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ART REVIEW

Accentuating Women

NUDE OR NAKED, Ve:red Gallery. Easl
Hamplon, through July 20 Daily excep! Tuesday,
Il am-5 pm.

JOAN SEMMEL: RECENT WORK, Easl
Hampton Center for Contemporary Art. through
July 30 Daily 11 am.-7 pm. excepl

Sunday 1-7 p.m. Closed Tuesday and
Wednesday

By Helen A. Weinberg

- @ ;
Joan Semmel, a superlative figutre
painter and a leminist activist whose

subject is the woman's body and ils
cuslomary environments, is well
shown at this lively, young, nonprofit
center for new art: Semmel’s 1989
work, as exhibited in nine paintings
here, has changed considerably since
her well-known pholorealist studies
of the 1970s.

Semmel’s new paintings, all oil on
canvns, re-emphasize her inlerest in
the female body, and this is especially
clear in a large painting like *'Locker,
Line."” A close-up of two women's~
“headless’ bodies are [oregrourded
while a third woman's bodyuin' the '
background has a head, but-.a head
wijthout a distinct face. att o

However, in “Locker Line;,'V as in
all the other painlings here, Semimel’s -
strict pholo-realist style ol earlier -
work — “Pink Fingrtips" of'197%%
comes to mind — is Lransformed: byl
looser brushstrokes and painteHy
passages. Even some pnint drips aré '
permitled Lo appear, and lo prbvide a
wilty conceit, in “Shower Room."
The body details, though still impor-
tant, are submerged in a powerlul
overall sense ol a Ilopperesque atmo-
sphere. In “"Black Era,"" a pensive
woman wrapped in a black lowel
slands amid the cubicles and mirrors
of a locker room as il bemused by
their maze-like quality.

"

The exhibit is neatly deflined hy lo-
cusing on the locker-room life of
women, All but one of the paintihgs
— “Sauna Shell™ — are set in the
locker room. These settings could be
the backstage of a theater as well as of
a sauna, and their Ltheatricality is em-
phasized by the predominance of mir-
rors. In two paintings, “Mirror-Mir-
ror'' and "'Rellective Camerg," a
woman photographs hersell i 2 mir-
ror, making the point, it seems;. that
women's images of themselyes are
ambiguous, unreal, transient and dif-
ficult to keep in place. Images are
multiplied, not pinned down in a real-
istic way, in the mirrors of these
paintings. Semmel's more expressive
style of the 1980s underscores the
subjectivity implicil in this content.

In 1977, writing from an explicitly
feminist point-of-view, Joan Semmel
said: ““Women’s sexual art tends lo
stress either the strongly positive or
strongly negative aspects of their ex-
perience.” In these nine painlings
there is no strong positive or strong
negative, There is rather the concept
of a very ambiguous female self, mir-
rored, photographed, simulated; the
concept of self is now more important
than the real body, constituling a
shilt from the physical to the psycho-
logical in this artist's subject matter
and style. /111



