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Peggy Franck’s instinctive eye is drawn to form. Traversing the

disciplines of photography, installation and painting, she began her

material explorations by setting up sculptural tableaux in her studio

and then photographing them. The desire to immerse the viewer in

that image then took hold and Franck started to open up the

compositions themselves, transferring the objects she had assembled in

her studio to the gallery space, “so that it is easier for the person to

connect to the image.”

As a result, her assemblages of plexiglass, fabric and other objects

selected for their physical qualities become illusory environments,

where forms echo and resonate associatively. Using mirrors as

“another window in the picture”, she arranges and rearranges the

ephemera in her studio, creating increasingly complex psychological
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spaces.

Her occasional representation within these webs of meaning, and her

interest in the effect of representing the author’s body as a presence

within the work, owe something to her interest in artists’ studios –

specifically those of the American abstract impressionist Helen

Frankenthaler and German sculptor Eva Hesse. Since moving from

Amsterdam to Berlin for her residency at Kunstlerhaus Bethanien in

April 2010, the paintings which previously were one fragment of the

installations, are now what she is working on as pieces in their own

right. Regardless of the final medium, Franck’s process is distinct – the

clashing of everyday materials, from spraypaint to Hula Hoops, to

produce “unclear dramatic worlds” filled with relational forms,

textures and surfaces.
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Shape-shifter 
Peggy Franck

A Shift In Focus, 2012
Plastic in frame, 200 x 150 cm
Photo: Peggy Franck

The work is called A Shift In Focus 
(2012) and does indeed mark a shift 

in the ever-evolving practice of Peggy 
Franck. She started working predominantly 
with photography and, during her resi-
dency at the Rijksakademie 
(Amsterdam, 2005-2006), 
moved into producing ins-
tallations that she treated 
as sets to be photographed, 
sometimes keeping and 
reworking the same set 
for several different pro-
jects. Whilst theatrical in 
nature – in their combina-
tion of colours, materials, 
and surfaces – these sets 
remained abstract environ-
ments, devoid of narrative. 
At times, Franck’s camera 
would zoom in on parti-
cular details, such as the juxtaposition of 
a smooth curl of paper with the crum-
pled surface of a silver survival blanket.  
At others, she would incorporate the 
complete constructed environment in the 
image. These photographs were printed on 

a large scale, almost replicating the original 
size of the set and playing with the trompe 
l’œil possibilities afforded. 

To heighten the confusion between 
the real and its representation, Franck also 

presented some of the 
photographed elements in 
front of the photographs. 
For example, in Twilight: 
!e Folded Space and !e 
Wrapped Up Soul (2006), 
a white roll of paper stands 
like an architectural column 
in front of a large black and 
white photograph in which 
it also appears, surrounded 
by naïve but evocative 
shapes. A hoop adorned 
with silver triangles sug-
gests a symbolic sun, or the 
abandoned prop of a circus 

lion tamer. The image's grayscale however 
makes for a sombre landscape and reminds 
me of the twilight photographs of Gerard 
Byrne (A Country Road. A Tree. Evening, 
2008), inspired by Beckett’s setting for the 
play Waiting for Godot.

A riot of multicoloured spots swim before my eyes, like a whirlwind of pixels, 
or an explosion of confetti. The codes of presentation tell me this is a painting 
–  its frame, size and installation on a wall – and its references are certainly 
painterly – the palette of Monet reworked through the exploding dynamic of 
Pollock, perhaps – but the surface of the material tells another story. It is in fact 
a readymade, a sheet of recycled plastic, in which the melted fragments of many 
colours are fused together into one decorative surface.

!#

Twilight: The Folded Space and  
The Wrapped Up Soul, 2006
Inkjetprint on canvas, paper, 295 x 375 cm
Installation view, Rijksakademie van 
beeldende kunsten, Amsterdam 
Photo: Willem Vermaase

Rocking Motion, 2008
Diverse materials, dimensions variable
Installation view, Westfälischer Kunstverein, 
Münster
Photo: Roman Mensing
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There's No Ordinary World To Wake Up 
In, 2009
Diverse materials, dimensions variable
Installation view,  
Westfälischer Kunstverein, Münster 
Photo: Roman Mensing

The themes of presence and absence 
that underpin Beckett’s play also run 
through Franck’s work. In many of her 
pieces, she creates the impression that 
we have just missed the action, that we 
are seeing the remains of a process, the 
traces of the artist’s presence. In some of 
her photographs (for example, Preaching 
Nicknames, 2008), she incorporated images 
of herself inside her installations, always 
disguised in some way. She came to realize, 
however, that it introduced too obvious an 
element of narrative, breaking the com-
position's sense of scale and interrupting 
the flatness of the image. She also moved 
away from placing objects that featured in 
her photographs directly in front of the 
image, as she felt that it was prompting 
viewers to read both elements too literally.  
Instead, she developed a more fluid interac-
tion between photography and installation, 
allowing some materials or forms to migrate 
between different images and compositions. 
Nevertheless, materiality remains a central 
concern, and all her photographs are ana-
logue, allowing us to savour the grain of 

the printed images as much as the details 
they depict.

Franck’s titles often comment upon 
her thinking process, such as How An 
Uncomfortable Moment Made !ings Move 
In A Pleasant Direction (2007), or Disliking 
My Own Self-control (2007). Shortly after 
making these works, she began to develop 
installations that were freer, at times even 
riotous. Nights at !e Circus, or Another 
Book I Didn’t Read (2008), for example, fea-
tures a backdrop of gold paper, like a detail  
of an opera décor, in front of which several 
objects are staged: three draped cones of 
blue fabric, a suspended black ribbon draw-
ing a drunken looping line through the air, 
a fragment of wall, made from white bree-
zeblocks and sprayed with wing-like graffiti, 
and various upright rolls of white paper. On 
an other plane, a number of mirrors are vis-
ible. One circular mirror is placed directly 
on the floor, another lies flat on a stool, 
and a square one leans nonchalantly against 
the wall. Amidst this visual cacophony, 
an amorphous shape made from melted, 
colourless Perspex sits atop a trestle, and 
on the wall is pinned a photograph of the 
opposite corner of the installation. The 
effect is sumptuous, seductive, and highly 
sculptural.

Similarly baroque installations were cre-
ated by Franck for her solo show entitled In 
Rocking Motion (Westfälischer Kunstverein, 
Münster, 2009). The exhibition took place 
in a bourgeois villa, with Franck's pieces 
riffing upon its ornate and colourful inte-
rior. The room-filling installation !ere’s No 
Ordinary World To Wake Up In (2009) was a 
predominantly horizontal work that super-
posed layers of different materials – paper 
painted with geometric patterns, photo-
graphs of this paper, crushed fabric, and 
sheets of reflective plastic – to kaleidoscopic 
effect. Rocking Motion (2008) appeared like 

Nights at The Circus, or Another Book  
I Didn't Read, 2008
Diverse materials, dimensions variable
Installation view, Next Visit, Berlin 
Photo: Peggy Franck

an abandoned tableau vivant or mobile 
photographic portrait studio. In front of 
an abstract, painted backdrop, an unrolled 
sheet of white paper created a stage on 
which stood three characters: two ghost-like 
forms of suspended fabric, and a vertical 
column of paper, painted with broad black 
stripes and capped with a folded Perspex 
form, reminiscent of the wings of a nun’s 
starched wimple. Larger versions of such 
figures stood in the villa’s pink entrance 
hall: a vertical roll of paper with graffiti-like 
markings alongside columns of rolled inkjet 
prints (Waiting For !e Quiet Moment To 
Come, 2009), all crowned with Perspex 
shapes. They are almost a condensation 
of the ideas of Franck’s installations into 
individual forms, and over the subsequent 
two years, a simplification or paring-down 
of materials would become visible in her 
work, combined with a growing interest 
in painting.

In response to an invitation to create a 
site-specific installation for the exhibition 

!e Shape We’re In (Zabludowicz Collection, 
London, 2011), Franck produced Reading 
And Being Read To (2011). It consisted in a 
sequence of paintings on sheets of Perspex 
leant against a rough wall bearing the traces 
of previous exhibitions (to which she fur-
thermore added various bursts of colour).  
Perhaps as a reaction to her own earlier 
pieces, with their carnivalesque combi-
nation of colours, forms, materials and 
media, Franck began to make very 
minimal paintings, using monochrome 
marks of acrylic paint, gouache and 
ink on clear sheets of Perspex (in works 
such as Her Unoccupied State, 2011).  
In her 2012 show at Galerie Marion 
Scharmann in Cologne, she presented a 
modest collection of Perspex strips lean-
ing against the wall, whose only colour 
came from the paint she had applied to the 
edges. This exploration of light, transpar-
ency, surface, and colour was condensed 
even further in her series of works titled 
Unusual Patient (2012) in which oversized 



!& !'

light bulbs were suspended from the ceiling 
on long electric cables, where the curved 
glass of the bulbs was daubed with acrylic 
spray- and house-paint. 

Following this reduction down to the 
bare essentials of painting – light, surface, 
paint – objects disappeared almost entirely 
from Franck’s work for a short period. Her 
2012 exhibition at Galerie Fons Welters in 
Amsterdam defied expectations of her work 
by presenting visitors with a stripped down, 

spartan installation. Titled Sudden Parallels 
Between !e Sky And !e Concrete, it was a 
conceptual recreation of her Berlin studio. 
In the centre of the gallery floor, wooden 
parquet replicated the shape and surface of 
her studio, onto which she placed a roll of 
turquoise acrylic film, weighed down by 
two stones. Curled like a snake in another 
corner of the parquet was a black electric 
cable and an oversized light bulb, which 
was half-mirrored (rather than painted by 
the artist). On the four surrounding walls, 
Franck pinned forty sheets, each measuring 
50 x 70 cm, at evenly spaced intervals. At 
a glance, these all appeared to be mirrored 
paper, painted with a mixture of acrylic, 
spray-paint, gouache and ink, in thin 
washes of colour. However, interspersed 
between such paintings – whose reflective 
surface revealed also the colour and forms 
of the gallery space and the floor piece 
– were identically-sized photographs of 
such sheets of painted and mirrored paper, 
which Franck had taken while they were 

Sudden Parallels Between The Sky  
And The Concrete, 2012
Diverse materials, dimensions variable
Installation view, Galerie Fons Welters, 
Amsterdam 
Photo: Gert Jan van Rooij

Reading And Being Read To, 2011
Perspex, gouache, acrylic paint,  
640 x 1500 cm
Installation view, Zabludowicz Collection, 
London
Photo: Peggy Franck

installed in her studio. In these, the blurred 
reflections of her studio were visible behind 
the painted shapes, with its worktable, 
toolboxes, and stepladder. Thus described, 
the piece may sound like a self-referential 
prism, turning in on itself and its place of 
creation, but the effect was surprisingly 
open and generous, a spatial exploration of 
the intersection between painting, instal-
lation, and photography. As Rosa Juno 
Streekstra wrote of the work: “Instead of 
extending two-dimensional pictures into 
space like she has done before, [Franck] 
now subtly absorbs space into flatness.”

And so we arrive back to the begin-
ning, to the painterly (perhaps even 
Greenbergian) flatness of A Shift In Focus. 
The history of modern painting has been 
shaped by successive shifts in focus, ena-
bling us to look at the world in new ways, 
whether formally, optically or socially. 
Over a much longer period, the notion 
of the shape-shifter has played a central 

role in human imagination, as traced 
through art, mythology and folklore.  
Whether intentionally assuming the guise 
of some other being for mischievous pur-
poses, being transformed against their will 
as a form of punishment, or adopting a new 
shape as a means of escape, shape-shifting 
allows characters to act in ways that were 
previously impossible. For an artist, shape-
shifting is inherent to the creative process, 
as ideas and materials are transformed by 
the intervention of the artist, in whatever 
form that intervention may take, be it 
physical, contextual, or purely conceptual. 
Having sketched the outlines of her prac-
tice over the past six years, it will be exciting 
to see what shape Peggy Franck will adopt 
next in the protean development of her 
practice, and what will it enable her to do.

Zoë Gray

• Born in 1978, Peggy Franck lives in Amsterdam.
• www.publicnature.nl

A Cat Had Got Up  
and Left The Room, 2012
Diverse materials, dimensions variable
Installation view, Marion Scharmann, Cologne 
Photo: Peggy Franck


