappy and fearful"" feelings of the 
period were no doubt influenced by more factors than her 
minority starus as a woman in the art world of New York . II 
must also be considered that she was still a young anis1 of 
twenty-nine when she and Brach moved to New York. 
Feelings of insecurity and fear can stem from lack of 
experience. She testified 1ha1 she .. lived at a very competi­
tive period .. and .. was very commiued,. 10 herself. 8 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 I got into [a show] and no one else did . and 
there were no women, it jus1 occurred to me that I 
was lucky 10 get in . that the competition was 
working, or something like that. and those were 
very uncomfortable feelings. I had no altema1ive: 
I didn ·1 know that there could be another ,vay. 9 

Perhaps one of the reasons that Schapiro fell she was ··Iucky 
to get in·· and experienced ··uncomfortable feelings .. of 
being unworthy of acceptance was that she realized that her 
work was an aucmpt 10 confortn. 

In a small oil of 1952 (Figure I), 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 Fi!tes 
Chnmpetres 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 10 Giorgione and Manet. •• One 
may detect a yearning for definite fonn and connection with 
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rradirion despire her basic abstract expre:.sionisr rcchnique 
and .. expendirure of energy ... ,, 

Betw llmd a11d Ple111y of 1957 (Figure 3) moved more 
in rhe direction of absrraction in the pure sense. but still 
mainrained an essence of underlying. three-dimensional 
form. In Fa11fare of 1958 (Figure 4), rhc forms evolved inro 
planar elements. interlocking into a more successful and 
coherent whole. Herc one is satisfied with the painting as an 
enjoyable abstraction, without feeling the impetus 10 search 
for representational connections. The loose "squiggles" of 
Beast I.mu/ mu/ Ple11ty have coalesced into an expressive 
field which nears auronomy. yet an overall abs1rac1-expre.s­
sionis1 effecr is missing. Instead. the image is edged with 
neutral space, creating a sense of boundaries. 

The-sc four examples of her work during this phase of 
her developmenr seem 10 illustrare Schapiro ·s lack of focus 
at this time. More than one critic was concerned about the 
consisrency of her Style: in 1960. Sidney lillim nored that 
there was "no panicular visual stance" in her new work. 
and his review used the painting lmerview of 1958 (Figure 
5) as an example; he was confused by her .. shift from color 
to biology to stylized geometry" and assumed thar this 
incongruity was indicative of her "uncenainty ... According 
10 lillim, Schapiro was torn between figuration and abs1rac-
1ion. and therefore rendered herself undecided and inconsis­
rcnt. His cririque implied that overall. she was not serious 
enough to discipline herself into a consistent mode. but 
rather preferred 10 play at her painting. 11 In a larer review of 
1961. he noted, in reference 10 her early work. the "conflict 
between the fom1al and the sensual ... ., 

The fonnal uncenainty may well have been an indica­
rion of her personal unecnainty during thar period of her 
life. Schapiro had often ponraycd rhe image of woman 
underneath rhe spontaneous brushwork: but, as Thalia 
Gouma-Peterson remarked. "the various idcntiries of 
woman remain separare and fragmented." wirh in1erprera-
1ions fluctuating from the public woman to rhe private. 
presumably reflecting her own confusion about her role as a 
woman and an artist. 14 

Schapiro chose 10 have a child during this early part of 
her career, giving binh to her son Peter in 1955. She was 
happy with her maternal role. bur had unrealistically 
1hough1 rhat she could balance mothering and anistic 
conecnrration. She stated that she was "living in the realm 
of wish"" and had naively assumed that she could care for 
her child. make an, and have time for her friends. As in the 
fonnal divisions between rhe flgur•tive and the abstracr in 
her work, she felt great "fragmcnration and complexity" 10 
be a pan of her life. She was evenrually forced 10 take time 
each day for herself, alone in her srudio. but she was 
confronted with guilt about leaving her son. 14 

The experience of being forced to juggle various roles 
and expectations withoul knowing how to maintain an 
equilibrium caused Schapiro 10 stare "I was raking li11le bits 
out of my whole self and giving them out here and there all 
over. "17 

·niis rift between whar Schapiro referred to as her 
"private and social selves" 18 came to a point of crisis in the 
late fifties. During that period, when she experienced the 
conflictS between mothering and the a11cmp1 10 make 
serious an. she said she eventually "lost rhe ability 10 
work" and ··experienced the severity of not knowing how to 
make a painting . .. ,. With therapy she recognized such 
conflicts as common to many women. and rhus began a 
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slow road to reconciliation between the artist and the 
woman. 20 between the public and the private, and between 
absrraction and figuration . 1960-61 served as a transitional 
period for Schapiro. and she worked from the stance that 
she was "reborn. rotally new on this earth.·• Stating thar she 
finally "came out of the jungle of abstract expres­
sionism, "21 she gave herself the freedom to create images 
authentic 10 her as an individual. The Game of 1960 (Figure 
6) combined the gestural nature of abstract expressionism 
with the clarity of geometry: Schapiro had focused on a few 
dominant elements. confining her fornis 10 a venical band 
flanked by expanses of neurral canvas. Also indicati"e of 
Schapiro ·s emerging confidence was The Game ·s boldness 
and conecnrration upon formal clarity. 

A female presence appeared in the same venical 
formar in The law of 1961 (Figure 7). and a spherical fonn 
dominated the walls of the strucrurc. In The House (Figure 
8) 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. 22 

These transirional works were prerequisite 10 a scrie, 
of paintings which Schapiro developed in the early sixties. 
Around 1962. a new image of herself as an anist and a 
woman began 10 take hold and was projected into a series of 
so-called Shrine paintings. 

Schapiro wrote rhar this --new image was "enical. 
almost my si,.c. Narrow like a person. --n and the Shrine, 
were "aspirational. .. ,. the top arched companmcnt specifi­
cally representing this concept 10 her. The arch not only had 
religious associations because of its ecclesiastical use. but 
sen•ed as an archirectural suppon. symbolically in the 
aspect of a vision for the future. 

The second companments of the Shrines often made 
reference 10 the hisrory of an, as may be found in Shriue: 
Homage ro Mona Lisa of 1963 (Figure 9) which depicted a 
faint rendering of the lower half of rhe face of Mona Lisa. 
Other Shrines contained second-companment references to 
Schapiro ·sown life as did Shrine for 7ivo Paim Tt,bes. 1962. 
which displayed a second ledge occupied wirh objee1s of her 
craft. Gouma-Peterson felt thar Schapiro was. with these 
symbolic Shrine images, ancmpting 10 connect herself as a 
woman anisr with rhc history of an, though still unclear 
about her relationship 10 it. Schapiro was aware of the 
scarcity of female anists in the past who had obtained the 
eminence of "a \l?lasqucz or Vermeer."" Yet, by present­
ing personal clements in the Shrines. she anempred 10 
establish an idcnrity for herself which would eventually 
become hisrorical. Schapiro said of the Shrines: 

... they were abour the future, and rhey were 
about self-discovery: but, really, moslly they were 
about the ways in which I learned my craft. I was 
very serious, always. about being an anist. and 
very connected 10 history of an. And the Shrines 
were an homage 10 an itself. Bur then the subtle 
pan of them. you might say, the sul>-text. was that 
I was rrying 10 incorporate the history of an. and 
yet. make a positive stance myself as an artist. so 
I used myself. not knowing myself yet, as the 
subject maner of the Shrine. So the Shrine was 
companmentali,,ed and had that image from the 
hisrory of an and had rhe egg, which was me. 
which was really uncracked, not opened yet. 
closed .... 24 



The 1hird companmcn1s contained the symbolic "un­
cracked" egg which Schapiro had already utilized in lhc 
paintings of 1960- 61. The egg, traditionally associated wilh 
"revival and rebinh, "27 and with the fecund nature of 
woman, was also personally representative of Schapiro as a 
woman and anis1, lhc egg suggesting infinite possibil ities 
yet unbom bu1 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 impon for all women. 

The last companment of !he Shrines related to lhc 
future by depicting a mirror in which Schapiro discovered 
images 10 come. 28 In the Shrines. ,he had. through 1he 
tb .. ~ion of herself as a woman as well as an artist, 
predicted a destination which would prove in her work to be 
tha1 of feminist intent. The Shrines contained 1hc relics of 
her past, such as the elements of her craft and the images of 
an history, while confidently asscning 1he emergence of a 
new self. Deriving these images from an authentic inner 
searching, she had abandoned her former mainstream com­
pliance for that of genuine personal contcn1. 29 

In her period of introspection and questioning, 
Schapiro created the works of 1960-61, which. in their still­
h:izy reflection of a developing self-image, indicated {in 
con1cn1 and in formal considerations) a more advanced and 
cohcrenl stage of discovery which came 10 fruition in 1hc 
Shrines. In her quest for balance in 1hcse pain1ings. she 
combined what may be in1erpre1cd as a male phallic 
,tructure wi1h a female egg fonn. In an interview of 1977, 
Schapiro acknowledged the dialec1ic be1ween male and 
female as giving "life" to her an. 3• At1emp1s 10 achieve 
balance between seemingly opposing forces remained a 
preoccupation 1hroughou1 her career. 

In 1975, she s1a1ed lhal pan of her confusion in her 
early career lay in the dcanh of female predecessors who 
had reached 1he an historical prominence of male anists. 
She had always felt ambilious in the same manner as the 
men around her and at one lime lhough1 tha1 she was "in a 
woman ·s body with a man ·s concerns ... ,. The beginnings of 
rc-conciliaiion between these conccms began in the Shrines 
and were 10 continue in the progression of her O<'uvre. 

During 1he remainder of !he six1ies. Schapiro con-
1inucd 1he formal reduction {which began wi1h 1he Shrines). 
She had all bu1 abandoned painierlincss for hard-edged 
fomis in the Shrines, and in Sixree11 111ndows of 1965 
(Hgure 10), she concentrated on 1he hard-edged foreground. 
However, as Elizabeth Frank no1ed: " ... a1 1he same lime 
ii< cloudy apenurcs imply a yearning for something more 
1han 1he Minimal and the geometric. "32 The silver panes 
were a con1inuation of the bouom companmcnls of her 
Shrines, and although she presented a grid . i1 was no1 lotally 
neulrnl. but illusionistic . with an a1mosphcric space behind 

I Preliminary rcstart;h for this paper \\~ done for a mwer·s degree 
~iii al Aorida State University for the Oepanmcrn of An f-lis.1ory. 
Gren1 debc is owed 10 Thalia Gouma•Pctcrwn for her ~taloguc C$$3)' 
entitled .. The House as PriWLIC and Public Image in Miriam Schapiro·s 
Art"' frotn Mirfom Schapiro: A Rt'll'Q)ptctfr~. l9$.J- 1980 pul>lis:hed by 
Tile College of \¼>os.ter Museum in 1980, Goum11-Pc1cr,.on presents 
ttle cnnceP4 of "recoociliation •· between the a.nis:t ~nd the woman in the 
:JII)' work of Schapiro. 

the nc1work. Byzamium of 1967 (Figure ll) was purely 
hard-edged wi1h all !races of modeling or a1mosphcre 
dismissed. In i1s dealing wi1h geometric space, i1 seemed 10 
foreshadow Schapiro's next involvements. 

In 1967. she and her family moved from New York 10 
La Jolla. Cali fornia." where Schapiro continued 10 work in 
the abstract hard-edged mode of Sixteen Wi11tfows. and in 
1968. crca1ed !he pivo1al work entitled Big Ox Iii {Figure 
12). Although she had been crca1ing in a gcomclric. 
seemingly objcc1ive fashion. Schapiro had never relin­
quished her concerns abo111 her dual role as a woman and an 
anis1. In Ox. the baule for her equality in 1he malc­
domina1ed an world began, though. at first, i1 was an 
unconscious ges1ure. She said that when she began working 
on the painting she "fell a 1rcmendous need to do ii." When 
she had finished ii, she was no1 aware of whal tlie image 
meant. bul ii seemed "overpowering" 10 her. She could 
sense its impon. and yel was so overwhelmed by its 
slrangencss, that "lhe first thing [she] did was !Urn ii to 1he 
waJl."H 

Ox measures approxima1ely eight by nine feet. and the 
giant symbol. wi1h ou1s1rc1ched arms . proclaims Schapiro ·s 
new iden1i1y. The viewer is immediately dmwn 10 1he cen1er 
of the hexagonal "0." and is invited 10 rest in !he strong 
embrace of the "X. " The as.<,eniveness of orange is bal­
anced by the more vulnerable shades of pink , combining 
elemen1s which are opposing in naiure. 

Later Schapiro affirmed that !he centered image was a 
reflec1ion of herself as a woman. She wrote abou1Ox 1ha1 "I 
had needed to symbolize 1he self then, and !he symbol I 
used was a cen1ered hexagonal image ... ,. In Ox, Schapiro 
began 10 balance connie1ing ideas concerning masculinily 
and feminini1y through her realization that logical and 
assenive behavior were not alien to femininily.36 

Ox opened new areas of awareness for Schapiro. In 
1970 she met Judy Chicago at Fresno Slate College. 
Chicago ·s 1eaching and radical views eveniually lead 
Schapiro to new forms in her anmaking. Her panicipation 
in the collabora1ive effon of Woma11ho11se during 1972 
solidified her feminist convic1ions. 

lt seems likely 1hat without !he s1ruggles of her early 
years. during which Schapiro was even1ually forced 10 find 
more au1hen1ic expression, she might nol have been secure 
enough as a.n anis1 10 risk involvement wi1h a radical s1ancc 
such as the feminis1 an movemenl. Her evolution by way of 
abstract expressionism. hard-edged forms combined with 
the ges1ural. and eventually personal images which became 
iconographically her own, s1reng1hened her for her fu1ure 
affilia1ions. The self which Schapiro so carefully nunured 
and labored 10 develop blossoms as she discovers her cause 
in the an world. 

Florida S1a1e University 

2 Thalia Gouma,Pcccn.on, 1be Hoose as Prl\'ai:e and PubUc Image in 
Miriam Sc-ha_piro:, Ar1. - caialogue essay in Miriam Srllopiro: A 
RctroJprrtfrr. /95.t - /98() (The College of \\bos.lcr Art Mu~curn. 
1980). p. 11: hcrc"ftcr ci1cd as S<-JJapiro: Retros,Ht'tfre. 

3 Sara Ruddick :tnd Pamela Daniels. eds. , Worki,ig It 0111: 7i,·mt)~rliru 
Wome,i Utiu•r.t. Anisu. Sriemists <md Scholars Talk abm11 Thdr Lil-ts 
01,d Work (New "l'i>rt:: P:i.nthcon 8ooks. 1977), p. 288. 

4$ 



4 Goumn-Peterson. St·hupim: Retros~ctfrr. p. 100, 

S HOfkmg It 01,1, p, 285. 

6 HW-k11(.t It Out, p. 287. 

7 Katherine M. Duncan, lntcr'\'icw with Miriam Schapiro tl lb(- Atlanlic 
Center for lhc ,\ru, New Smyrna Beach. Florida (Fcbtwlry 1984). p. 3. 

8 Duncan. p. 3. 

9 0\111c:11n. p. 3. 

10 Tbali:i Oouma-PtltrM>n, ·1'he House as Private 3nd Public Image in 
Miriam Schnpiro's. An,,. e11u1logue essay inSC'l111piro: R,m.nptttfrr, p. 
10: herc.ifter ci1~"\I :t.\ "HOUllC. •· 

11 ··New 1bknc :at the ~fo.seum of ~lodcm Art . .. Ans 31 (M3>• 1957). p. 
49. 

12 Sidnc)' 1illim. "'Exhibition 111 the f.mmcrich Gallery:· Arts 34 (June 
1960). p. S7. 

J3 Sidney 1illim. "Exhibi1ion at 1hc Emmerich Callery," Am 36 (Dc­
cemb<r 1961). p. S3. 

14 Gouma-Pe1erso11. "House ... p. 11. 

IS Working It Our, p. 285. 

16 Hbrklng It Out, p. 288. 

17 HOrking It Out. p. 288. 

1$ Hr>rki,.g It 0111, p. 288. 

19 H'Wking II 0111, p. 288. 

20 Goum1-Pe1crson. "llou.se ... p. 10. 

21 ll~rld11g It 0 111 , p. 289. 

46 

22 Hm'king It OM, p. 291. 

23 HOl'king It Out. p. 289. 

24 Duncan. p. 6. 

25 Gouma-Pcctn.on. "'House."' p. 12. 

26 Duncan. p. 6. 

27 Jamci: Hill. Dictionary()/ S1,bjeet:i' <md Symbolt itt Arr (New York: 
H:trper and Row, 1974). s.v. ··cg,g. ·• 

28 lf'Qrkh1g It 01,1, p. 291 . 

29 This is nOt 10 say lhat Schapiro is not a.lM) rcllcchr,.s a mlins1rcam 
1cndcocy (in tht forrn o( a hard-edged mode) in lhc Shrines. In her 
:t~tr.Kt cxprcs.sionisi ph3SC. she scemed 10 3CCOm1nodJ1ie h<rseli to the 
Sl)le. whcn:a) in the Shrines she has used the (l)'k: 10 xrommodaie 
he<. 

30 Eleanor MuDrO. --~1irfam Schapiro - in Origilt(1/J: Amrriron Homen 
ArtlM$ (New "I~: Simon and Schw.tcr. 1979). p. 276. 

31 Moira Roth, "lnter..,iew with Miriam Schapiro." TJ1e Sltri,:r, Thr 
Cm111xuN: a,ul Th<' DQ/1 H()11sr. Moira Roth. ed. (La Jolh,. California. 
1975). p. 9. as quoted by Thalia Gourna-l>ctcrson in Sdwpiro: 
Retrosprt·tfr(• , p. 12. 

32 Eliui.bcth f:r.t:nlc, ·•Miriam Schapiro: Focm:tl Scntin1cnts,,. Art m 
Am,rlca 70 (May 1982). p. 107- 108. 

33 Mom, R0th. ed .• Biogriphy and 0:iroool~y. Tht Shnnr, Thr Com­
pu:tr. and fht Doll II041sr. (La Jolla. califomia. 1975). reprinted in 
Srhaplro: Rf"trosp«tfrt>. p. 102. 

34 Munro. p. 276. 

3S WOrkit1g It Out. p. 294. 

36 Gourna-Pctcr:,on. "House ... p. 13. 

Figure I. U111i1/etl. 1952, collec1ion of H. Drach , NYC. 
Courtesy of Miriam Schapiro. 
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Figure 2, Fetes Champetres, 1953, private collection. Counesy of Miriam Schapiro. 
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Figure 3, Beasr la11d and Ple11ry, 1957, New York University An Collection. Orel An Gallery and Study Center, Gift 
of Mrs. Philip Lee. 

<7 



Figure 4, Fanfare, 1958, collection of the artist. 

Figure 6, TIie Game. 1960, collection of the anist. 

Figure 5, Interview. 1958, collection of the artist. 
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Figure 7, The Law, I 961, collection of the anist. 

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

Figure 9, Shrine: Homage 10 Mona Lisa, 1963. collection 
of the a11is1. 
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Figure 10, Sixteen Wintlows, 1965. coUection of Levin-Townsend. NYC. Courtesy 
of Miriam Schapiro. 



Figure I I.By-<11111illm, 1967, collection of the anist. 

Figure 12, Big Ox #I, 1968. collection of lhe anist. 
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