
ì To an engineer, good enough means perfect. With an 
artist, thereí s no such thing as perfect.î  Alexander Calder

When he was in his twenties, Shahn vacationed in Paris with his parents. When it was time to 
leave he convinced them to let him stay so he could continue to explore the city. Concerned 
about him being alone, Shahn’s parents asked their friend, Alexander Calder, to keep an eye 
on the young artist. Shahn recounts times when he visited Calder’s studio and witnessed 
a “forest of work where you couldn’t tell when one sculpture or mobile ended.” He got to 
know the great artist one on one experiencing ! rsthand how Calder talked about his 
work. He took note not only of how inventive Calder was in the creation of his work, 
but also in the unique ways he stored of his many mobiles, one of his most 
notable bodies of work. “He would have them suspended in the ceiling of 
his studio and as he lowered them on strings they would take their shape.” 
Later, while still in Paris he got to meet Alberto Giacometti and became 
very interested in his work.

Now, after many years of sculpting, Shahn re" ects back on those early years. 
He’s not sure how or if such strong in" uences take hold but acknowledges 
that perhaps they do over a long period of time.  He talks about his interest in 
the idea of skill and the concept of perfection, two things he’d rather avoid. He 
often uses bold drawing techniques using white or black paint or inks on his wood 
sculptures. The drawing serves to mark areas of the head or ! gure to be carved and 
at the same time is often left as strong graphic element in the ! nal work. For other 
works he prefers to use freehand renderings in the drawing of shapes such as the sphere 
and the rectangle. The result yields an honesty that is not machinelike but somewhat 
imprecise and human. 

This approach is evidenced in the working method he employs in the construction of the 
plaster boxes which set the stage for the display of the small carved plaster 
heads. The use of the opening in the boxes serves as a doorway allowing the 
viewer to peer inside to view the heads or vignettes of heads on display.  The 
front and top openings are drawn freehand in clay before the ! nal plaster 
boxes are formed. In contrast, the interiors of the boxes are at perfect right 

angles. “I make a clay slug box that is has perfect 90 degree angles. I then build the outside 
in plaster completely by eye, very geometrical, and it comes out cockeyed.” The top openings 
in many of the works holds a glass insert which Shahn often cuts from the pieces of thick 
glass from his broken studio windows. The glass is not clear but it is ridged and di#  cult to 
cut. It began to bother him when he got too good at cutting the glass shapes perhaps since 
they evidenced greater skill through repetition. 

ì In every work of art the subject is primordial, whether the 
artist knows it or not. The measure of the formal qualities 
is only a sign of the measure of the artistí s obsession 
with his subject; the fear is always in proportion to the 
obsession.î Alberto Giacometti

Shahn’s heads in this exhibition and the drawings which accompany them depict completely 
invented subjects. He has no intention of creating humorous subjects but at times some are 

mistaken for humor. He modestly points out that he works and 
reworks the pieces over time, sometimes over months, even 

years. “One thing is I’m very slow. I work on more than 
one of them at a time. I pick them up again after 

a time. I like the fact that there is a history to a 
piece even if the piece never makes it.” He carves 
and marks up the heads with line drawing and 
paints some with washes of color. He points out 
amusingly that the work is likely completed 
once he ignores it. 

The drawings on paper represent a very 
important and fast thought process for 

him since in some cases help to set the 
stage for the composition of the ! nal box 

sculptures. While the box continues to play 
a key role as a theatrical and compositional 

framing device for him, it is interesting to 
note that the box idea initially grew out of Shahn’s 

negative feelings about group exhibitions in general. He 
dislikes it when one artist’s work is essentially negated by 

the others and vice versa while in close proximity. His idea 
to develop the use of the box was to separate his world from 
the other. By doing this, he was able to achieve complete 

control over one of his overarching concerns for how to light 
his sculptures. 

Shahn is continually raising the bar, challenging 
himself and his art. We can all look forward to 
seeing where it leads him and us.

ì Are we to paint what is on the face, whatí s 
inside the face, or whatí s behind it?î 
    
    Pablo Picasso

For more than two decades Jonathan Shahn, who lives and works in Roosevelt, 
New Jersey, has devoted much of his sculptural work toward the exploration 
of the human head. He has created hundreds of sculptures and related 
drawings in bronze, terra cotta, wood, and plaster and has steadily invented 
the numerous faces, eyes, ears, noses, mouths, expressions, and genders that 
distinguish his work from traditional sculptural portraiture. His studio of 30 
years is located in an old factory building. The space is ! lled with ! ltered 
daylight entering through many large panes of thick, industrial glass. After 
many years of working in this environment it is the lighting of his works that 
emerges as one of his primary concerns in their successful display. He works 
diligently to light each work so it has its own space and communicates his 
intended visual and psychological impact. He points to the many ways he 
has dealt with the subject over the years but particularly with his use of a 
single, highly concentrated light ! xture used in his “box works.” The ! xture is 
suspended directly above each of the wall-mounted boxes in order to achieve 
the desired e$ ect for each small plaster head or grouping of such heads within. 

He traces the emergence of this group of works back to a series of smaller 
works that he had been thinking about. He had noticed interesting lumps of 
plaster around the studio, the residual leftovers from casting other pieces. 
Occasionally, he would carve into one of them. Then, one day while moving 
a large piece of glass from his car to the studio, he accidently cut the tendon 
in his right hand. Mandated by his doctor to refrain from using the hand, 
Shahn seized the moment and within the limitations of the healing period, 
began focusing on carving small heads out of the little plaster lumps he would 
make. He carved then drew on them. As he whittled away at them he’d start 
to see something, and would continue to work at the piece until it started 
to take form.  A week, then two weeks, then two decades went by, and he 
eventually had a larger and larger group of these works.
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