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Visual Arts

Semmel’s retrospective show reflects times and issues

By Ray Mark Rinaldi
Eah veraar

ALBANY — Mirrors have always
e i big part ol Joan &mmlf'l
paintings. @ither through their ab-
vious presence or their consplceous
alwsence.

In her earlier mid 19708 work —

as the reir ve of her work at
the State L !'lrli:iell Albany Art
Gallery shows — i glass

was left deliberately out Her ol
paintings were of her, from her own
perspective, literally, downward
views ol her own body from the
cheat down.

The refloction was internal. Sem-
mel was exposing her own flesh in
nearly photorealistie displays with a
no-mistaking-thin message lor wom-
en in e midst of o tumalivous
sexual revalution: Drop the male-
made sex-kitten standard of beauty
and fake a good long long al
yourself

“The way women have ilways
ientified themselves follows the
way men would like to experience
women. rather than the way women
experienee  (hemselves” said Sem-
mel during & recent interview in her
huge modern SoHo lof "My waork
has always besn aboul women com-
ing e lerms with themselves and
thear owmn sell-image ™

In recent years. however, Semmel
has added mirrors and used them o
expand her message. Several of her
recent paintings levature them,
oy “Line™ from 1988, for exam-

15 & mirror view of Lhres women
n @ locker room in various stages of
dress It s busier painting that
speaks 0 an audience now more
sophisticated in its self-perception.
The fact thal it &8 & reflection
effectively forces viewers (o bevome
part of the painting and then lovites
them to refllect on their own aiti-
ldes,

The awkward sciting — locker
rooms are the domain of men —
strips away the familiar female
trappings and leaves the subjects
ripe for observation. We soe how
wormen  ser women. Some  avoad

looking 81 their reflecied likenesses,
Some appear Lo sneak  glances,
(rthers confront themselves head-on
— i faet, some of the women in her
paintings are photographi their
own reflected images. =

The viewer is concious of all their
matter-af-fact, detached caniness, as
well as their discomiort with the
imagos of themselves,

“We are trained from day one to
look in that mirror. That is who you
are.” anbd Semmel “We are told that

looking is narcissistie, yet the mes-
sage is loud and clear You better
pay attention.”

The SUNYA show, curated by
gallery director Nancy Liddle, es-
corts the viewer down the road with
Semmel. The 17 works, mostly oil on

m‘u‘ﬂ. are — 8 much as 8§
¥ feet — and fill Lhe
I.lll.umudh, foor. s

realinic view. I 19744 "Me Without

WOMEN’'S IMAGES — 'The Changing Room,” painted in 1988, reflects wo

Mirrors,” flesh is smooth, tight and
shiny, Semmel, the subject and
painter, takes s look at her body and
dares others o do Lhe same,

“It had to be me o make sensa,”™
she explains of her early sell-
portralts, “1 could have created an
artificial me, but I thought it might

tranalation.”

The work and matures
with ila creator, In the late 1970s and
enrly 18608, Semmel turned playful.
Vibrant, colorful, expressiondstic im-

ages are placed beside aml on Lop of
the realistic images. In 1970's “Tern-
ing"” they are intertwined to create a
palnting that moves and twists.

The two earlier siyles metamor-
phose into the curreni work The
representatbon is clear, but nelther
exact nor exotle, The images are
modern snd interpretive. She paints
flesh rather than skin, lumps rather
than curves, Skin tones are a mottled
mix of yellows and browns and
colors in between.

man coming 1o terms with themselves and thair images.

The women are of different ages
and their bodles have changed. “It's
aboul aging and about mortality,”
said Semmel. These are issues that
men must also face and there iz a

eal deal for males in this work.

ut Semmel tukes the position that,
desplie sirides by women in the self-
perception  arvena, aging s sull
“much more painful for women;
their body image is still who they
are”

Semmel's work focusing on bodies
oecurred during a time Ameri-
cans started paying more amd more
attention b0 their bodies. Heallh
clubs were inundated. Bulimia and
anorexia were “discovered.” Jane
Fonda was a hikini-clad sex symbol
when Semmel began, and now the
culture has turned her into & liiness
guru, Thal has made Semmel an
impartant painter, as her long list of
group and solo shows proves.

But she has received more than a
fair share of scrutiny. While her
work has included images of men
and all sorts of portraits — including
the SUNYA-commissioned portrait
of former university president Vin-
cent O'Leary — it 15 her lemales
muides that have provided her repata-
Lignm.

Skin has always made some pec-
ple nervous Semmel, whose paint-
ings tend even larger than lifesize,
has seen her work branded as
ohscene and pormographic. Rarely
during the anything-goes Tos, but
increasingly so during the “#is, when
conservatives have made the boldest
of gallery operators — especially
government-funded ones — cautiows.

SLill, she has never beld back from
allowing sexuality and semsuality
into her work. She brands current
atbitudbes bhsaird

“T dom't buy it, and 1 refuse to be
consirained by if,” she said,

"Through the Object’s Eves Paint-
ings by Joanr Semmel © Nude studies,
puriraiis and tableaux, Through
Aprel 1X University Art Gaflery,
State Vpiversity at Albany, $42-4035

Arts People



