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This season, New Yorkers will have the great opportunity to view a series of
rare and vintage photographs —many of which have never been seen before-
by American photographer Francesca Woodman (1958-1981). During her
short life, Woodman produced a substantial body of work while being a
student at the Rhode Island School of Design in Providence (1975-8) as well
asthe following years. She lived in Rome as part of the RISD European Honors
Programme, moved to New York in 1979, and became a fellow at MacDowell
Colony in 1980. Woodman presented solo exhibitions at Addison Gallery of
American Art, Andover, MA, USA, 1976; Woods-Gerry Gallery, Rhode Island
School of Design, Providence, RI, USA, 1978, and Liberia Maldoror, Rome,
1978. Her work was included in group exhibitions at Galleria Ugo Ferranti,
Rome, 1978 and the Alternative Museum, New York City, 1980, among
others. A series of posthumous exhibitions were organised such as that of
Fondation Cartier pour I'art contemporain, Paris in 1998, which travelled to
Rotterdam, Lisbon, London, Barcelona, Milan, Dublin, and Madrid. A major
retrospective was shown at the San Francisco Museum of Art, California in
2011 and travelled to the Guggenheim Museum, New York, in 2012. In 2015,
Moderna Museet, Stockholm, Sweden, organised and debuted On Being
an Angel; which then travelled to Foam, Amsterdam, Netherlands, later
that year; Fondation Henri Cartier Bresson, Paris, France, 2016; Moderna
Museet, Malmo, Sweden, 2017; Finnish Museum of Photography, 2017;
Fundacion Canal, Madrid, Spain, 2019; and C/O Berlin, Berlin, Germany,
2020. Her enigmatic and eerie images set in curious environments evoke
the spaceless quality of presence and the human condition, exposed and
presented in surreal situations.

| invited Lissa McClure, the Executive Director of The Woodman Family
Foundation to discuss with me aspects of Francesca Woodman'’s visual
vocabulary and how the new presentation titled Alternate Stories at Marian
Goodman Gallery in New York will embrace the essence of her practice and
the spirit of her artistic utterance.

IN CONVERSATION WITH DR. KOSTAS PRAPOGLOU

A Francesca Woodman. Untitled, Italy, 1978.
4 5/8 x 4 5/8 in. Gelatin silver print.
© Woodman Family Foundation / Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York.
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A Francesca Woodman. Untitled, Early, c. 1975.
7 1/8 x 7 3/16 in. Gelatin silver print.
© Woodman Family Foundation / Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York.

A Francesca Woodman. Untitled, Early, c. 1975.
6 5/16 x 6 3/8 in. Gelatin silver print.
© Woodman Family Foundation / Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York.
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KOSTAS PRAPOGLOU:

What were Francesca Woodman’s influences and main source
of inspiration and why do you think her work is still topical and
relevant?

LISSA MCCLURE:

Francesca Woodman was born into a family of artists for whom
art and artmaking were primary and foundational. They started
spending significant time in Italy when she was a baby, and she
grew up essentially bi-cultural—she even attended second grade
in Florence. The family explored the country looking at art and
architecture and Woodman often cited classical art as an influence.
She wrote about the nude in her work in relationship to the classical
nude and liked the idea of applying photography’s ‘rough edge’ to
such idealised forms.

She also read a great deal, from Victorian literature to Surrealist
novels. She cited the writing of Colette, Zola, and Breton as
major influences, the latter for his ability to turn banal, everyday
photographs into the plot of a story. She aspired to do the same.
In her notes for an interview for an Italian magazine in 1979 she
wrote “Words influence me a lot more than politics but | especially
like allusive, indirect literary phrases and metaphors...I would like
words to be to my photographs what the photographs are to the
text in Andre Breton’s “Nadja.” He picks out all the allusions and
enigmatic details of some rather ordinary unmysterious snapshots
and elaborates them into a story. I'd like my photographs to
condense experience.”

Woodman'’s photographs capture the female body—often her own—
in stillness or motion, in everyday places, in decaying architecture,
doing fantastical or very ordinary things. She created a version of
herself as a construct to animate these photographs, which means
she both empowered herself and made herself vulnerable in her
work. That's a very human position, and | think probably something
a lot of viewers relate to. Her work has likely withstood the test of
time because there are many lenses through which to approach
it. The images are elusive and mysterious, which make them
even more compelling. She was determined to create a sense of
timelessness in her work, which could help account for its enduring
relevance. Woodman was also extremely skilled and purposeful
technically and formally, which sometimes gets overshadowed by
her content. She knew how to make a powerful photograph.

« Francesca Woodman. Untitled, Providence, Rhode Island, 1976.

4 7/8 x 4 3/4 in. Gelatin silver print.

KOSTAS PRAPOGLOU:

Quali sono state le influenze e la principale fonte di ispirazione di
Francesca Woodman e perché pensi che il suo lavoro sia ancora
attuale e rilevante?

LISSA MCCLURE:

Francesca Woodman & nata in una famiglia di artisti per i quali
l'arte e il fare arte erano elementi primari e fondanti. Trascorsero
molto tempo in Italia quando era una bambina, e lei & cresciuta
essenzialmente bi-culturale, frequentando anche la seconda
elementare a Firenze. La famiglia ha esplorato il paese guardando
all'arte e all'architettura e Woodman ha spesso citato I'arte classica
come sua influenza. Nel suo lavoro ha parlato del nudo in relazione
al nudo classico e le piaceva l'idea di applicare il “bordo ruvido”
della fotografia a forme cosi idealizzate.

Ha anche letto molto, dalla letteratura vittoriana ai romanzi
surrealisti. Ha citato le opere di Colette, Zola e Breton come
principali influenze, quest’ultimo per la sua capacita di trasformare
fotografie banali e quotidiane nella trama di una storia. Aspirava
a fare lo stesso. Negli appunti per un’intervista per una rivista
italiana nel 1979 scriveva “Le parole mi influenzano molto piu della
politica ma mi piacciono soprattutto le frasi letterarie e le metafore
allusive, indirette... Vorrei che le parole fossero per le mie fotografie
cio che le fotografie sono per il testo in “Nadja” di Andre Breton.
Lui raccoglie tutte le allusioni e i dettagli enigmatici di alcune
istantanee non misteriose piuttosto ordinarie e le elabora in una
storia. Vorrei che le mie fotografie condensassero 'esperienza”

Le fotografie di Woodman catturano il corpo femminile, spesso
il suo, nellimmobilita o nel movimento, in luoghi quotidiani, in
architetture decadenti, mentre fa cose fantastiche o molto
ordinarie. Ha creato una versione di se stessa come costrutto per
animare le sue fotografie, il che significa che si & rafforzata e si
e resa vulnerabile nel suo lavoro. Questa € una posizione molto
umana, penso che probabilmente sia qualcosa in cui molti spettatori
possano ritrovarsi. Il suo lavoro ha probabilmente resistito alla
prova del tempo perché ci sono molti obiettivi attraverso i quali puo
essere affrontato. Le immagini sono sfuggenti e misteriose, il che
le rende ancora pil avvincenti. Era determinata a creare un senso
di atemporalita nel suo lavoro, che potesse aiutare a spiegare la
sua duratura rilevanza. Woodman era anche estremamente abile
e propositiva, tecnicamente e formalmente, cosa che a volte
viene messa in ombra dal suo contenuto. Sapeva come fare una
fotografia potente.

© Woodman Family Foundation / Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York.
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A Francesca Woodman. Untitled, Italy, 1977-78.
313/16 x 3 13/16 in. Gelatin silver print.
© Woodman Family Foundation / Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York.

A Francesca Woodman. From a calendar of 6 days, this is the 6th day, Italy, 1977-78.
37/8 x 37/8in. Gelatin silver print.
© Woodman Family Foundation / Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York.
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A Francesca Woodman. Untitled, Rome, Italy, 1977-78.
37/8 x 3 7/8 in. Gelatin silver print.
© Woodman Family Foundation / Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York.
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KP:

Woodman’s practice and visual language have become widely
recognisable and popular despite her short life and career. How do
you explain this?

LMcC:

Woodman made her first mature photograph at thirteen and was a
fully formed artist by the time she arrived at art school. She used
student compositional assignments at RISD (the Rhode Island
School of Design in Providence) to expand her own conceptual and
formal investigations. Her artistic voice was unique, she was ahead
of her time, and the sheer force of her images has had a real staying
power. In essence, she was able to cover a lot of ground in a short
time. She was also, by all accounts, a singular and unconventional
person, with a worldview to match, and this enlivened her work
in a particular way. She created tonal and textural qualities in her
gelatin silver prints that makes them unquestionably gorgeous. She
chose to work small and mostly in black and white, often using
herself as model, which is distinctive. There is an undeniable
intimacy to her work. In the midst of all this, her gaze is captivating
and unwavering, her surroundings somehow mysterious despite
their ordinariness, and it's hard not to want to enter the worlds she
created.

KP:
The exhibition features different thematological chapters. What are
they and based on what elements have they been categorised?

LMcC:

We approached this exhibition with a desire to show Woodman'’s
work in a fresh light, based on our own experience of looking at
the complete body of work now in the care of the Woodman Family
Foundation. | was bowled over by what | saw. There were many
photographs that had never been shown before, often related to
more well-known photographs in serial or contextual ways. We
wanted to show some of this breadth. And certain loose themes
- the body, Surrealism, Italian art history — presented themselves.
We were also keen to give Woodman voice in this exhibition,
literally and figuratively. Because we own her archive—personal
papers, correspondence, ephemera, contact sheets—we were
able to cite her own descriptions of her work, her influences, her
conceptual structures, her formal concerns. Chris Kraus coined an
incredibly apt term in her essay, Impure Alchemy, for the exhibition
catalogue: “eroticized formalism.” I'd say the relationships between
photographs, the groups that emerged, are as important as the
thematic connections. We wanted to create a rhythm that allowed
for looking at Woodman’s work in new ways.

KP:

The majority of the works on view position the human body within
various architectural environments. How this site-specificity
dictate the aesthetics of her photographs as well as their unique
ambience?

LMcC:

It's interesting, kind of a chicken and egg situation. We've got
journals and notebooks where Woodman worked out ideas and
made sketches that became identifiable photographs. Some start
with the figure, in a classical position or in motion. Others clearly
place those figures within specific architectural settings. Space
itself is so often another protagonist in the work. Architecture and
space can confine the body, or envelop it, or support it. Sometimes
they set a stage for an action or formal study. Sometimes the
architecture serves as a mirror, reinforces a mood, reveals a
passageway. | think certain architectural spaces allowed Woodman
to create that sense of timelessness she was after. After she'd
moved to New York in 1979, she used tile patterns and structural
components from friends’ bathrooms to replicate classical
architecture. She began to work with architectural blueprint paper,
making large scale diazotypes. Woodman was drawn to old things,
decaying spaces. Her studios in Providence, Rome, and New York
all share those qualities—and were probably all that were available
on her budget! In her skilled hands, those spaces were transformed
into enigmatic sites for her allegories.
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Francesca Woodman. Untitled, Providence, Rhode Island, 1975-78.6 p
3/4 x 6 3/4 in. Gelatin silver print.
© Woodman Family Foundation / Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York.
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A Francesca Woodman. Untitled, Providence, Rhode Island, 1975-78.
7 5/16 x 9 7/16 in. Gelatin silver print.
© Woodman Family Foundation / Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York.
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KP:
Are there any plans involving future surveys on Woodman'’s work?

LMcC:

A major solo show that originated at the Moderna Museet in
Stockholm and traveled throughout Europe for five years has
recently ended. Now that the remainder of Woodman'’s works have
transferred to the Foundation, we’'ve begun to have conversations
with institutions about what comes next. We're excited by the many
ideas for future projects that have come from this new access to
the work. Our hope is that curators will mount shows from different
perspectives, as this exhibition does. Unlocking the archival
material has introduced more avenues to explore curatorially.
The interest and requests we've received lately from a young
generation of scholars has been satisfying, proof that art historians
and writers continue to gravitate to Woodman'’s work.
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KP:
Avete altri piani futuri che coinvolgono i lavori di Woodman?

LMcC:

Si & recentemente conclusa una grande mostra personale che ha avuto
origine al Moderna Museet di Stoccolma e ha viaggiato in tutta Europa
per cinque anni. Ora che il resto delle opere di Woodman & stato trasferito
alla Fondazione, abbiamo iniziato a dialogare con le istituzioni su ciod
che verra dopo. Siamo entusiasti delle tante idee per i progetti futuri
che sono scaturite da questo nuovo accesso ai suoi lavori. La nostra
speranza & che i curatori allestiscano mostre da prospettive diverse,
come fa questa. Lo sblocco del materiale d'archivio ha introdotto piu
strade da esplorare in modo curatoriale. L'interesse e le richieste che
abbiamo ricevuto ultimamente da una giovane generazione di studiosi
sono state soddisfacenti, prova che storici dell'arte e scrittori continuano
a gravitare attorno al lavoro di Woodman.
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