e subject of Juan Semmel's |
¥igorous new  paintings s
wlist's perception of herself,
wre specifically, the repre-
uon of what she sees of
I at
she is alone or with some-
:0 whom she is physically
xmotionally close. Two ma-
aditions, the nude and the
orlrait, are assumilated
n Semmel’s unigue autoln
hical  approach.  In
ings which we may think of

intimale  moments

slf-portraits and portidits
trating on bodies rather
{aces, the viewpoints of the

and the observer are iden-

ie paintings may be group-
ito those that focus on a
figure, and compositions
two nude figures—one male
ne female. Semmel is phy-
¢ present in each canvas.
s the woman in the paint-
»f couples, and she is the
a of the figure
ositions or, as in the paint-

single

her daughter, Patty and I, :

rms and knees enter the
ound. Thus, there has been
wficant shift in Semmel’s
rom the artist as spectator
¢ earlier large paintings of
couples exhibited in 1973,
y aruist as participant in the
1t show.

e creation of erotic image-
m a woman's point of view

y one aspect of the larger
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Joan Semmel, Patty and |,

1975. Ol on-canves, 68 x
Cu daner-Meli

A

“ain monvating Semmel’s art: to
realistically repnesent one wom-
an's awareness and perception of
how she communicates through
touch. The way she touches,
handles, and her
body, as well as that ot a lover,
child, or pet, and the emotion
expressed in such physical con-
tact constitute the dramatic con-

holds own

tent and action of cach prcture

For example, m pantings ol
coupldsquch as Touch and Three
Nipples, ffn.- higuies overlap and
miterlock, whereas in Intimacy-
Autonomy,

and
touch, the bodies are relaxed but

apart.

emphiasizing  sepat

dteness the absence of

The cropping of the monu-
mental figures and their faceless-
ness (in only une composition,
Patty and I, do we see pairt of a
face) underscore the thematic
focus on the natme and quality
of physical communication; and
in each painting the incidents of
touch are gentle but sure and
controlled. Semmel’s painting is
about female sensuality but her
new images have become less e-
rotic, yet mote mtimate. She no
longer has to declare her right as
a woman artist to depict exphcit
sexual acutvity, and now she
shows greater confidence in her
ability to paint a variety of per-
sonal subjects. Her treatment
and approach is cool and ob-
jective, yet not detached. The
larger-than-life scale, the full

68",

modeling .+ o
mental

At (TS a S
forms that come out at
us, and the steep perspective
that conversely draws us into the
space of the canvas, all con-
tribute to the sense of intimacy
and the powerful immediate im-
pact of the work.

Semmel uses the camera as a
tool to capture the close-up im-
ages she sees. To gel an accurate
picture, Ot o sl up exactly
eyes Photo-

graphing the subjects s less dis-

where her are,
ruptive to the mmumacy of the
situatton than drawing a mirror
image; and as conveyed in Me
Without Mirrors, Semmel wants
to present what she actually sees
of herself, and not a reflected
image which is a step removed
from her direct perception.
However, Semmel’s methods and
aims are not those of Photo
Realists. She does not project or
greatly enlarge the photographs;
the creation of a powerful co-
hesive composition is always
more important than strict real-
ism. For example, in the hori-
zontal painting /ntimacy-Auton-
omy, Semmel juxtaposed 1wo
images—one of the man and one
of the woman—to get the desired
composition, which created sub-
tle distortions since the fore-

shortened figures do not have
the same perspective.

Although forms are carefully
modeled and clearly defined (ex-
in areas of overlapping

cept

from naturalistic flesh

lhice [
Semunel’s backgiound a
stract painter comes through in a &
number of ways. Her brushwork
is concentrated but there are
many painterly areas. In particu-
lar, the treatment of the hair in
Patty and I, the towel in Me
Without Mirrors, and the fur and
the folds of drapery in A Cat
Called Che demomtiate o love ol
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duaihoww, an I

lex e, movement, and gesture
in the apphication ot paint, Also,
Semmel’s use of color ranges
tones in
several ol the more recent paint-
ings to artntrary or unnatural-
istic hues which may have ex-
pressionistic or symbolic value.
The unnatural yellow skin tone
of the woman in A Cat Called
Che is ironically countered by
the more flesh-like folds and
tones of the drapery. Moieover,
i Intimacy-Autonomy  skin
tones change from gray-green to
blue and purple tints and the
non-realistic background space is
a rich blue, clearly suggestive of
infinite sky above the horizon;
the couple lie on a pink-beige
ground that may be either a bed
sheet or a sandy beach, and their
bodies also suggest landscape
forms—mountains, hills, and val-
leys.

Throughout these paintings
Semmel uses strongly contrast-
ing areas of light and shade. The
clearly defined shadows function
both as independent forms in an
interlocking abstract composi-
tion and as logical and accurate
pictorial elements. Spaces be-
tween parts of the modeled bod-
ies work similaily; for example,
in Intimacy-Autonomy the tri-
angle formed by the man’s arm,
thigh, and trunk, or the irregular
shape of the poignant gulf be-
tween the man's and woman's
arms. Thus, it is through the
skillful handling and complex in-
tegration of many elements, in-
cluding scale, perspective, mod-
eling, color, and shape, that

Semmel achieves the powerful
images that coherently represent

her perceptions and express her
sensibility. (Lerner-Heller, Sep-
tember 30-October 18)

Judith Tannenbaum




