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Installation view, Joel Shapiro, Gallery Mukai, Tokyo, April 4–May 7, 1988. 

Photo: Shigeo Anzai. Courtesy of the artist and Gallery Mukai.

If gravity is sculpture’s mortality, as Klaus Kertess once said of Joel Shapiro’s work,1  
plaster could be called its ghost. Many of Shapiro’s sculptures, particularly the precariously 
balanced stick figures, their limbs wind-milling and heads out-thrust, seem bent on 
calamity. Others, small, dense blocky forms cast in iron or bronze, threaten to collapse into 
themselves with the finality of black holes. But in the sculptures made of plaster, a 
medium Shapiro has used throughout his career—examples spanning more than four 
decades are brought together in this two-part exhibition—the headlong rush to a fatal 
tumble on the one hand, or implosion on the other, is stilled.  

Rather than absorbing light, plaster immobilizes it; illumination falls on these 
sculptures like a shroud, quieting them. Chalky and friable, plaster seems acutely suscepti-
ble to breakage; at the same time, it is associated with repair, notably of broken bones. 
While iron and bronze, favored mediums for Shapiro, have an enduring presence, and 
even wood, which he frequently uses as well, is associated with things that last, plaster is 
not. Often used as a temporary intermediary—a stage in casting—plaster also serves for 
serial copies, as in the once-common casts of classical statuary mass-produced as aids for 
teaching drawing. Indeed, plaster is nothing if not ordinary. Shapiro describes it as being a 
little provisional, or contingent, and embraces the way it shows its age; for this exhibition, 
nothing has been restored, only cleaned.2 Paradoxically, plaster is, then, both spectral 
and—like the rest of his work—mercilessly mortal. 

Those qualities are plainly evident in the earliest work shown here. Consider a 
flattened cone roughly two feet in diameter and just five inches high, of 1971 (fig. 2), 
made of a patchwork of plaster-infused gauze. It is tender, Shapiro says, and a little  
cautious. A bigger, narrower, and more assertive cone of c. 1984 (fig. 1), open at both ends, 
evokes a megaphone, or perhaps a viewing device—a tool of amplification in either case, 
but still fundamentally modest. (There is a still-larger cone, which is too big for this  
exhibition space.) Affirming the “humility” of plaster at any scale, Shapiro believes that the 
larger cone would seem “so grandiose in steel.”  

A number of the plaster sculptures are variants on the simple, small house-forms 
that Shapiro began making in the middle 1970s, and for which he first became known. 
There are a few spliced-together plaster house-fragments, and also casts of what seem less 
like rooms or walls than nameless interstitial spaces—for example a work from c. 1976  
(fig. 17) with small red fields of paint on its “walls,” scumbled and a little bloody. Some 
sculptures bear evidence of the grain of the plywood shapes from which they’ve been cast, 
as in a small, squat house of c. 1980 (fig. 11).  



quality of Shapiro’s work. After pop artist Jasper Johns and minimalist Donald Judd had 
made “the exhibition of anxiety … seem exhibitionistic,” Krauss wrote, Shapiro achieved 
the further, even more radical goal of changing “the meaning of the psychological.”6 

Creating objects that are about habitation but can’t be entered, Shapiro both invites and 
prohibits access, Krauss wrote, and then offered an analogy: “The psychological matrix 
within which a forever-distant image exists is memory.” That is, “We are seeing them as  
if we were remembering.”7 

This has always felt right to me. We see these sculptures as if across an expanse  
of time; they are physically close but psychologically distant, quarantined by scale, form, 
surface. And therein lies a peculiarly, powerfully magnetic kind of tension. While Krauss 
praised Shapiro for dispensing with expressionism’s “writhing and twisting,” Shapiro is 
more tolerant than she of human feeling. “I think it is critical that the artist somehow 
reveals his anxiety about the work, in the work, otherwise it is easy to confuse making art 
with making finished objects of no real interest,”8 he has said. With a tonic dose of mor-
dant humor, Shapiro makes us question whether it’s safe, or even humanly possible, to get 
close to these uncannily familiar yet terminally distant sculpted forms. The challenge 
remains irresistible. 

*    *    *  
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At times there are unsolvable puzzles, as with a short, blocky two-part form—base 
and top—from 1974–75 (fig. 5), with two small windowlike openings that tell us nothing 
about what’s going on inside. A second, similarly cryptic work, from 1975 (fig. 4), is topless; 
the internal voids suggest but don’t quite form a residential space. Another riddle, from 
1983–84 (fig. 10), is mildly comic: a plank with a rectangular protrusion at each end—one 
tallish, one not—suggests two facing architectural forms on an implicit plaza, if it’s placed 
horizontally on the floor; if upright, it is a head looking steadfastly down at a phallus. 

There are some oddballs (literally) among the plaster sculptures, including a 
sphere (c. 1992, fig. 3) stuck with two dowels and also drilled with holes, as for fingers in a 
bowling ball. A geometric figure of 1977 (fig. 18), perhaps laying out a short sequence of 
corridors in plan, is meant to be hung on the wall. A recent telescoping arrangement, 
from 2014 (fig. 9), of two vaguely houselike forms, one sliding into the other, offers, 
because both forms are hollow, eccentric views. (Not included in the exhibition are a 
small handful of allusively figurative works in plaster: an anomalous narrow-waisted mod-
eled torso, stood like a dressmaker’s dummy on a metal rod, from 1987–88; and a couple of 
tumbling bodies, one suspended and one floor-bound, from the early 2000s. There is also 
a seventy-inch high cocoon, which has been shown both erect and prone.)  

Finally, this exhibition offers two configurations reminiscent of the plazas 
Giacometti populated with mutually oblivious, striding figures, or of David Smith’s con-
gregations of totems on the grounds at Bolton Landing. (Bolton Landing, as it happens,  
is not far from Shapiro’s second studio, in Westport, New York; his primary studio is in 
Queens.) A double-L-shaped wooden form of 1994–95 (fig. 6), dappled with liquid  
plaster, sits on a plaster surface as if on a snowy field. From 2013 (fig. 19) are five variably 
houselike forms—barn, greenhouse, homestead, toolshed, cube—that together create a 
spatially disjunctive array. The biggest is roughly thirty-two by thirty inches, the smallest 
around seven inches on each side; all are cast in an advanced fiberglass-infused plaster that 
produces uncommonly sleek, hard surfaces. Like a lambent James Casebere photograph  
of tidily landscaped—and totally fake—suburban houses, they all seem too smooth and 
perfect to be real.  

In fact all of Shapiro’s work, however straightforward its facture and form, throws 
us into doubt about what we see. It generates a range of spatial conditions that have been 
described variously as pictorial, conceptual, or imaginary, and in any case discontinuous 
with the space of quotidian experience. In Shapiro’s words, a small chair, for instance, 
“When installed properly, … has a way of contracting the space around it.”3 About a little 
bronze structure on a bronze field, he has said, “I isolated the house in a pictorial field.”4 
And of the two-part, vaguely architectural plaster form with two openings (fig. 5), he 
explains that he created “spaces that the viewer could only enter mentally via projection.”5  

It is no simple feat to create such illusions with solid, simple forms fully present in 
three dimensions. Early on, Rosalind Krauss constructed an argument about this uncanny 



PA RT  I  

February 19 – March 30, 2019



1. Untitled, c. 1984





2. Pariscraft #2, 1971



3. Untitled, c. 1992





4. Untitled, 1975 (1992)





5. Untitled, 1974-75 (1992)





6. Untitled, 1994-95



7. Untitled, c. 1977



8. Untitled, 1996-2002







9. Untitled, 2014



10. Untitled, 1983-84
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April 8 – May 18, 2019



11. Untitled, c. 1980





12. Untitled, c. 1977



13. Untitled, c. 1976



14. Untitled, c. 1976







15. Untitled, c. 1992



16. Untitled, c. 1980



17. Untitled, c. 1976



18. Untitled, 1977





19. all works Untitled, 2013



PART I  
 
1. Untitled, c. 1984 

Plaster 

251⁄4 x 28 x 29 inches 

 

2. Pariscraft #2, 1971 

Plaster and gauze 

5 x 26 x 26 inches 

 

3. Untitled, c. 1992 

Plaster, wood, and graphite 

63⁄4 x 101⁄4 x 63⁄4 inches 

 

4. Untitled, 1975 (1992) 

Plaster 

43⁄4 x 121⁄8 x 141⁄4 inches 

 

5. Untitled, 1974-75 (1992) 

Plaster 

51⁄4 x 91⁄2 x 10 inches 

 

6. Untitled, 1994-95 

Oil paint on wood and plaster 

111⁄2 x 251⁄2 x 181⁄4 inches 

 

 
 

7. Untitled, c. 1977 

Plaster 

117⁄8 x 20 x 87⁄8 inches 

 

8. Untitled, 1996-2002 

Plaster 

41⁄4 x 133⁄4 x 41⁄2 inches 

 

9. Untitled, 2014 

Plaster (GFRG)  

151⁄4 x 343⁄8 x 151⁄2 inches 

 

10. Untitled, 1983-84 

Plaster 

301⁄4 x 101⁄4 x 12 inches

PART I I  
 
11. Untitled, c. 1980 

Plaster 

81⁄2 x 183⁄4 x 151⁄8 inches 

 

12. Untitled, c. 1977 

Plaster 

111⁄2 x 40 x 17 inches  

 

13. Untitled, c. 1976 

Plaster 

5 x 83⁄4 x 77⁄8 inches 

 

14. Untitled, c. 1976 

Plaster 

51⁄8 x 91⁄4 x 73⁄4 inches 

 

15. Untitled, c. 1992 

Plaster  

73⁄4 x 9 x 73⁄8 inches 

 

16. Untitled, c. 1980 

Plaster 

81⁄2 x 121⁄4 x 101⁄4 inches 

 

17. Untitled, c. 1976 

Plaster 

91⁄8 x 19 x 151⁄2 inches 

 

 

 

18. Untitled, 1977 

Plaster 

141⁄4 x 16 x 25⁄16 inches 

 

19. clockwise from upper left: 

 

Untitled, 2013 

Plaster 

113⁄4 x 131⁄4 x 1613⁄16 inches 

 

Untitled, 2013 

Plaster 

71⁄4 x 9 x 71⁄8 inches 

 

Untitled, 2013 

Plaster 

37⁄8 x 41⁄2 x 33⁄8 inches 

 

Untitled, 2013 

Plaster 

93⁄4 x 32 x 307⁄8 inches 

 

Untitled, 2013 

Plaster 

81⁄4 x 103⁄4 x 81⁄4 inches 
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