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archaeology and reflection

DEBRA WOLF

haron Shapiro stands in a turquoise wad-

ing pool. She's afraid of water, but drawn

to it. She wears a black dress with a bold

white design of Mount Rushmore on the
hem. It's an irresistible juxtaposition - the found-
ing fathers seem to rise from the artist's reflection
in the water. She is the monument, masked like
an outlaw or a heroine.

This is Badlands, a stunning five-foot painting
filled with contradictions and clues in Shapire's
personal universe of recognition and revelation.

The exhibition, Half of What You S5ee, is the
most recent chapter in a visual narrative span-
ning mora than a decade. Shapiro chronicles the
complexities of growing up female, the sources
of self-definition that mark us in our youth,
sometimes imperceptibly, and the suggestion of
unspoken aspects of relationship. She captures
the tender, beguiling sensuality that emerges at
an early age, and the electric interplay of power
and sexuality that surfaces in the framework of
the everyday.

Mount places the issue of sexuality and chjecti-
fication front and center, with a cool, blue-eyed
blond sitting astride a horse, one breast visible
through the jockey's jersey that clings to her. She

recent works by

is undeniably desirable, distant like a Hitchcock
heraine. While her demeanor puts her simmer-
ing appeal at careful remove, the painting’s title
underscores Shapiro’s intentions. Tuming is a
different sort of portrayal. An exquisite, pubes-
cent girl is reading, helding a popsicle. Its juice
stains her lips. Her expression is earnest, and full
of wonder. Shapiro captures a fleeting moment
between childhood and womanhood. We are
enchanted, and vaguely unsasy.

Appeointment stages a young woman in pony tails,
from an eadier, simpler time. She's deep inthought
an the telephone, gingerly holding a small slip of
paper. There is something furtive in her look and
her body languags, raising unanswered questions
about the nature of herintentions. Spark is a star-
tling painting from the same series. Shapiro casts
harsealf in a white floppy hat and dark expres-
sion. She listens attentively, clutching a hot pink
receiver to her ear, the curling cord nunning along
her foreanm like an artery. With her slightly pursed
lips and averted eyes, we can only conjecture
about her conversation.

Shapire has focused primarily on single sub-
jects ower the years, butis beginning to address
twosomes, adding to her exploration of self and
relationship. Hinged is a haunting canvas of

Siamese twins co-joined below the neck. For her
source, the artist pulled from a photograph and
article she found in a 1950s issue of Life Magazine.
The two faces dominate the canvas. One infant
appears to sleep, while the cther is awake and
alert. The metaphor for relationship is bitter-
sweet—one confronts, the other closes his eyes;
one takes, the other is bled of strength. Sadly,
neither child survived the surgery that soughtto
separate them. ne From Ancther offers a second
view of twins, older and identical. Thers is some-
thing charming in these two little girls and also
disquieting. Their eyes are magnetic. Fine hair
falls to their shoulders onto tops patternad with
blue butterflies. It's utterly impossible to tell one
from the other. A closer look reveals the possibil-
ity that they aren't twins at all, but mirror images;
one is a creation of the cther, a reflection, like
represantations of inner and outer selves before
life's events irrevocably alter perception.

A brilliant, claustropholkic commentary, When
I See You pairs two sisters in a carnival fun
house, The painting uses hot, primary colors that
are almost jarring, heightening the intensity of
the scene. The girls pose in front of the mirror,
trapped together in close quarters, deep in the
ponderous process of early adolescent examina-
tion. The elder studies herselfintently; her cheaks
are widenad, her torso is elongated. The younger



girl’s misshapen form is even more exagger-
ated, stretched and twisted as a roller coaster
screaches by in the distance in this strident and
harrowing composition of distorted self-image.

Wateris a recurring leitmaotif for Shapiro, and she
uses it to chilling effect in Tributany (Wew River).
This is a rare canvas in which two boys are used
as models. The artist situates them in a dark,
slowly streaming current. Though they stand
together, there is a noticeable space between
them. The younger boy scowls just slighthy, while
his brother gazes pleasantly and without con-
cern; he has the reassurance of greater height,
aswell as afloat resembling bright orange wings.
There's no explaining why one warrants this
measure of safety and the other doesn't, and
odder still that the younger, smaller oneg is left
{it would seem) with fewer defenses. Eventually
these waters will rise and churn, challenging the
calm of one and the ingenuity ofthe other. Inthis
stark tale, we read the story of a family tree, the
dramatically different experience of siblings, and
the inevitably divergent paths that lay ahead.

In a number of brand new drawings, Shapiro
takes an alternate route to unearthing our psy-
chological and behavioral foundations., She
utilizes backgrounds formed of imagery she col-
lects—photographs, old postcards, memories
culled from childhood. Her setting is vaguealy
mid-century, the idealized resort with its tower-
ing buildings, pyramids, palm trees, and diving
boards—all reinforcing the male potency of the
suroundings.

Constructing these works in lavers, Shapiro
uses soft graphite on colored vellum to create
the hazy atmosphere of her backdrops. Surface
figures an mylar are bolder and more distinct,
drawn with indealible marker and intenticnally
left in outling, rendering them more as types
than individuals. The layered effect seems 1o
fuse dream and recollection, pieces of what we
know and what we imagine.

In Lot's Wife, Shapiro’s subject rises from the
water, a strong, feminine persona dressed in a
man's collar and tie. Alog flume ride in the back-
ground twists and turns, then plunges forward
into the deep pool. But the woman is unaffected;
she is surfacing, and there's no looking back.
Breaking in Her Body presents a lithe, totemic
figure, partialty nude, raised up as though in ado-
ration or sacrifice. She appears to be dangling
from a hook over an empty swimming pool, about
to fall. She testers onthe verge of orgasmic bliss
ora kind of emergence, like a butterfly, escaping
the protective cover of her chrysalis.

Shapirge is a master at consciously staging
scenes that manipulate the subconscious, com-
bining subtly contradictory imagery to achieve
unsettling and sophisticated results. Her work
is strangely but decidedly feminist,and humanist.
She elaborates on what she sees and senses.
She depicts the inherent power of extarnal
beauty, proving it to reveal little of the true self.
She crystallizes the breathtaking quality of inno-
cence, and shows it to be a loaded gun. If these
extracrdinary paintings and drawings arouse

both desire and discomfort in our adult sensi-
Lilities, then they accomplish their objectives.
This is work that walks the high wire—visually
arresting, provocative, and vaguely voyeuristic.
Ultimatehy, Shapira’s teritory is archasology and
reflection; she is driven to dig inward through
memary, instinct, and experience, and to extract
from the detail of daily life what she observes
arcund her. From this excavation, she offers
questions, leading us to contemplate our own
maotivations and behavior.

While the artist presents herself as the inscru-
table hercing in Badlands, she bravely discloses
another story for us to consider. In Manument,
she steps down from her triumphant pose and
faces us, urveiling a more vulnerable beauty; a
gaping hale in her costume spreads from the
abdomen and rises into the chest. The mask is
off. This is a strikingly different portrait, the poi-
gnant view of each of us who, heroically, and for
a moment, lets down the guard.

Like Sharon Shapiro, we constantly refashion our
sense of self from fragments of personal experi-
ance, from what we think the world perceives,
from the mythology we have created of our pasts
in trying to piece them together, and from what
withers or flourishes inside. Shapiro is instructing
by example: stand up, question everything, but
anly believe half of what you see.
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ment, 2005
40" = 44", acrylic on canvas
Courtesy Otta Zielke, Poplar Forest, IL

Badlands, 2006
60" « 48" acryic on carnvas

Hinged, 2005
38" = 60, acrylic on canvas
Courtesy Meal R Deputy, Charlottesville, VA

Maunt, 2006, 60" « 43"
acryllc on canvas

One From Another, 2007
48° = 60°, acrylic on canvas

Spark, 2005
28" » 38°, acrylic on canvas

Tributary (New River), 2006

38"« 48° acrylic on canvas

Courntesy Geonge and Peggy Vaughan,
Charottesville, VA

Trigger, 2007
38" = 60, acrylic on canvas

Courtesy Dawd and Julis Weinstzin, Atlanta, GA

Turning, 2007

28" « 38°, acrylic on canvas

Courtesy Jason and Margot Coleman,
Charlottesdlls, Vi

When | se= You, 2007
G0° = 487 acrylic on canvas

Breaking in Her Body, 2007
25"« 16 %" | graphit= on color=d papsr
permanent marksr on rgar

Double Blind, 2007
22 ¥:" = 77 14", graphite on colored paper,
permanent marksr on mgar

Lot's Wife, 2007
20° = 18", graphite on vellum,
permanent marksr on myglar

Menument, 2007
22 ¥:" = 19 15°, graphite on vellum,
permarent marker on mgdar

BEOVE
Tuming, 2007

28° = 36° acryllc on canvas
courtesy the artist



22 15" = 19, graphits on vellum,
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