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It is possiole 1o read the evolution
of Joan Semmels work, as pre-
sented N thes pair of exmbibons
a2 a racorg of the passages of 3
confermporary woman's life. For

e last 20 years. Semmel's
angeing subject nas peen the
female nude. The terms of her
explorations nave been gictated
both by the evaiution of the femi-
nist debate on the politics of
representabon and by the artist's
own changing percentans of her
body and the oooias of her
female conlemporaries

Semmel initially set out 10
gefing a female aaze that could
transform the traditionally inert
ang objectihed temale body into
a santient femaie subject, In
some of her earliest works.
Semmel painted headless
female podies as they appeared
to their owners gazing down
their torsos toward their feet
Some of these oaintings also
contain graphic images of het-
arosexual sex, agamn gepicting

the tangied bodies as they might
ippedr from the female pamci-
pant s point of view,

As time nas passed. Semmei's
approacn nas changed, The
focus on male/female interac-
tigns Nas given ,‘JE'{.I' g the
expioration of an all-femaile
enclave. the gymnasium. But
2gain, it 15 the emake QEZE Wihnecn
1efines the scens. A senes of
paintings set in a gym locker
room reveal women of a range oi
body tvpes and ages. Thougn
they are in varigus stages of
Jnaress. these figures are any-
thing but htillating. Ungaimniy
exhibiting the sagging breasts
and lumpy tlesh of miodle age,
they seem heedless of the
nawed. camera-wieiding arnust
wiho IS glimpsed in fragmenteq
mirror reflections. Semmel's sun-
jects wewn themselves. pull on
s0CKS, apply lipstick and blow-dry
their hair. They appear totally
20s0roedg in the rnuats of saif-
maintenance wnich mark gur
distance fram the nedonistic 70s

The confrast befweean Semmel's
garly and late works s not just a
matter of aging bodies. There
ilso seems 10 be a differem
sense of self which accompa-
nies the passing of
childbearing years. The early
works, for all ther brave rejec-
tion of the maie gaze, still exniot
the narcissism af youth, with (s
pride in taut muscies and
smooth skin. In the locker-room
WOrKSs Semmel S Wwomean, even
as they partie to contam time s
damage, seem resigned 1o 1he
gravitational pull ot age. They
se@m comiortaple in eacn
giher £ company ana appear

tha

willing to tradge the exciternent of

passion for the pleasure of seli-
acceotance.

s metamorphosis is most
strongly felt in the most recem
warks. which consist of new
Images laid over Semmel's old
paintings oif young bodies
collea in sexual intercourse.
While the original figures are
substantial and realistically ren-
gered (hough often painteq n
unnatural shades of red, green
and blue), the overiays are
ransiucent, expressionistically
renderad images of older
women lifted from the locker-
room paintings. Thay float
dreamlike over the scene. at
fimes Fﬁasl\{lng anad CIJ!"ITLIEII'IIQ
in dlready abstracted composi-
lian. Painted cwver flat, colored
grounds, both cld and new

Images seem suspended out-
side of time. Mysterious,
polgnant and wryly self-rafiec-
tive. these |atest paintings bring
Semmel full circle :
—Eleanor Heariney

Joan Semmei: Green Field, 1592, oil on
canvas, 69 inches sguare: at Bypass.




