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In the fall of 1991, a large, tall, and very drama/c four-part purple piece in Plas/c Fantas/c Lover 
(Object A), a group show of 21 women ar/sts at the former Blum Helman warehouse in SoHo, 
captured the public’s aMen/on. Wri/ng in the New York Times, Roberta Smith observed, “Beverly 
Semmes's Four Purple Velvet Bathrobes, 12 feet high, suggest that you can never be too thin or 
too tall.” The piece immediately sold to the Denver Art Museum. Other large-scale installa/ons 
like this came to be Blue Gowns (1993), now in the Rubell Museum, and Yellow Pool (1993), in the 
collec/on of the Nasher Sculpture Center. The work had traveled to museums in the United 
States—in Dallas and Kansas City—and then on to several European venues, thereby introducing 
Semmes to an interna/onal audience and opening the door to dealers in Germany and Italy. 
 

https://www.nytimes.com/1991/11/01/arts/art-in-review-610091.html
https://www.artandobject.com/news/nasher-sculpture-center-exhibition-haas-brothers-illuminations


 

About these early works, Semmes tells Art & Object, “Many of my sculptures from the 90s were 
designed to take up space. The viewer is pushed way to the side; you can’t really walk into the 
room.” Cri/c Patricia Phillips commented that Semmes’ garments “suggested impossibly huge, 
ungainly bodies, austerely evoca/ve of long frustra/ons—a clothing of psychological and physical 
discomfort.” Despite the texture or character of the fabric used, they take over a space as an 
imposing presence. Such was the case with Six Silvers (1999), guarding the entrance to Microso_’s 
conference center when it first opened to the public. Now, the work is in the collec/on of the 
Henry Art Gallery at the University of Washington in SeaMle. 
 
Over the years, Semmes has focused on these highly drama/c installa/ons using velvet, chiffon, 
tulle, mohair, or flannel, but she has also explored and expressed her ideas in other areas, such 
as photography, ceramics, glass, pain/ng, and finally performance. One might now think of her 
as a mul/media ar/st, since she has expanded her work and vision to define herself in this 
complex, mul/disciplinary contemporary world, addressing highly diverse audiences.  
 
This work has led Semmes to be invited to teach at New York University, Cornell University, and 
PraM Ins/tute in Brooklyn, where she taught an advanced figure drawing class, “a discipline,” 
Semmes explains, “that trains the eye and disciplines the student to draw something from three 
dimensions onto a two-dimensional paper.” Discipline is at the heart of Semmes’ art as she 
explores working in both ceramics and glass. She believes she is defying the tradi/ons of both, 
making her vessels more tac/le, exaggera/ng their form and shape to upset them as objects and 
transform them into enigma/c subjects. 
 
Recently, in 2025, Tu_s University in Boston organized a mini survey of Semmes’ career that 
included all of these mediums, which, as curator Dina Deitsch explained, “con/nue to explore 
issues of female visibility and presence.” Throughout the galleries were dress works, 
color photographs of models wearing Semmes’ cloth inven/ons, and two very recent, large 
collage pain/ngs, allowing the viewer to explore the various aspects, ideas, and works that had 
evolved over some 30 years.  
 
One of the new works for the exhibi/on, Billboard, is composed of three monumental-scale robes 
made of crushed rayon velvet that measure over 10 feet in height and 13 feet in length. This trio 
of dark gowns is powerful, imposing, and provoca/ve. As Semmes describes her idea, “The 
central robe faces towards the viewer, offering up a full frontal, while the two side robes show 
their backside in a retreat away from the viewer’s gaze. Instead of invi/ng someone to project 
themselves into the work—as is possible with my earlier fabric sculptures—I complicate and 
interrupt that possibility by par/ally installing this work turned away from the viewer, making it 
unclear whether the imagined figures behind the robes are present or absent, coming or going, 
past or future.” 
 
Some 10 years earlier, in 2014, Ian Berry, Director of the Tang Teaching Museum, curated a solo 
show that included new works featuring gestural applica/ons of ink and paint that concealed and 
revealed women’s bodies. The images were depic/ons of women photographed in pornographic 
magazines that Semmes found abandoned in her new studio at the Brooklyn Navy Yard, where 

https://www.artandobject.com/articles/y2k-fashion-more-problematic-you-remember
https://www.artandobject.com/articles/beyond-nasca-lines-compelling-mystery-nasca-pottery
https://www.artandobject.com/marketplace/browse/medium/mixed-media
https://www.artandobject.com/slideshows/10-best-art-schools-us
https://www.artandobject.com/marketplace/browse/medium/photography
https://www.artandobject.com/marketplace/browse/medium/painting
https://www.artandobject.com/marketplace/browse/medium/sculpture


 

she moved in 2008. These abstracted works on paper, later called the Feminist Responsibility 
Project, were exhibited with a video, beside a series of freestanding, eccentric-shaped ceramics 
and handmade glass chandeliers. The great varia/ons of works in the show tell of Semmes’ own 
views on being a working woman and a dis/nguished female ar/st, and her interest in expanding 
and exploring mul/ple possibili/es in her art while using diverse materials. This viewpoint also 
underscores her astute awareness of those issues on a daily basis, par/cularly in an art world 
where equality does not always exist. 
 
Another aspect of her work with clothing is the CarWash Collec/ve. These designed garments, as 
Semmes explains, “extend the language of the Feminist Responsibility Project.” She con/nues, 
“The CarWash Collec/ve developed fashion garments for performances. I made the works in 
collabora/on with the fashion designer and educator Jennifer Minni/.” About this collabora/on, 
Minni/ has wriMen, “Most serious work comes out of the tension formed when working alongside 
someone else. CarWash Collec/ve is the clearest instance of this ins/nct…The truth is that the 
project is a forced acceptance of the fact that meaning in the work is arrived at between us rather 
than issued by either one of us as singular makers. It is precisely the conflict between our ins/ncts 
that stretches the work into something that neither of us could resolve alone.” Semmes adds, 
“These garments are composed of fabrics featuring my collages from the Feminist Responsibility 
Project.” Another kind of garment is achieved, but again, as the larger installa/on works together, 
they address the issue of femininity. 
 
Next year, Semmes will present for a new gallery in Los Angeles, Official Welcome. This show 
follows her last at the gallery, en/tled Body Shop, which included several new works that 
combined large, but not giant, so_ bodices in faux fur, velvet, and other materials with pairs of 
slippers ranging from Versace driving moccasins and Gucci fur-lined horsebit scuffs to Ugg brand 
and generic fuzzy slippers. Each is a small tableau of the feminine, a trademark of Semmes’ ideas. 
 

https://www.artandobject.com/news/master-glass-art-dale-chihuly
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