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Joan Semmel

Joan Semmel at
Lerner Heller

Joan Semmel takes her characleristic
sludio nudes—the studio s a kind of
everyday realty for the artist, and so
always in danger of becoming all too
familiar, al too workaday—and doubles
them in a fragmentary, painterty abstract
image, which at once reduces them to a
kind of smooth and overly simple shadow
and gives them a new kind of substance,
-or rather, makes their fliesh of paint sefi-
ewdently “fleshy." Working in 8 sense
agans! the grain of her original mage—
overworking it until it becomes obscure
as a specific figure yel retaining its figural
character—Semmel nakedly reveals its
constituents, the process in which it ong:
naled and to which it can be reduced

The naked paint and the naked mog-
el—the painferly fieshiness and the fleshy
figure —yoke n a kind of narcissistic tryst
The seff-embrace of the figwre, its dual
exisience as both representational ana
abstract, amounts 1o a kind of visionary
awareness of both the imits of painting
and the kmits of figuration, Extremes are
evoked without necessarily being recon
ciled, although there is a clear pattern ol
echo-forms between the representational
and abstracl, a kind of abortive mirroring
or mutualty
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Cross Over, 1978, ol on canvas, 64 by 80 nches. at Lemer Hefler

This is Semmel's ideal, and there is a
greal deal of freshness in i, in particular,
4 gves ndvidual works a local freshness
of detail. But the final results are uneven,
because there is hesitancy in the vision,
and uncertainty of its implicaton
remains too much of a formal possibility
for Sernmel, and so tends to become a
formal exercise, now eloquent, now un-
cerlain, but never with a perlect force
The works become frisky rather than
forcelul, tokens of an ambition rather
than marks of its realization. Yet, in and
of itself, each work possesses a kind of
wigor, for it breaks the kmits of style by
denying a single shyle 1o the whole work,
and so acheves a kind of energetc sin-
gularity

This s perhaps what is, for me, of
most interest in the works the way, per-
haps inadvertently, they re-nvoke that
ideal of stylelessness that once haunled
avani-garde art, from Picasso to Abstract
Expressionism. To be avant-garde in fact
once meant to try to be free of the tram-
mels and convenience ol a consistent
style—1o be free of enslavement 1o one
kind of form, which seemed 1o carry with
it a imitaton of reference, a premature
hermeticism. Semmel, unwittingly, revives
the possibilty of styelessness, and the
significance—extra-artistic as well as ar-
tistic (in terms of outreach as wel as
nscape)—it seems to promise. This, it
seems 10 me, s a kind of rumph n
itself d

Whatever Semmel's works might finalty
mean for figuralive panting, and whal-
ever their place in the strong revival of it
going on, they show thal even with one of
the most tradtional of subject matters,
seemingly overburdened with stylistic me-
dialors, stlelessness is 8 possdiity
which, however utopian, seems to revive
our sense of the significance of the sub-
lect matier and the artistic possibilites it
might raise. —Donald B. Kuspit
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