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MBERLY, 1954, BEVERLY SEMMES™S

installacion ot the Hirshhor materially

O PrEssess b irsatlable mature of desies, Sewn o
lush. rich fabrics—erushasd :a'_l"ldl'“ vt for e bodice,
and sheer pink organea for (he eing akirt=—lhis vilu-
minots dress iorm spills out onko the: gallery Eloor
neatly thirty feet trom ihe wall 1 hreabensg o o
whelm anal envedop us, Kimberfy (oover and g, 4
skmulEanevms by challengss sur relatiomadigy B kls inhrigu-
ing prosemo, it onoe familiar asd distorted, and 1o the
surmundisg architechure. Indeed, the shocking frivality
ool 1 e aened B TR TR enorss Assaul Ehe sl
1 n;.',;_|.|,:||||_r| (TENE SRR al .i'l.'.l.'l h-.l-"""-"'?l.' -ur'l-'u'\-lfr rq.'-|.'.i-
akch feel, and desire “Fer.” Who & the
momamerial woman capabée of wearing wch ad riss? |
s beaabitulT s shye ..:I'l.'rll"'\-\.'llJl.'.' W are carloieely drawn
n and shockingly repelied by the possibilitles. Kimberiy
Tk luavoss with our potions all beaisty

Crriisies Paepan B wnw hier riciviiemarniLal clothing

soutptures in 1991 it of an armay of labrics—elegas
silks, velvets, aml organzas, as wiell as mchair, Aannaed,
wioel, amgl rubber-treated Cloth. Soometimes apprrosimal-
|y Bamnas sciale, as iy Latile Gorsy Sandy, l"“"i'llF. 1k

ters ouir nasid 1o

Sernrnes s soulphures generally exist in saggeralad and
attennabed reatity, Uneven sheeve lengths meander in
artful paiterns on the floor, and skifts pile in barodgue
fesdoons ofben overtaking the archdlecinral SO Bl
snlalil Mrovocative ot restrasned, walkly and abways
. .'\.|l|:|:-n'\.p|.1r|-.'\.'_ Semmairwe & Bsballybions I."l.|.'|l wi thie ‘i-l-'lJlF'
tural ancd ermsotive possibilities of dnss

Cemmis s “empty iressess™ GEe 'rl"I.T.ll."'Tll.I'u'1-'i!.'|'|'|.'-|
within a feminist context. This approach to her an s
barsed, in part. im the hand crafied aspect of hor weulp-
fures, aften asswowiala] with “wonmen's wiork™ and thir
obvicis Felierenoe o women s Fession |mcheed., the
“Toly politic” as the lods lor dismussions aboul gender
and sdemtity has boon a subjec of gread fnbemess b masy
artisis working is ihe TRk, ipcludirg: Ly Shermnam
hlberika Mart, Chock Manney, Sylvie Flewry, and Karen
Kikmeik. Through the medium of photography and the
creation of soulplural tibleaus using Bashion ibems and
acoesorivs, tse arists have expbined the soclal and
vriltiaral -|||l.|,'\.|“_'.ﬂ||-.m-\..|l ..'|..‘|I||.ﬂ|£_'.| HII-Il'\.'r|!.r Bas, 16 A
wiork very maich alamil Vher peychadogy of fashson
Recalling a hgh-school prom dress and other oeremio
ndal gowes, Kimberly represents a powertul cultural saggn
At “coming of ape” The proan gown, 1ike a wadiding
dress that is woorn only omoe ard then relogated o the
clesot, husames i frdigh——an overblown symbal of a
SOIRE NAOETRN & |l_q,|-r1|l-| F|r|'1|'|r‘-l.'\-| .lrlulth, and dhissines

that ts reflected in the sculpiune’s ganganbuan propor

i, Litale Garey Seifs, E9E, mraataon lansbsvasol, 38 x M m (45
wad omb, Collection Lay Jopling,. Londen

e € 'II'\-:l\jr:. s am ovent i a woaman's e that =
Fraught with cortradiciory emiatlons, Kimdvrly embodis
dualities: insocence and oxperionos, idividuality and
cown foreniity, antbcipation and disillusionmnesnt

s bvpee of gendensd mading combined with
Senume=s inchision in a namber af recent exhabiiions
organaned arsued the sabject of dfess in conbemgporany
ari” has I,'\-'l.n_-'..l harr Fipnly weithim the discourse abail
jdemt ity [ s wmad Ehie hll.‘l:lu'1l1.1| has dominased the art
workd of the carly 159905, In some mespocts, hoaweser, L
potiticized context has cloaded & deeper urcberstancing
O ST s Sy |;:|'.|-jr|_'\-|11 Bermes il 1B COfEmeT e Lo lairil -
scape, a ocnstard in bher work sinos the varly 19810k The
criticall fevens has alsn discouraged conskiezation of the
winrka” slrong Formal guakises argl of the artist’'s inderes]
in aspects of performance. To gain deeper understand-
imgg o Semmes’s projects in the latter conbed, one mus
Josrls o bww dilims and |.'||‘|l\.|hl|£.'|'-l r'h'i iom T9H ko the pre
st i LRy relate o her soulptuses. The film and plssto-
:.:r.l.phl,r wirks prveal ek insislemt [T | H"'llﬁllﬂ"'
and the sense of narrative imiplied by the Bguses actons
i larisoaps.




In 198889, Semmes made two short films, which
fogrther are titled f and Around ihe Gardere These eardy
film skirte s, 10 which the human Ggume “wean® the
lanstscapye, shed light on the origine of Semmes"s wiilp-
turad language and its deep bes 30 nature, Dennieg
“hedpe hats,” “cloud coats,” and “watercoats,” which
Cemmes creabed out of plastic myrile, expanded alu-
prikmien mmush, feathers, chotl, and was, ligures (typically
the artist or the artist’s friends) anlmate the saalphires in
garden, coastal, and isterior settings. The actions
reconded in the films relate to accomparying flm stills
{zoe lig. 5) and mdependent photographs staged lor the
camra, Hene, nature ane U budy cominghe with a
Framk and disturbing fuidity.

I e first fibm of the serios, 138859 (1 minute., 15
seconds), o figure in acoat and hat made of pink feath-
s ventures through an exquisibely mankaared Aine:
teenth-century gonden, The perfectly prured hedges and
meclulatod fopaary ahirubs are ochnsd B The soulphanes
creaded amd worn by the artist, As e costumed
Somenes engages in 4 curows, Investigatory danoe with
a ehrub, she parodies The ridicaloustess of the garden
and its unnatural exactitude. Al growing out of her

experiencn in the garden wad 4 monsmenial sculphure.
Clowd, 1990 (fig. 2), a bulbous formation made of
expanded aluminum mesh. Evoking shrub mounds, this
work is related b0 Semmes’s other brgesoale soal prunes
of the B980 thal refer fo kvl scape

Irs thvo sevond film, 1080 (2 mirubes, 15 seoomds),
Cemmens wears a purple velvet bathrobe and a “doud
hat™ made of sluminam meih. As shi sis in serene
wosods in her constructied garb, Semmes perfors a
miracikees ek with o series of braghily calored
oranges. Appearisg 46 bevitste from the ground. the
pranges are seooped ap into her hands in quict rhythmic
motions., The purple velvet bathrobe and “landscape
props” that appear in the films (feather coat, bedge and
choudd habs) lexd 1o il crvation of ciher props and wear.
abile Fabric sculptares for use in independent
photographs, such as Figure i the Clawd Clothing smth
Clotsd Hats and Prerple Vidoed Baifrobes, 1991 (ig- 33, The
“progs" from the latber pholograph eveniually becamss
part of & discrete soulpture, Four Purpie Velped Bathrobes,
101, the artat™s first independent labriec soulpture lea-
turing robes on hangers hung directly on the wall.
According to Semmes, the human Hgure o oager was
necessary o ber work. For her, the absenoe of the: body
s s mmaichs (e pesull of striving towarnd slmplification
of Boren as it was & Bdislee o addnes corporal pobitics.?

Tramslsled into Semmes's subsegueent monumental
dress sculptunes of the 196900 i the exaggerated seale of

Clenid, as well as the metapharis peference o landscaps
and architecure, undersoored by the titles of the worka:
Yoo Paol, 1953; Frovmch Lamdscape, 1993; Hlack Donrmany,
1993; Cherry Blossom J=011, 1984, and Huze, 1994, Cascad-
ing rolts of sheer fabric evole trckling waterfalls and
puddling pools, meandeting sheeves suggest wandering
wvimes, anal delicate mesh fabrics lake on atmospheric
qualities. The pooling pink fabeie of Kimberly and the
material excess of its golden pilkows alo evoke Land-
scape. The opography here, however, is psychalogical
rather than nabural,

Semmes’s nberest In landscape & metapher and as a
|J1FI-:|' (s} FI'HI.'-'HH kas Fln'rv\drnll im T work of Bicbooca
Horn asd the late Ana Mendieta, both of wham filmed
and photographed their actions and internentions in
landscape in thie 197069 The relationsbip of Semmes's
figanis b0 Mmtscape, orweveer, differs markedly from
Horn's or Mendisia®s in that Semires"s figures ame not
pranaformed through natare they relate indopendently
and ambivalently, In soms respects Semmes's soulpled
figgures mimic and parcdy landscape, making no
attemy o suceumb o or broomme ove with s forces.
Tnesoadd thig ase abecrbed by the clbing, Comilia
Butler has noded that the pink feather coat hes morne
presence than the meving, enimabed figure.’

Sempes's photopraphs of sculpled beings in land-
scape and in stagrd intevhor settings are pol eecrds of
complete sctivns. They caphure, rather, & suspended
mamsent—a glimpse into another reality, dreamlike and

 Chowad, PR, makallation at PS50 Misoem, The estiute for
Comiemnpaurary AR, LiiE Muﬂl'lr.*«lw'l‘ﬂi.h'hﬂﬂﬂh
Thades and adumingm, 316« 264 1 132 s (HE&x A6 1153
il Diestriryod



A Fighuiv iv it Clonad Clibhyimg indth T lomed Hifsi amial Pierple Veliied
Batirpdys, 1990, C-prink, edigion of %; paper B0 8 & in. (234 o 303
), image 4 U 3 e b 11T & TR oL Collection al the i,
conitissy Wachae] Klidm Lallery, New York

phantasmic. This surteal world, hewever, @5 nof free of
conflict. A strong element of longing overiakes the fig-
unes as they kook oot oeto the landscape or oward a
tight sraroe from a window, s in Figure in dhae Clossd
Cleteing writhe Cloved fats ard Paerple Vifoe! Ratiersfs
Here, real and imagimany workls m'lldr.TupPrd ma
mimenl of etheneal transformation, the imaginary fig-
wre is gromnded in real e by the hanging robes.
Marmative i bnpdicit in Sommees’s indoperadent fabei
reulpares such as Kimederly, wiibch may be said o “per-
form” in thesr ovwn rght; they imply motion, bension,
and direction via ther scale and placement withinan
architeoiural space. We sense the shies mass of Kimbyily,
l'nrtumple,a: yards of labric F-ib;n.-m] powal on the oo,
[Both weighted and wedghiless, ghe i in cssence, a goo=
mdric vohime that may be i in ferms of line,
calog, muaterisl, shape. and form, The controlled plaoe-
mimt of every fodd and the determined rhythmic scatter-
ing of pillowns in symmetrical arrangemenis shosy &
clesdne for expuilibrim and balanee. The stark dovision
beiween thie pones of pink andd gold where the bodice
mets thie skoirt sugpests fields of coloe, s do the ambd
ent reflections of color on the sumounding wallks.
Threugvout the history of Western art, drapory bhas
been s a8 a composibional matf to amplity ihe
human fgure and sugpest motior. As a decorative back-
dmp in painh.nﬁ. swathes of elegant fabrics oiten oreate
el ol bnadicate the directbonal action of the fgure, as
wiell an haighsem the drama of the moment depicted, In
portralbure the rumber of folds ancd the e of falbrc
can convey social status and imply cose, grace, and levels

o distingtion in thiaitter. bn Bernini's Eodacy of Saim
Therear, 1645-52. in Rome, exsggeratid Billowing effects
of stome-carved fabric around the fgure dﬁ:'pl_'_r enharcy
the mystizal momest of grace the sculpior depicied.
Such sssocintions and pictorial tradifions are browshi bo
bar on Seenane='s conbemporary mandfestation. Always
an ancillary, vt essental, componert of Agural an, the
sciilpharal qualities of drapery here bocomes a primary
conoetn, Evecative af both landscape and the fuman
figiare, Semmes’s Kimberiy objoctifics insatiable, unguen-
chable desire and Iis many provocalive confradictions.

CHga Visa
Acssislanl Curatur
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1. In Bhe Lute 1ialks aqud gasly TF70s, artists Joseph Boays,
SAiml Servidh, [isdeih Shea, amd Slavinees Conmss wenn
using fabric in a sculptaral, femdniring way, & ivpe ol
eritipue that has become ever mone politicized in the
199k

2. Revent exhilitiorm [ 1993950 dealing with fadhivn ansl
contemiparany art isclude: Independent Cunabore, Moew
York, and traveling, “Empty Dress: Clothing As
Surrogabe in Recent An”™; John Michael Kohler Art
Ciemiber, & n, Wisronsin, "[hsoursive Dress”;
Florida International University Aol Musewim, Miami,
“Amierican Art Today: Clothing Ax Metaphor™: aecd
Aldrich Musewmn of Contemporany Ari, Hidgefickd,
Connecticut, “Fall from Fashion.®

X Conversayhom wilh this artist, Mlay 24, 1995,

4. In an carly perfommandce by |lom, Bfaporn (Efmberl,
197072, & Apure serappasd in fabric embarks on s
“trancelile” puarmey nlo the misty mormdng lndscape
“in :nmpfl'ﬂu:n wiith every trew and cdloud in p.hhl:“
{Heecca Hormn, bevts acoompanying “Oigects and
Installations.” fig. 4. Rebwvoar Fovm | MNew York: Bizzoli,
195300, Thee pensrney of Semmmes"s asrioins Agane in the
pink Ematber coal through the garden bears the strong
iflhwince of Harm, who also recorded her pfrhuﬂu:u:r
o film. Sermemes’s aspennabed fakbric sculphunes are fur-
ther presagod in Horn's Arm Exireasiens, 1 %8, which she
creabed by wrapping the buman body in bunelies of fab-
mic, and Fanther fresfrument, 1972, in which the figusne
imhabiits an areatiae of feathers. | am grateful bo
Stephande Jaooby for hee insightful cbservalbon regand-
img the conmection betworn Hom and Semmes

5. Comelia Butler, “Beverly Seenmes.~ Beverly Semmmss
{Peew York: Artists Space, 19900,



A, Kingfrrly, 19984, installicomn o1 Camem s Contre, Lonadon, cnisbed velvt arsl orgaesa, dimensns varabde. Collystion oo the aris,
cowrtesy Mickael Klisin Callery, Now Yark,



%, Cornolia Walleyy tiroegl far Fornad Gandew i the
Pink Fasdyr Cos! sl Flafpe Hat 0], 1988, Ceprind,
ediiom of 5; paper 10 x §in. G54 x M3 cenl. Bmage
4% fax N (1L x 75 oml Collection of the arist,
avai ey Wkl Klein Callery, Mowe Yiork
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