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1 frst encountered works by Joan Semaiel durmg my undergrad wate
education, in an inrroductory contempuorary art class, The shides [ was
showi wete of those canvases for which the arnst is best known, pro-
duced in the mid- 19704, that porrray sexual scenes frnm the perspective
uf one of the parncipants, Semmel herself, Incorporaring a Polarod
acsthene and rude, raw washes of color, Semmel's approach—I think
of a canoneal prece like Doy Adrtonomy, 1974—gave nse fu an
anilikely effect both piquantly pormographic and uncannily elinal,
That | was confronting these picrores during the mid-15990s {and thas
some twenty vears after they were made), and ara eultural moment
supposedly more comfortable with {or at least rife with| images of the
nude body (and particulacly the node
female beody ), wiild sijgeest that theis
mpact might be softened. Bur this was
nr the case—I was seduced by rhem
even as they held me ar a srange dis-
ranee, 2 sensation [ had mor consciivisly
experenced before.

The effect, | would argue, stll has
not palied. even though two mor
decades havee passed; and though the
rerraim of fermist pEACTICE 18 Con
stantly shitting (while ies seakes remalr
as urgent, complicated, and contexre
sensitve as ever), Semmel's own prac
tice, hepun nearly furey vears ago
retains its coherency today. This has
al course, much ro do with the powe
of Semimel's early achievements, bu
it also resples from the renaciey witk
which she has comminued to produce
literally marking a body thar register
termparl and other shifts, This by
5 most obvinusly The artist's oEuvn
irsglf, which enumerares a theoigh
line of congerns abour pamting as a medium, the narure of represenm
tiomn. and modes of rranslanng the phorographic inro the pamred image
bt it is also, licerally, the body—elfusively Semmel’s own, as an ahjec
losth of selb-inguiry and social interface. And that body changes a
mnch as it stays the same, delivering 2 lineral and figurative porerasr o
an artist—to say nothing of her miles—over tme,

Fiar her first exhibieion ar Alexander Gray Associares, Semmel pre
setred just over a halt-dozen works from the past three years. All vsten
sibly “self-pororaits,” they, like nearly all ker endeavars o dare, beneh
friom a troubling of that term; They are "por me,” the artise ha
declared—a claim, as art historian Richard Mever has argled, we nee
tis bk seriously, Likenesses of the artist, the comprsitions also reso
lutely decouple the self trom irs reflection, and rhe temale body fron
any nonon of essence. Indeed, the various filiers through which Semme
mediates her subject—phorographs and pirrar-reflections amon
them—mark the painted images in 8 number of ways.

I sesime ol the works on view, such as Trapryeh, 2009, Semmel’
image stares back with what would appear to be a srarthng directnes:
bur the longer one looks, the more nne sces that these lines of sigh ar
somehuw bork undeviaring ond off-center, nbfering the artist's sulbqed
tivity while corfodinding arempes to grasp it or pan it down. In 2 sim
lar manuer, Semmiel’s conpusieions [lur the boundaries of her ow
riaile form Direvally, i some cases, as m Self-Portrait #2 and Self-Porma

#4, both 20040, In which derailed representanons of the face dissalve
intiy absteact marks sugzesting movement or the loss of visiong in other
cases, such as Transfornation, 2010, and Step-Ladder, 2008, the body
is layered upon irselt, as though the image were a double exposure,
wr, more compellingly, as thaugh the body wself had refosed 1o conbine
irself 10 4 single space or instant, Is this simultmeous depretinm—n
which the hody bath mulapliesand divides—paracularly powertul
and strange becanse it delivers somerhimg rarely achieved by tull-on
fronmalite? The aging female hady here asseres mself as remstant o cliches
of disappearance or isnlation by alwavs appeanng in tine, and, further,
showing how one moment in this arsts career will never be quire like
the next.
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