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A CONVERSATION WITH CINDY SHERMAN 

lnt•tvi•w conducted and wrilltn by Thom Thompion 

T. T • • When did you start taking photographs? 

C.S. • N04 unlll I got into college. 

T. T. • Cod you enter college as an art student? 

C.S. ·Yes. In hne arts as a painter. Later. when I wanted to transfer 
into photography, they wouldn't let me because It was too late. The 
Dean didn't think I was committed enough and wouldn't let me 
change. I wound up with a B.A. in art instead ol a B.F.A. 

T. T. • What were your paintings like? 

C.S. • Super·realist. They were real boring. I would lake e photo· 
graph and do a painting of it. straight. Or take parts ol photographs 
and put them together in a composition. I never really had very much 
Inspiration to do anything in painting outside ol what the teachers' 
requirements were tor dilferent prOjects. I wouldn't go home' and 
paint OI have Ideas IOI paintings outside ol class. When I started to 
learn what was going on in contemporary painting, I really became 
confused. I couldn1 think of any reason fOI me to paint. I knew n 
wasn't my medium. About the same ~me I started going to perfOI· 
mances and hearing and seeing a lot of different things going on 
besides 1ust static WOik. i reallydidn1 know what to do. Photography 
1us1 kind of lell into place thtough a class I had 10 take II was an 
1n1roduct01y course. That's when I started to develop ideas and was 
the basis IOI what I wanted to say. 

T. T. • Did you study filmmaking OI movies? 

C.S. ·Actually. at that time t was seeing a lot ol experimental l 1lms. 
Bullalo has a pretty good media program: a 101 ol well·known lilm· 
makers like Paul Sharits and Tony Conrad were up there teaching. I 
knew those people and worked with some of them. They invited up 
other people like Hollis Frampton and Michael Snow. I saw most ol 
tho tilms lhey were working on and so my inlroducUon to film was 
really lrom the experimental avant-garde 60's and 70's. Later on I 
became more Interested in nostalgic lilms. I would 10 to the local 
c1nem1 or watch reruns on T.V. 

T. T. • But you had no lormal training in film or film hlstOly? 

C.S. • No. not really. I had the Opportunity to see a lot ol different 
types of l1tms while I was in Buffalo. The silent hims really Interested 
me because they told stOlies with just pictures. That's what I was 
lnttiafty doing with my series ol unt~led film stills. T,,. silent l olms gave 
me inspirattOn Oc·tober and Potemkin. l0t ins1ance. ere over dra· 
ma11c. but the inspiration f0< me was how explich they were. 

T. T. • When did you de<:ide to move to New York City? 

C.S • • I decided 10 stay an extra year in Bullalo because I was 
Involved in an allernative space up there called Hallwalls. That was 
my real education in contemporary art. We Invited people to come up 
from New York to have shows or give perlormances. Atter a whllethe 
energy started to change up there and the excitement died out. I 



realized II was 1ime1omovedownhere.1 resis1edmaklng lhemove10 
New York lor a long lime because I hoped tt wasn't a necessary lhing 
to do In order to start your career. Most people who love out of New 
York think that they are going to stay where they are 10 prove that you 
don't have to move to New York for your art career I reslsled the 
move because I had the same feeMngs. 

T. T. - What was 11 bke when you came to New York C'1y7 

C.S. • The hrst year was reaHy awful. The first summer I was 1ust so 
inllmldated by the crty I was afraid to leave the house. II had a lot to 
do w11h just growing up. It was a totally different way ol gening by 
from day 10 day compared to living in someplace like Buffalo. The 
struc1ure of a day, for instance. is so different: 1he way you jus1 have 
10 deal w11h walking down lhe s1ree1 or lhe public 1ransportalion. and 
lhe hassles from all lhe people in 1he s1ree1. II was very hard 10 ge1 
used 10. 11 IOOk me aboul a year 10 sort everylhing OUI. 

T. T. • When did you beigin 10 show work in lhe Cily? 

C.S. • Shortly afler I moved here. Doug Crimp did Thll Picture 
Show 81 Artlsrs· Space on Hudson Street II was 1he firs! lime 
someone pu11ogelher a show of artisls doing media ·orienled work. 
People like Sherry Levine. Robert Longo. Jack Golds1ein. Troy 
Breunlueh. PhHip Smilh, and myself were logelher In lhis show. 
Robert Longo moved down here from Buffalo around lhe same lime I 
did so we knew each 01her. and along wilh the others hed the same 
sensibilily aboul OUf worl<. 

T. T. - How would you descnbe lhecharac1ers you pomayed 111 your 
1977 and 1978 work Untitled Film Stills? 

C.S. -1 was lhlnking of general s1ereo1ypes. I would never have 100 
much ot a preconceived idea of what I wanted A tot ot it was in1u111ve. 
I was jus1 drawing from my mos1 general ideas ol whal I remembered 
women to be like when I was gro-Mng up. These were my role 
models. I was really looking lor lhe mos1 aruhcial looking kinds of 
women. Women Iha I had cinched-in waisls and poln1ed bras.101s of 
make-up. s1ift hair. high heels. and lhings like Iha I. To me 1hal's wha11 
haled aboul growing up. When I was an adolescent !hose kinds of 
role models were awful 10 me. I wan1ed wilhin 1ha1 framework of 
cha racier ••. 1 wan led 10 have somelhing in 1he face 1hal would make 
lhem seem more personable. 

T. T. • When I look a1 some of 1he Untitled Fiim Stlll• 1 lhink I can 
pick out certain films. directors of films. ot genre ot him Were you 
mo11va1ed by any ol these specific e1emen1s? 

C.S. -There were a few sho1s !hall consciously focused 1non IJke I 
wan1ed a young Brigine Bardot or Soph,a Loren or Monica V1111 1ype. 
but I rarely 1hought of a cenain film. There were a few exceptions like 
lhe Sophia Loren character of a woman s1and1ng w.lh an apron on by 
the door (Un11Ued Film Still #35. t 977). 1was1h1nk1ng of the Mm Two 
Women In lhe fllm she played a charac1er who was raped and 
physlcallydisheveled and diny. I wasn·1 physically im11a11ng her bul I 
was lhinking of 1ha1 character. I've seen mosl of the Mms 1ha1 my 
characters appeared in but it was always more of the actress rote 
rather than a director. The role ot women always in1erested me In 
lhese Mms. 
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T. T. • In 1980 you began a series al s11ll phOtos using 1he lilm 
techntque of rear screen projections. 

C.S . • Yes. That was when I was goong into c010<. I had 1us1 hn1Shed 
au 111<1se black and wMe OUldoO< shols and th<!re was somelhing 
1ha1 wasn' WO<king I think it was the lact thal I had gone Uvough an 
01 lhe stereotypes I could think of and I oogan repeating mysell Th<! 
lirst thing I wanled to do was totJycOlor. The second lhw>g I wanted 
to do was WO<k indoors. The ou1d00< loca11ons were ge111ng 100 
complex. I didn'I like lugging the equipmenl around and having 
someone else 1here 10 lake lhe piclure and dodging people on the 
streel or wail ing lor everybody 10 clear out. I lhoughl lhe slide 
projecllon would be a good solution, plus lhe lacl thal people hke 
Hilchcock had used lhal appealed 10 me. I lhOughl it would work 
prelly well. I lried some regular straight color shots aboul a year 
belore l hal were not rear screen projeclions. I was doing some 
shoollng out In Arizona where I had done a 101 ol lhe earlier black and 
whiles. I pul In a roll ol color lilm by accident and shcl ii. When I got ii 
back ii looked 100 real. You could sense the pholographer slandlng 
lhere and It had this real time element. The black and white wo1k 
always gave me a sense or an old photograph lrom an old movie. I 
thought the rea1 screen would get rid ol 111<! real lime aspect 

T. T • • Why don't you title your WO<k? 

C. C. • Because I want to leave tt as open as PoSSoble to on1erpreta· 
t1on by 1he petson looking al tt. I don'I want 10 mlluence someone's 
way ol IOOklng at 11. FO< inslance. the one lhal I described 10 you as 
being influenced by the lilm Two Women you saw as A Slreercar 
Named Desi re. If I would have caned tt somelhlng. lhat would have 
been my ln1erpre1a1ion - It would have ruined your lnterpretalion. 
Maybe lhen you would have said. "That doesn"l look 81 all like it's 
from Two Wom•n." I jusl leave them untitled and use my own 
working lftte like "Women in Apron by the Door'" ID< reterence. 

T. T • • Does 11 bother you ii people misinterpret your work? 

C.S. • 11 bothers me when the meaning is misinterpreted in a nega­
tive way. This has happened. I may think a photograph Is successlul 
in exPosing sexism. 01her people may lhink lhal I'm enlorcing a 
sexist view of women. In some al the 198 t cOlor work. tne characters 
really look vulnerable. People lhink thal I'm expl0tt1ng those kinds of 
characters when I'm noc. 
T. T • • You mentioned the vulnerabiity al the characters you Po•· 
trayed. Your 1981 series seemed to locus on on that aspect 

C.S. • Yes. Thal series was actually a prqect 10< A rr Forum maga­
zine. The<e were certain guidelines I IOllowed I wanted to do a 
cen1er10ld lor that magazine and that's why the series os 0<1ented on 
hO<ozontal f0<ma1.1 wanted to do a cen1er10ld that was really uncom· 
IO<table 10 look at. You would open h up expec11ng to be titollated and 
lhen reel uncc)mtonable looking al somebody on this vulnerable 
Po Sh ion. 

T. T • • II seems as though you've been developing a body ol work 
based upon a series lrom year 10 year. 



C. S. - II seemsas though thal's how it hap~ns. The 1982 series was 
all vertical fOfmat. with uprigh1 charac1ers. stronger and vety con· 
fron1a11onal Some ol them are even threatening. Aller I do a ce<1a1n 
body ol work f f1s1en to the leedback I gel. whether it's from lnends or 
ci111c1sm 1n published reviews. fl seems to affect my thinking 1try10 
solve these 1><oblems 1hat 1 start to see with the fast group of WOfk f 
wil se1 up PfO[&ClS fO< myself. 1 migh1 wan1 10 (181 1hem me<e 
androgynous·IOokong. °' mascu~ne-IOokong. °' whalever. 

T. T. - What do you annbule your abildy 10portray1hese characters 
10? 

C.S. - 1 don'1 know. I always thought that anybody could look like 
anything fl's 1us1 a mailer of people choosing the way 1hey want 10 
look . Some people just aren1 aware of the fact that they could really 
be someone else or act like someone else. Maybe I've just always 
wanted 10 be someone else. 

T. T. - Is 11 dilflcull lo get in and out of these charac1ers? 

C.S. - As soon as 1 stop looking in 1he mirror that's when I feel like 
myself again With the mirror next to the camera. or white I'm making 
up. or whatever. thafs when I'm most into the charac1er When it 
really works well it's really exciting. I really can't beheve 1hat the 
reflection is mine 1n the mirr0t. The weirdest time was when I did the 
Marilyn Motuoe im1tatton. It was a comm1sSK>n to do a poster 11 was 
so weird to 10ok in 1he mirr0< because I had 10 hold my head a certain 
way My Pf Ohle wou4dn't IOOk i ke her. so 1 could only shoot d lromone 
d11ec11on When I held my head a certain way. 1t was so spooky. but 
1hen as soon as I resumed my own countenance. then I'd see myself. 
There 1s a llash when you see somebody else. Thal's what's really 
1nteres11ng 
T. T. - Your work sugges1s a lot of preplann1ng. Could you explain 
some of ii ? 

C.S. - Well, 11 depends upon how far along I am in1ne serles.11 l'm jusl 
s1artlng out. I'll experimen1 and lry diflerenl lhings. I'll pul a hght up 
wilh a cerlaln filler on ii and place the (sland-ln) mannequin in a 
certain posllion. I'll look over the scene and then s1and In fron1 of a 
mirror and look al myself in differenl posilions un111 ii finally snaps. 
That's how I get a sense of whal I'm doing. I might be trying on some 
wigs and see a character I want to explore. It may be a costume I'm 
try1ng on Ol even a ceHain light 01 lighting sittJal1on I may start from 
an emo11on or mood. I may want a pho1ograph 10 IOOk real cold or hot 
and s1eamy There is no one way - it's really a 1-0t of different 1h1ngs 
It's all really subhm1nat. I soak it 1n and then ifs spet out through the 
work I IOOk through a IOI of ditterenl magazines and watch T v all the 
11me but I don 1 IOOk lor specaic characlers I guess my c11arac1ers 
are a pan of my 1mag1nation. I've done certain characters oU1 ot 
curlosdy. 1us110 seed I could look ~ke 1h1s certain character. 0< how I 
would act d I made myseH up to took a certain way Mostly. d's 1us1 
kind ol arbitrary. Sometimes I don't know what the character 1sgo1ng 
to look hke on 1he folm. In my new work I'm no11hinklng about female 
characters or mate characters. rm trying to pick oul some visual 
image 10 go along with all the other e1emen1s 
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t 981 Saman Gallery. Genoa 
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Young /Hollman Gallery. Chicago 

1982 Texas Gallery. Houston 
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SELECTED PUBLIC COLLECTIONS 
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