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ofmetimes you cain overds the prep.

I realise this when Republican wives,

mabilised todo their dury for thecametas

inthe primaries circws, all begin o look

like Cindy Sherman in lighe disguise.

The doll-like gestures; the inhumanly
exguisive coiffure; the lip-plossed smiling; the
desparation behind the sdarariomn; all seerm v leap
shrieking from a Sherman show yet wo be posed,
shat and exhibived. Mo living arvise I can think
of has more exactly nailed che masquerade we
perform when we goabout our business, public
ard privare, sockal and erovic, Mo one has caught
the forile compulsion o sall*brand, v lock down
an identiey, with quite Sherman's psychalogical
acutensss, Asan anatomist of self-consclousness,
a colleciar of biving masks, she has no pees. Mo one
else catches those moments of sudden disarry,
when the denticy-performance begins o Gl apare
and delusions of grandeur tp nto comedy.

This is why the retrodpective about o open
ar Mew York's Museum of Modern Artwillbe a
sure-fire smash. For although Cindy Sherman's
work, over four decades, has been carnip fior heay-
dury post-strecturalise thesrists who sometimes
embalm her antic mischief inselemn heoubrations
bt the Lacanian “gaee" and the commedificarion
ol the body, her peputar appeal is rmuch simpler. In
aculoare drunk on the vanity of images, Sherman's
universe of characters appear with the skin of
thelr appearance deeply and multiply punetured,
sothar all kinds of repressed homanivy leak cat:
apprehenaban fearfalnes, garish over-confidence;
Tuse, disgust and fursive verrar. Mo one makes sach
brilliane are by pulling our insides our. Though
nat a portraitise, muwch less a self-portrairist, hee
subject s something thae has always exercised the
most perceptive of those picrurers: the arifice of
sell-presentation. In the age of YouTube and
The X Factor, thecall wo perform has gone spldermnie.
But she's no enerny of the image industry; just
ies clever jeszer. Her take on the unceasing
cavaleade of persanae works o well because she i3
unapelegetically af the pop cultuse she irankes and
occasionally vorments, She maniges, sometimes
writhin the same image, voral immersion and cool
distance; the froneal challenge and the sidelong
glance; the gasp and the giggle.

She does all this, by and wich, hersell” Mo only
has she been, over mary decades, har oo model,
bt she works withoat plaveons of assiszants, She
rakes justifiable pride in having no ane bae herseld
executing the work. Sherman is an obd-fashboned
art maker. There are no lens-shleppers, no lighting
peaple; no dressers of make-up artises; dhere s just

Cindy. The perennial vegse of her shape-shifting is
that she is everywhere and nowhene; peakaboo-
recognisable and as often wotally unrecognisabbe;
her performances thematise the huat for identiy
without lersall having one. She simply disappears
inmo the murderous ogress; the centrefold model
done in by wisual abrasion, the foundation-
pancaked ennisquesn of the Hamprons. Look for
Trwe Cindy and you will neves find her.
Sonaturally I wonder, asTride the elevarar o her
sudio, wiich Sherman of the countless variations
will be doing the interview? I half-imagine one
af het personae — edgy, mourndul Besce, tetivant,
wearing a ghastly grinor i socispathic soom ], heavily
wigged, exotically made-up - va be bying nwaie
behind the dooe at the end of the concrete Chelies
corridor. But, surprise, the person who grests me
iz none of the abeave. Indeead, 2 woman stigheee
tlean T had imegined: no make-up, soltly arrraetive,
wearing e kind of smile the kicks the Manhattan
winter mea the Hudson, ahows me i She wilks a o
she langhs a log; she is generoes with time, tea and
fanmy, voluble conversation, There ks net a trce of
defensive racivurnivy of jokey condescension. Good
grief, can she petisally be 4 CONLEMPOEITY rtise? But
then there's something imvizational about much
af Cindy Sherman's work, even when the pary
gets wickedly out of conrol and you're confroned
with stuff desigmed vo prod the gap reflex. Har
pleoares beckon the imagination inwo mysteres,
horress, sugpested conversithans, vaguely intimaed
consummations. They will nor leive you alomne.
Her stedio, 28 you'd expect, is as much a theag-
rical dressing room as art woekepace - awash with
costames hanging from garment rails, sequins amd
sating, masks and hats, feathers and wool, props
and wigs, bits ol manmweguin, The drapery of deama;
everything she might need fof 2 new charscres. It
is her playgrownd of personalivy and she has, she
says, always been one for dressing up. “Ar school
tlee teacher always seemed vo weara different owtfic
eyvery day and I was so impressed. [ had this liele
pegboard and I'd Bgare out roy caebe for the whole
week! T'wasso neurotic.” Her an began with making
drawings of her own clothes; the beginnings of
something thar, as an are stadent & Bulfabs Stare
College, would become a bookler of Cindy-dell
If im somme of her early photegraphs characrers
loak bost, or anxiowsty alert in che big city, it may be
becanss ahe was kept frorm it by her parents, even
thangh they were living close by in suburban Hun-
vington, Leng Island. “Therewas this farnily fearal
Manhattan... monsters in the manholes. We never
carne im, Ot DO FUSSImE, Dot po the thesrre. The
anby time I rerern ber was at Christmas, 1o see the
Rocketies " [ cupgest that the fshnet-stackinged,
high-kicking chorus line may have lelt i1s own
imprint and ahe lasghingly sprees that in retrospect
itz a distinet poesibilivy. Perhapa it was also telling
st her fret dabbling in a9t was wo make coples: af
news plorures oy images that vook hes Gancy. Heg
enduringly havnting masterpiece album of black
and white “Uneitled Film Stills” has been deseribed
by Rosalind Krauss as "ropies without orginals®.
Parental Manhattanophobis diceaved whese
she would go wo spody ar: upstate 2t State Collegs,
Buffabo. The city was a gritty place in the 15704,
thewgh with handsome Victorlan buildings and,
ke important, the Albright-Knox Gallery, ane
of America’s great modernist and convemporany
collecrions. The college ixself was a ler-down: “no
contemporary art and ne interest in ie™ But in



"N ‘Her pictures beckon
| the imagination
into mysteries,
horrors, suggested
conversations...
They will not leave
you alone’

Simon Schama
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Hallwalls, an antists’ space co-founded by Sherman
inan old ice-packing warehouse across town, she
found sympathetic comades who opened her up
to the re-nventions of the 19708 concepual am,
mrinimalism, body ast, earth an; Vieo Acconci and
Raoberr Smithsan. The college ant department hated
the upstare. “They felt threstened. My photography
teacher gave us an assignment to go e Hallwalls,
pick cut something we were drawn o and copy
i "because [he said) thars what they do, they
juse steal sther people's ideas.” Wow whit 2 nasey
man.” With hindsight thar condemnation of the
playful copy only made Sherman more excited
about experimental work that engaged with the
immense carnival of American images. Something
coutld be cue from this marrix, and made over into
afresh take: askance and odf-kileer.

he fiest partly-made object shie worked
anws herself. “A Play of Selves” (1675)
Wi ar once 2 mini-thearical perfios-
mance of a rurder mystery and a game
abaut multiple identivies and disguizes,
She dressed herself upas all the mem-
bers of the case; the preppy, the ingére, and so on,
photographed the characters, cut each one oot and
reassembled them ina single composition and then,
as i making & Olen serip, did iv 21l cver apain, The
reults ave wittily playfal but the labarkous process
of meaking them rook the 2ing out of te inventon,

When Sherman got v Mew York in the mid-
15704, “T wanted vo work alone,” she siye, parly
beganse she was the anly model she could afford ut
also o please her selitary streak. At Hallwalls she
liked the creative companionship - up to a palnt.
Mow she wanted vo do 2 sobe act with the rest of
the world just owe of frame. “Twanted o tell 3 swory
thiat fmplied I'm not alone.” From that bud of an
bdea blossomped the 7o “Untitled Film Sills”, chat
remain some of the mest stunning work done over
the past 30 years, not besse because so mary of them
are formally very beautiful while being noirishly
atmodpheric. Sherman claims w be “a ble sick of
them", which is too bad because noone else is. The
eatliest pictures, which originally were meant w
follow the career of a single blonde actress, were
made romantically grainy by “being developed in
hoteer chemicals than yow're supposed tuse. The
filmn cracks so it books like the crappy B movies Thad
i nind . Ir's called “reticulasion”, a vermsogrand it
derws another chsckle from her. Ina jostly fimoos
image, from 1977, the blonde stands in 3 barren
corrkdor against a shae door, Face turned in profibe,
eyes closed 4 lare-19508 short coat slang over her
shoulders, her dght hand clenched in a fist, raised
against the doar, her weight on the back foot. Is
she knocking? 1s she just stopped in the moment
of anticipation? We will never know but we sway
with her on the tightrope of pessibilivy.

Al that happens isa stight tremble on the power
lines af our imagination. Sometimes it's done with
gespare. A swimsuited woman sitting on a folding
beach chair turmns her head - we are made to think,
suddenly - to check out something we can't see.
A big-eyed brumerte (a favourive of mine) looks
up from the kitchen floor, where her grocery bag
has spilled s eggs and cans, to challenge anyone
whi's going o make something owt of i The Hitch-
cock and Antonioni inspiratbons are obvious. Real
albums of stills, many of them from European
cinema, thggered her inventions. You can have
innecent fan spotting a Teanne Maoreau set of the s

Sherman in her Hew York stodio

‘SometimesI'm
awestruck by how
little I look like myself
and say “Wow, that

1s sonot me™

Cindy Sherman

A lips, an Anmna Magnani jut of the hip. But while
mmost of the stills feanared rurning points in the plot
- ascream, a i of weeping - Sherman was unt-
Ing fior the moments before, after and especially in
between the tume of event. She wanted the blinks
o which we can write the sctlon, It's thess freeze-
frarne actions thar spill from the cinema screen
no the inner projection of the limle dramas we
play im cur own heads. The effiec is a5 unsetrling
as o drear, and as enkgmatically stirring.

Thee series was all the moee remnarkable for balng
&0 glmply done, especially the lighting, “For interi-
ors I'd just use a lamp or a sceew-in bulb, just cheap
alurninium paga.” Exteriors, M anything, were even
simnpher, relying on serendipity. The Famos “linch-
hiker" (“Untitled”, 1970) with irs Tippi Hedren ash
blonde in gingham check skint, standing ona soad
undera bow western sky, a daontless Hrle suircass
by her side, was taken by Sherman's facher on a
farnily road wrip through Arieona. She packed her
cosrumes, many of them scooped from discount
wintage clothing stores in Mew York, and equipped
herself with a new talephoto lens, When she spot-
ted a sugpestive location, she wowld sopthe cae, get
kirved our, pose, wave st Dad and shaoe “OF, now!”
Thee party line an these one-shot dramas istha they
are not “phatographs” in the sense of the fodng of
an arbitrarily happened-upen event or place. But of
course the entine history of the medium has been

pme in which happenstance yields to the framed,
suaped design, and chere was a lon golng on in Mew
York art af the late 19708 - Warhal, abave all - that
was shamelesshy stagey. “Untitled Film Suills™ were
shawn firse at the downtown Artises Space where
Sherman was working a9 a receptionist. She got a
nice review n ARTnews by o name she can naver
forget - (who would?) - Valentin Tarransky - and
then the work came o het

Even then, in her mid-twenties, Shemman wis
wary of loging her edge to fashion. One of her
srrongest instinces has always been vo bive against
the glamoue, When Ardforam spproached hey in the
parly 16805 to do one of their “centrelolds™ play-
Ing with the girtie mag formar, they were prab-
ably anticipating a feminist commentary on the
female body 28 a grazing Held for the vorcous
male eye. But what the magazine got when Shes-
man adoped the big horizoneal formar in colour
wae less o polemic than a baroque drama off felr,
exhaustbon, vulnerabilivy and damaged reflection
and, just occasionally, cool defiance.

Thecentrefolds ave, In thelr way, 2 sorike agrinst
the captivicy of the ogled; but their polgnant
invensity comes from substivueing for erotic
Intimacy, an alvogether different kind of proximicy;
the body in distress Wiat she was afver, Sherman
S5, wid “someone expecting wo open a centrefold
and then ‘oops, sorry dido't mean o disturb yoo ™
The Cindies, some blonde some not, ave post-posed,
hair matted, beads of sweat hanging on thelr fce
and body, peychologically stripped bare, even wiven
clothed, emorionally disarrayed. Laid oo onoff-
pastel towels and cheap blankes, the women
register 3 palpable sense of sulering from some
sart of wiakation, of dispossession. They are utterly
snill yer canghe in a peychological shiver and rhe
EXPIERsIONS are among Sherman's mest astenishing
pleces of acting."They make me want Lo... cook
them soup,” Tsay She laughs again,

Teream followed her woman's versbon of
pricrdes Rorizontales with a viswal coda;
2 small series of the same persona this
time i upright formar, an enmade-up
Cindy clad in a red rerry-towel mobe, as
though “beaten wp by the photographer”,
that are among the moat affecting pictures she
has ever made. Alert to becoming Mavour of the
manth, Shermanturned more confrontational. She
began o experiment with uglification. This was
the moment when the fashion house Comeme des
Gargons Qew her bo Paris to pick out aurdits for the
shooe, But instesd of sending back the numbers she
chivge, “they picked really boring wool stull “04
she went o the Halloween frighe shops to stock
Wp On SCay tissae, rw-meat lips and cops of blood,
and then posed in the wool jobs with a calculaved
vengeanee A black suit-dress is modelled with an
unkempt peroside wig oovering all bot ane angry
eye and clenched fists; a crimson wool number
has hey with greasy psychopath haisde and blosdy
fingermnaile, and the most Bbulously demented afall
has her sitting in zebra seripes and Ooppy tie with
an expression of deranged glee on her androgynoes
mug. 1 dare you to print this in French Vogue " she
thought. “And of cowese they didn't; they woundup
hating everything, To ger them off my back Tdid a
Dewr 1 ke they would like”
s gl becanee o Mome in the late 1980s, Bherman
Lripped deeper into reabms of hoarar and disgust, two
of her fvourive resorts, Her " Fairy Tales"” series, not



the kird you want your seven-year-old 1o see, are
elabarately staged phantasmaparia, shot on beddings
of gravel, dint, moss and sand chat she beought nee
the studio. A bloody-reothed hag in Morman Bates
granny-wig, ancient fishnees half~rolled down,
scrabbles obscenely in the pebbles, A naked ghane
rgress fingers har blood-soaked wongue against a
background af diny figores: her lunch, “Oh they weee
the lictle peoole model railway buds bay for their
sere,” Cindy says cheerily. But all this was Bambi
compared with what followed: still lifes of a ridal
wash of puke and cupcikes; bleebortles crawling
arcund in theis favourite kind of yomeyy habicar,
“Tt was oy litele rebellion,” she says with a
cherubically artless smile. Bue it doesn’t do o
tangle wicth Cindy. Provoked by sanctimonious
congressional condemnation of Andres Serrana’s
“Piss Christ” and Mappletharpe's homoeratic
photography, as well as the way JefT Koons
modelled his porn star wile - “solame” - Sherman
responded with o “Sex Piotures™ series (Logz) thar is
definitely not lame bue feroclously combative, Fae
prce el removed hexself from the shots, but used
anatombcally correct medical manneguins wo make
poaes of savage absurdity: it was all ingeniously
economical. By unplugging certain pares from
theiralloteed pesition she could suggest massively
gaping erifices; swinching others areund made a
composition of separaved heads, one male and

one female lying on satin sheets beside 3 trunk
equipped at omne end with a penis and at the othera
denseely bushy wagina complete with rampon sring
thi whole thing cirched by a silky bow tied aroumnd
the midridT When some unhinged minds acooally
found this a teem-on their creatar was heorifbed: nor
wihat ahe had in mind at all, she says.

here would be other passages of

mayhem: aceion fgure voys melted,

burned and mutitwed. “There was an

anatomically correct model of a gay

man with a giant penisso [ had wo have

that - think he was called Gay Bob, A
year later they browght owt his friend who naterally
had po be Latine " Cindy did terrible things to Bob
and his friend but "I was going through a divorce.
It wasn't like 'T hate you'; it was kinda fun, like
1 science project.” But there would also be more
meditarive engagements: with the old masters
in her “History Poreraits™ (1988-go) - witty
impersonations in which the canon gets stripped
of its prevensions and pushed wwwards the circus,
The expoded breast of 3 Fouguet Madonna; the
emblem of lntercession of sin, is straight oue of
the neveley shaps the head of Botticei's Holofernes
iz a Hallowesn decagives.

Sherman i aften mistakendy thaugheofasa one-
note impresaess of the grotesque, working ina rangs
from newrosis v horror, For sure, the eloguent,
impish persomn I've been talking wo has always had
ayen for the weind and the wondreas, bar Teell hex
T strack Tarm by the sheer range of hurman cypes
she mangges o print on her face, Hers & the real
Faceboak (the one weall mistake for human connec-
tiom, she avodds like the plagoee). The writing abaur
e work, prescowpied i it is by the pest-modemist
mantras of guotatien, allusion and ivenic instabil-
iy, seldom paye moch attention v the astenishing
versatilivy of her performance, the protean elastciry
of Fape and body. Occasionally, with the mirror ser
beside the camvera, this gift unsertles her “Some-
timmes I'm awestruck by how litce Dok ke moysal!d
and sxy “weow, that is 5o not me BurTdo feel empow-
ared by the spooky thing that is happening.” Sha's
right, bar the capacity to take an the entive cast of
the human comedy is acowally mot a symprom of
post-modern distance from les cavertings, ot its
oppagite: sympatheric votal immersion.

The first thing visivors ve MobfA will s=e is an
enarrnaus el inwhich five monumental Cindies
pose in the hortboultural neo-clssicist soyle againse
the background of 2 park and pond. But instead af
Demerer and Diana, she gives us a gently wry pro-
ceaglon through the aeons fom node body-suie
Cindy theewgh faux-medieval to Big-Bra-Tame-Rus-
sell Cindy of the 19505 Has heroic megalomania
struck? Quite the contrary. The statues are all neb-
bishy nobodbes wearing expressions that range from
prune to pedding and thedir costumes are, 13 ever,
diseount shap tat. The sweetly mocking parade s,
like a lor of her work, a sly reproach 1o the beset-
ting gin af convemparary are: its calloww, orgiastic
nmarcissism. Cindy Sherman looks ar herself and
seed everyone else, Noother lving arvist manages
50 generously o exemplily the Roman playwright
Terence's dicoum: “I consider nothing human as
alien po e " Well, OB, mayhe the ogress. g

Cindy Shermon’s rerrospective show & af the Museln
of Miderr A, Mev York City, from Febrioary 26 fo
Jume 11 To corerent, smoll magpesinelersidtoom
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