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OPENINGS

Beverly Semmes

T he diva is & woman who is Earger than life and there-
fore does not exist as much as she msists (as Jacques
Lacan would siy) on taking up more space, monopolizing
everyone's attentson, and acting out great loves and great
betrayale We believe in her suffering and her passion;
she demands nothing less. The greatest of divas, like
Mana Callas, understand betrayal: they understand that
becoming a woman 1s not only impossible, 1t 1s never
enough. There is always another woman 1o replace them
im Callus" conse it was Juckoe Kenmady. But Callas strugghed
agamnst the inevitability of her fadure; she even starved her-
self 1o achacve an Audrey Hepburn-like figure. It wasa't
enough that her vosce was sublime.

“What docs woman want™ It very ssmple, she wa
the fomimast’s more, the wilc’s more, the whore's

more
more, the lover’s more, the mothers more, Medea's more,
bet a woman's appetites are supposed to be contained by
her body, which, after all is not so big. If & woman were
to become as big as her appetites, she maght very well fit
into one of Beverly Semmes’ extralarge dresses. That the
commaodity itself has discovered the logic of feminine
demand 15 obvious in the famaliar commercial promises of
“all this and more. ™ The commodity promises o perfect i,
which the art obpect stubbornly refuses, especially in the
case of work made by women like Cindy Sherman,
Rosemane Trockel, and now Semmes.

Semmes once fashioned a cost out of pink feathers to
be worn while takmng walks in the topiary-filkd garden of
the upstate New York hospital where her boyfriend
worked. In an attempt to make sense of this unusual set-
ung, she shot a film of someone walking through the
gardens i the coat and a matchmng pink feather hat. Her
subsequent clothing work s less tiad 10 & specific place, bt
that is because the outfits hane become topographies unto
themselves. They are subgect-places, that is, they desenbe
places where the subjoct might arse, and in thes respect
they are sculptures in the most ngorous sense of the term

Four Purple Velvet Bathrobes, 1991, suggests that
15 interested an, il not
exclusively obsessed with, parodse and glhamorous defor-
mations of the body, The robes hang 12 feet high and end
on the floor n a puddie of luxunous velvet. The saductne
quality of the psece is otherworldiy, but otherwse ther sex
1s recognzable and perhaps even functonal, Baing fowr

Scmmes o o satincal arust wh

however, they already imply the &afficulty of bemng one, the
woman, a site of so much potential misunderstanding, so
much passion

In Pirk Negligee, 1992, another piece 1n a senes of
works about uncasy seductions, Semmes expands her
vocabulary of desare by stufling a neghgee with kapok and
quilting it with tortured Bnes of thread. This qualied neg-
ligee is definitely not the “something maore comiortable
that might have shimmered under the robe of 2 lounging
fermme fatale, It s 0 fact, only momanally a neghgee: thas
peece of quilted hingerie implies a space from which the
body is barred, suggesting that there s somethung alto

gether impossible about slipping into anything graceful-
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Iy at all. But this is not to say that those who try arc any
kess courageous, or, for that matter, any bess tragx
Another senies, this time of dresses, betrays the clegance
of Four Purple Velvel Bathrobes. These garments are cut
in differemt widths and of different fabrics, along the
pattcrn of a modificd Lanz nightgown doing double
time as a sensible matron’s dress. The pioces have the
gravity, authority, and self-possession of a woman who
has given up all aspirations to sexiness, like Barbara
Bush. They are gendered but hardly fominine. The iromy
is that the dresses, though expanded to absurd propor-
tions, Jook as if they could belong 1o pudgy little girls. The
pregenital girl form assames a matronly authonty
two temporally disparate sexual Bmbos are formally con-

nected in the shape of a dress, Howse Dress, 1991, looks
like house curtains: except for its unbebevable garth (it s
five and a half feet wide), it suggpests that practcality
can go amok. In Red Dress, 1992, with its impossably long
traun running like a twisted river of red velvet along the
Noor, Semmes treats the fabric as if it were viscous, pro-
ducing the cffect of NMusdity so much sought after by
window decorators. What makes this work more than
decor, however, is ity simple excess

Though it is tempting to read Semmes” works as alle-
ries of the social, 10 narrativize sculpture is almost

3
never o good idea. [t s actually very mach to the artist’s
credit that her work steers chkear of simple symbolism,
though her forms often refer 1o the figurative. This work
has always been about the opening up of certam spaces n
memory and out of time, and it has always achieved its
ends in & ngorously formal manner

While Semmes” universe is not, as one might begin to
beheve, exclusively female (she has also made beautiful
diminutive boys’ suits in fabries hike fake lamb's-wool
and orange velvet), there are no couples in her world,
nor is there even the possibality of coupling. Although
there 1s coquetry and violence. consummation seems
unlikely i such a landscape. Sernmes tries o represent
visually the phantasms of a speaking subgect that must first
of all negotiate with its own opacity s & body, a body with
a proper name and therefore with a sex, a body that needs
to clothe sself

Lacan wrote, ‘hen the thread shows through, it
means that the weave 15 no longer disguased 1in what =

called the fabric. Fabric is everywhere and always
metaphoncal in use it could casaly serve as an image of
substiunce ™' Semmies’ works can be undentood precisely
as metaphors in fabnic for the places of the subject. If
fabnic is understood as a metaphor for substance, then
clothing represents the shape of the substantial; thas i why
getting dressed s never a ssmple matter. Semmes 1 not a
tador for the physacal body, she 1s a visiomary of the phan
tasmaltic one. |
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