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View of Allan McCollum's Shapes Project. 2006, framed monoprints, each 51/2 by 41/4 inches; at Friedrich 
Petzel Gallery, New York. 
 

Shape Shifter 
Allan McCollum’s new “Shapes Project” 
can generate a distinctive graphic identity 
for everyone alive when the world popula-
tion peaks in 2050. Some 7000 examples 
were recently on view. 

 
NANCY PRINCENTHAL 
 
 The take-home message of Allan McCollum’s latest endeavor is that there’s nothing 
more common than being unique—everyone on the planet is. In his only partly hypo-
thetically Shapes Project, McCollum has devised a plan to generate a distinctive shape 
for everyone alive, and then some. The program is fiendishly complex and fundamentally 
hand-made. Using his home computer and Adobe Illustrator, McCollum mixes and 
matches 300 abstract “features,” bounded by a range of curving and stepped contours, 
and puzzles them together in groups of four to six to create each shape. Designing the 
features, whose differences must be small but readily discernible, was the trickiest part of 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 

 
 

Production ledgers for the Shapes Project; at Petzel. 
 

the project, and led McCollum to a variety of resources, from the capabilities of computer 
graphics to the formal vocabulary of Myron Stout.  
 Mind-boggingly, the Shapes Project is conceived to generate 31 billion different 
shapes (enough to comfortably accommodate world population at its expected peak in 
2050, estimated at anywhere between 8 billion and 20 billion people); to date, 
214,000,000 have been “set aside for creative experimentation,” McCollum says in an 
artist’s statement. In addition to art, he envisions “gifts, awards, identity markers, em-
blems, insignia, logos, toys, souvenirs, education tools and so forth.” Standard graphics 
software and rapid prototyping machines could produce these applications. 
 In a fall exhibition at Friedrich Petzel Gallery in New York, a selection of shapes was 
presented three ways: as 25 laminated-plywood objects on five rows of pedestals; as 7056 
little black-on-white digital “monoprints,” each mounted in a desktop portrait frame and 
arranged in closely stepped rows on a bleacherlike white structure built for the purpose; 
and in production ledgers contained in a long shelf of ring binders which viewers were 
welcomed to peruse. (At Galerie Thomas Schulte in Berlin, 
McCollum also showed 30 shapes made of white Corian, 
which simulates marble, along with around 500 monoprints. 
 As always with McCollum’s work, the Petzel installation 
was impeccably elegant and slightly sinister. Roughly a foot-
and-a-half across and over 5 inches deep, the heavily lac-
quered birch plywood shapes have likable cartoony 
swerves—in scale and form, they suggest portrait busts for 
some friendly, if alien, race. And since the pedestals were 
tightly ranked, walking among them was a lot like negotiat-
ing a social gathering, confronting first one and then another 
generically different pale wooden face. On the other hand, 
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View of Shapes, 2006, laminated birch plywood, each 12 by 18 by 51/2 inches; at Petzel. 
 

 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

the impenetrably dense crowd of small (51/2-by-41/4-inch) black silhouettes on the ver-
tiginously receding bleachers felt positively malign. Row upon tightly packed, infinitely 
seeming row of evilly glinting, glass-fronted and black-bordered shapes glared at the 
viewer, each distinct (though they are produced, and sold, in batches of 144), all united in 
their baleful regard. Farfetched though it may seem, the anthropomorphizing is, of 
course, McCollum’s intention. The information in the binders only reinforces the pro-
ject’s creepy-crowd totalitarianism: the digital mind, McCollum seems to say, has your 
number. 
 McCollum has been investigating the problem of the copy with the paradoxical origi-
nality for nearly 30 years. He began the blank-faced Surrogate Paintings in 1978, first 
fabricating each by hand and then, in prodigious numbers, as plaster casts. They quickly 
established a benchmark for challenging the marketplace by simulating its sheer produc-
tivity, though McCollum has also talked about them as implicit portraits, with striking 
relevance to the Shapes Project. Fossils and casts—of, among other things, dinosaur 
bones and footprints, and a dog buried alive at Pompeii—followed over the years. Over 
Ten Thousand Individual Works (1987-88), which consists of the said quantity of myste-
rious but familiar-looking palm-sized objects, assembled from bits of everyday tools and 
accessories that are presented as same-color casts on enormous tables, also involved sev-
eral elements that appear in the Shapes Project. In Helen Molesworth’s terms, they are an 
expression of “the reciprocity between bodies and things,” and the notion that as individ-
ual beings we have been “rendered equivalent to one another—we are interchangeable.”1 

But the Shapes Project is closest, visually at least, to McCollum’s Drawings (1989-
93). For these pencil-on-paper images McCollum designed five curves, a set of matrices, 
and a numerical system to prevent duplication, and then produced every possible combi-
nation. “It was about the desire to produce social stability through identification, hence 
the reference to heraldry,”2 he said to Thomas Lawson about these drawings, citing a sign 
system (medieval heraldry) that is clearly relevant to the Shapes Project as well, as are 
the highly formalized social protocols to which the courtly imagery belongs. 

Catnip for critics, McCollum’s work presents a wealth of conceptual treats that 
tend to conceal surprising nuggets of melancholy. Writing about the cast-plaster Surro-
gate Paintings in these pages in 1983, Craig Owens discussed the work as a critique of 
consumerism, quoting Baudrillard to the effect that in the marketplace of the 20th cen-
tury, “difference itself becomes apparent: to carefully engineer and control the production 
of difference in our society.” It was a description thoroughly consistent with McCollum’s 
motivation at the time. But Owens began and ended in a different register, quoting 
Deleuze first on repetition as a means to “make a sport of death,” and then on seriality as 
“liberating the forces needed to destroy this world.”3 Several years later McCollum told 
Lynne Cooke, “It is probably evident in my work that I suffer some preoccupation with 
absence, and with death.”4 And soon after, in 1992, he told Thomas Lawson, “To the de-
gree to which we’re enmeshed in relationships with our own copies in the world, we are 
constantly in a state of banishment from the imaginary ‘source’ of things. . . . So copies 
are always about something that’s absent, and in that way they carry a sense of mourning, 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

View of Shapes Project, each 14 x 21 x 7 inches; Galerie Thomas Schulte, Berlin, Germany. 
 
death, or loss.”5 If bracing humor is the predominant emotional tone of the Shapes Pro-
ject (along with a horror vacui that has been part of McCollum’s artistic character from 
the start), the project is also a frank exploration of mortality—indeed, so breezily candid 
that it’s easy to miss it’s depth. 
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