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an empty, murkily lit space. Physi-
cal as well as psychological, the gulf
Geiger establishes between people
is profound and perhaps uncross-
able.

Sheehan, on the other hand, uses
observation as a method of captur-
ing or possessing a particular place,
if only for an instant. In Neponset
Noon (1988), for example, the per-
ceiving eye and recording hand
seem to work simultaneously. In
this painting sweeps and slashes of
slippery paint coalesce into a
glimpse of hot midday light framed
by a massive section of highway
overpass. For Sheehan, the authen-
ticity of painting lies in the act of
seeing as a temporally and geo-
graphically specific event, occur-
ring at that time, in that place, and
originating in the body, in the eyes
of the viewer.

or some realists, however, the

subject is more important than

how it is ob-

Catherine Murphy painting outside her home in
Poughkeepsie, New York. By rendering the de-
tails of her house, Murphy says that she “can
speak about who | am as a human being.”

something besides the mundane.
They’re archetypes.”” His Day in
the City (1984-85) is a plausible
slice of life—a school outing in the
park—that addresses American so-
cial and political problems. In the
foreground a group of children half-
heartedly listen to an adult (who
looks like Ronald Reagan) pointing
to a live pig, apparently the subject
of his lecture. In the distance, atop a
huge mound of dirt or rubbish, a
racially mixed group of enlookers
raises their fists like freedom fight-
ers, a gesture tentatively imitated by
a few figures in the Reagan group.
Goodman’s rubbish heap, or melt-
ing pot, of the lower classes seethes
with purpose and offers youth an

alternative to laissez-faire greed.
While Goodman elaborately alle-
gorizes social concerns, Catherine
Murphy, 42 (who has shown in New
York since 1971), believes that the
mere decision to portray home and
family is political.

served. Jack Beal
believes that
‘“‘nothing is more im-

l By depicting the in-
terior and surround-
ing views of her

portant than babies
and breakfast. Meals
are monuments in
our lives.”” Beal he-
roizes the daily
grind, investing it
with a significance
that formerly was ac-
corded only to major
historical events. By
invoking the grand
themes of past paint-
ings, he transforms
himself, his wife,

home, Murphy says,
*‘I can speak about
who I am as a human
being. 1 can say,
“This is my family,
this is my house, this
is the real world.’
There is something
politically honest
about doing this. It
allows me to feel that
this history and this
viewpoint of mine
are both politically

and his friends into
mythic figures, their
routine tasks into ep-
ics, their humble
utensils into a hero’s
arsenal. In The Sense
of Sight (1986-87),
whose title refers to a

viable.”’

Unlike the more
overt moralism of
Beal and Goodman,
however, Murphy’s
is implied. Her ex-
plicit subject is the
experience of space,
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traditional still-life

theme, Beal fuses autobiography and allegory by
surrounding himself with objects pertaining to his
craft (art reproductions, anatomical studies, a
camera) and to vision in its more ordinary form
(binoculars, glasses, a flashlight).

Like Beal, Sidney Goodman grounds his art in
his everyday life. However, in his work the
ordinary becomes extraordinary as he pushes his
narrative tableaux toward the visionary or fantas-
tic. Rather than celebrate individual family mem-
bers, he casts them as characters in bizarre scenar-
ios. ‘‘l use the people around me,’” he says, ‘‘for

'In Catherine

Murphy’s
Screened
Window, 1988, oil
on canvas, the
black void of
night is
separated from
the viewer by a
succession of
frames.

but it is the claustro-
phobic space of city and suburb. The black void
of night that dominates Screened Window (1988)
is separated from the viewer by a succession of
frames—sill, shade, and screen—suggesting that
culture has not conquered nature but merely
pushed it away.

Traditionally an art of the Left, realism pro-
vides Joan Semmel with a means of articulating
feminist issues. The 55-year-old artist lives in
New York City and has been exhibiting since
1973. Semmel says she turned from abstraction to
realism in the early *70s because ‘‘I needed a
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Day in the City, 1984-85, an oil on canvas by Sidney Goodman, who paints social and

ists, who found an entire universe
within the self. The contemporary
realists—their extroverted off-
spring—extended the boundaries of
self to include their everyday sur-
roundings, replacing gesture, which
for the Abstract Expressionists was
a sort of spiritual thumbprint, with
autobiographical images. Realism
also downgraded the physical act of
painting in favor of perception,
thought of not as a peutral recording
camera lens but as a means of ex-
ploring the pysche. In other words,
the mode of inquiry shifted. As the
critic Donald Kuspit puts it, ‘‘Real-
ism can generate a certain kind of
awareness of an inner or alternative
reality. It can remind us that reality
is not a stable thing.”’

At this point the future of realism
looks uncertain. Can it once again
gather force as a movement, or will
it survive only in the esoteric prac-
tice of a few stubborn individuals?
The increasing commercialization
of the visual arts has intensified the
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political allegories. Here, an urban crowd responds to a lecturer.

concrete narrative to put forward what I was interested in.”’
Her ambitious Changing Room (1988) shows women gazing
at their reflections in the mirrors of a-locker room. According
to Semmel the work **deals with the specific that connects to
the sociological. The locker room painting,’’ she explains,
‘‘presents women of different ages fighting growing old. And
what’s more shameful than being old in our culture?’” Semmel
uses realism to wrest images of women from the idealized,
sentimental, and erotic contexts in which they have tradition-
ally appeared. However, rather than presuming objectivity or
“truth,”” Semmel’s descriptive illusionism merely sets the
stage for her subject—women searching for their own
“‘truths,”” or identities. This harks back to 19th-century
realism, which wasborn from Courbet’s desire to talk about
himself rather than history or mythology.

Yemmel’s work, which depicts human
beings actively seeking a believable
reality, states openly the message of
all good realism: the view -qut . the
'realist-window depends on the van-
tage and values of the looker. The
multiplicity of realist styles suggests
that the *‘truth’” of realism is not objec-
tive and universal, but subjective and
personal. As opposed to the naturalism
of the Renaissance, contemporary real-
idsm never .asserts that by surveying
appearance we can know the world.
[Rather, the realist image communi-
cates private realities; the conventions
.and techniques of the style serve as a
working vocabulary.

In the 20th century Courbet’s solip-
sism was elevated to the status of phi-
losophy by the Abstract Expression-

demand for glitzy, sexy painting,
and realism—already ostracized thanks to a lingering bias
against styles that borrow from the premodernist past—
doesn’t qualify. As Sidney Goodman points out, ‘‘Realism
doesn’t lend itself to glamour; it never seems to have star
quality.”” The reasons aren’t hard to find. Representations of
an artist’s relatives and backyard are often too specific and
personal to have broad appeal. Few collectors want a portrait
of someone else’s friends hanging in their foyer.

Yet despite the glamour deficit,realism remains,according
to critic Arthur Danto, ‘‘one of the overwhelming impulses
of art.”” Although cautious in his predictions, he neverthe-
less asserts: “‘If, in a crude way, abstraction, expressionism,
and depiction are the three main impulses of art—and as
long as there’s a kind-of pluralism—then realism will always
exist as a standing option.”’ E |
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The concern with growing old in our society is conveyed in Joan Semmel’s Changing
Room, 1988, oil on canvas, in which women confront their own images.
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