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ON THE COVER

Table With Blue Dress by Maggie Siner

Portions of the following are based on an interview with
the artist on October 19, 2020.

The titles of paintings often reflect the artist’s intent. To
this interviewer, the title of this month’s cover art, by
Maggie Siner, Table With Blue Dress, although descriptive,
bypasses the obvious: It’s the day after the night before—
though there may be a story about the patient pug lurking in
the lower left corner.

Siner, as we learned from an earlier interview and essay
(“Vermeer Through Headphones by Maggie Siner”; K.
Hays, October 2020 issue), will have none of that. “I don’t
really compose paintings thinking of narrative,” she says.
As far as she is concerned, all painting is abstract, arrange-
ments of color and shape—and this one is no exception.

But there is a story to explain the painting. Siner, an
American artist who exhibits widely, teaches painting, and
now offers video painting demonstrations and spends much
of her year living and working in Venice. For the past 10
years, she has rented an apartment in a house overlooking
one of the Venetian canals. For many years, there was a bed
in one of the large back rooms, one that nicely accommo-
dated visiting guests. Siner had a good view of the bed from
a distance. Because she is enthralled by drapery, after her
guests had left and before cleaning the room, she would
render a series of paintings of unmade beds and pillows.
This “still life” setting allowed, she comments, for

beautiful arrangements of colors and shape. A bed has its own
narrative in it. I do not have to do anything about it. I could
rearrange the pillows or change the colors of the blanket, I
could put something on the bed or a tray next to the bed. It
became visually interesting and narratively suggestive.

Because these paintings each take a number of weeks to
complete, using a live model would have been an encum-
brance; besides, the model would have changed the folds of
the sheets, making it a challenge to reconstruct what she had
been working on.

One year, Siner came back to the apartment to discover
there was no longer a bed in that room. Initially, she felt
“bereft”—until she decided she could take the same white
sheet and use it to cover a table. There would still be drapery
and distinctive folds; it would claim a completely different
narrative. She could place objects on the tabletop, creating
some order out of the chaos of the white surface; she could
arrange chairs to create some visual curves; she could add
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an article of clothing to join with the “lonely” table. True to
her focus, she notes that dresses add an element of color and
movement.

This particular composition? There’s the loyal dog, rem-
iniscent of Dutch and other 17™-century iconography in
which the dog image represents fidelity. If one is looking for
symbolic narrative, all kinds of projective possibilities ex-
pand regarding the wearer of the dress. In actuality, this is
a ceramic sculpture that Siner has made use of for years,
commenting that it is so realistic that visitors have often
mistaken it for a live dog.

Looking at the image of the painting, during this inter-
view, Siner excitedly talked about the compositional ele-
ments: Starting at the lower left, she spoke of the table-
cloth’s drapery, rolling around and up from the bottom. The
swoop up from the dog has that same sense of movement,
creating an element of activity. Lines, endless repetition of
angles, movements, she says, each shape leaning on one
thing and dependent on another. From the nearly vertical,
first of the folds, the eye turns to the right, each one a
variation of a diagonal moving to the right. The glasses are
hard-edged objects, but because the viewer is far away from
them and cannot quite discern the edges, one sees sparkling
things. The rhythmic, varyingly triangular pieces of white
are like notes, she says. And the echoing curves of the chair
backs form a “big arpeggio” that carries across into the
dress with its many folds and its curved positioning, draping
on the chair. The dark chair backs leading to the dress form
their own line and leap, bringing one from the back left of
the painting, moving in a parabola across the painting and
down the right, returning to the lower front left.

Currently, Siner is enjoying the relative quiet of Venice.
“There are lots of people here still; it’s not an empty city.”
Missing though, are the tour groups of 30, 40, or 50 people
following their guide’s sign and crowding the narrow streets
and filling the canals. Because of the pandemic, tourists are
primarily Italian. There has been a lot of outdoor life—in
fact, a recent reception for a gallery exhibition of Siner’s
work was held in one of the town’s squares, with attendees
allowed in, masked, three or four at a time. Siner enjoys the
general quiet yet active sense of the city.

Kate F. Hays
Art Co-Editor


http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/amp0000802

	Table With Blue Dress by Maggie Siner

