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The arT markeT boom of the early 1980s 
famously resuscitated painting, a medium 
whose death had been proclaimed many  
times over during the previous two decades. 
Clemente was among the era’s young  
ÀJXUHV�ZKR�URVH�WR�IDPH��$VVRFLDWHG�ZLWK�WKH�
Transavanguardia movement, the Italian-
ERUQ��1HZ�<RUN²EDVHG�DUWLVW�KDG�KLV�ÀUVW�
show with Mary Boone Gallery in 1983. he 
opens his latest at boone this month. Through 
February 2, 2015, Clemente’s work can also  
be seen in “Inspired by India,” at New York’s 
Rubin Museum of Art. Modern Painters 
senior editor Wendy Vogel met with Clemente 
in his studio just north of houston Street  
to discuss painting, writing, the persistence of 
cultural ideals, and a gentrifying New York.

Wendy VoGel: What is the focus of the 

Rubin Museum show?

FRAncesco cleMente: “Inspired by 

India” is a survey of my lifetime engagement 
ZLWK�,QGLDQ�FXOWXUH��,W�LQFOXGHV�ÀYH�ODUJH�
works from the early 1980s in collaboration 
with billboard painters who were making 
bollywood advertisements. It also features a 
group of erotic watercolors made in odisha, 
in the vicinity of a great Tantric temple; four 
new sculptures related to the early works; 
and a group of watercolors combined with 
calligraphic miniature work. 
WV: :KHQ�GLG�\RX�ÀUVW�WUDYHO�WR�,QGLD"
Fc: When I was 19 years old, in 1971.
WV: How much time do you spend there now? 

Fc: a third of the year. 
WV: ,Q�DQ�HVVD\�DERXW�\RXU�ZRUN�� 
6DOPDQ�5XVKGLH�ZURWH��´,WDOLDQV�DUH�WKH�
,QGLDQV�RI�(XURSH�µ�
Fc: Well, the dysfunctional side of Indian 
and Italian societies is somehow similar. my 
friendship with rushdie is based on this  
very entertaining symmetry—that I think I’m 

the only one who understands the country, 
and he, for a number of very understandable 
reasons, is running away from it. So I make  
fun of his iconoclastic stance, and he makes fun 
of me for being a gullible foreigner who buys 
into Indian fantasy.
WV: What do you mean when you say that 

\RX·UH�WKH�RQO\�RQH�ZKR�XQGHUVWDQGV�,QGLD"
Fc:�,�KDYH�D�WUXH�DIÀQLW\�ZLWK�VRPH�RI�WKH�
formative ideas of that cultural narrative.  
%XW�,�DOVR�KDYH�DQ�DIÀQLW\�ZLWK�WKH�IRUPDWLYH�
american ideas—I’m an admirer of emerson 
and Thoreau and Whitman. I don’t really pay 
too much attention to the incidents of a cultural 
narrative. I pay more attention to the roots, 
because my work is about expressing a cultural 
or human stance in the most concise way. 
WV: :KLFK�IXQGDPHQWDO�,QGLDQ�LGHDV�DUH�PRVW�
important to you?

Fc: The notion that we are eternal but not 
immortal—that these two conditions don’t 
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overlap. We can aspire to be absolutely 
present. I think this is a very useful notion. 
WV: :KDW·V�\RXU�UHODWLRQVKLS�WR�\RXU�KRPH�
FRXQWU\�RI�,WDO\"�
Fc:�,�FRPH�IURP�D�YHU\�VSHFLÀF�SODFH��1DSOHV�
has a strong sort of pagan undertone. It’s 
a city where the persistence of the ancient 
culture is really an obstacle to the possibility 
of experiencing today’s culture. recently, 
I found out that my main interest is the 
persistence of experience. 
WV: :LOO�\RXU�VKRZ�DW�0DU\�%RRQH�UHODWH�WR�
the Rubin exhibition?

Fc: The show will include two tents made in 
collaboration with local craftspeople in India. 
7KH\�DUH�WKH�IXOÀOOPHQW�RI�D�YHU\�ORQJ�WHUP�
aspiration. They are painted inside, and outside 
they have block printing and embroidery. 
WV: :KDW�LV�\RXU�SURFHVV�RI�FROODERUDWLQJ� 
OLNH�LQ�WKRVH�LQVWDQFHV"
Fc: I’ve never made it into an industry. I 
wasn’t interested in that. rather, I wanted  
to break the boundary of my own taste  
or sensibility. on the other hand, there is  
an extraordinary wealth of Indian craft  

that is now directed simply to the tourist  
trade or to certain commercial ventures.  
I wanted to allow these craftsmen to give  
the best of what they have.
WV: )RU�WKH�5XELQ·V�SXEOLF�SURJUDPPLQJ��
\RX·OO�EH�LQ�FRQYHUVDWLRQ�ZLWK�D�QXPEHU�
RI�DUWLVWV�DQG�ZULWHUV��OLNH�3DWWL�6PLWK��,V�
OLWHUDWXUH�D�NH\�LQWHUHVW�RI�\RXUV"
Fc: I’ve always been very attracted to writers 
and the lineage of 20th-century poetry. I 
founded the hanuman books imprint with 
editor raymond Foye in the mid 1980s.  
he came to visit me in India, and I showed 
him this little prayer book that the hare 
krishna ashram was publishing. our books 
were based on those. We published all the 
beat poets: allen Ginsberg, Gregory Corso, 
robert Creeley, John Wieners. We also 
published obscure, secular mystics from the 
1920s and ’30s in europe, like Simone Weil, 

rené Daumal, and henri michaux. This is  
my universe. This is where I draw my energy. 
WV: :KDW�ZDV�1HZ�<RUN�OLNH�ZKHQ�\RX�
DUULYHG�LQ�����"
Fc: I was very fortunate because, as you may 
have noticed, culture and wealth do not 
necessarily prosper synchronically. I arrived  
to a bankrupt city, where south of 14th Street  
it was almost like a dead city, except there were 
some people living there, artists and dancers 
and musicians. It was really an extraordinary 
set of conditions. all of that ended by 1987 
because of the city’s economic recovery and the 
aids epidemic. This was the second most 
dangerous block in New York, after bond 
Street. That was where robert mapplethorpe 
and brice marden had their studios. Lauren 
hutton lived in the same building. 
WV: <RX�KDG�D�VKRZ�DW�-DPHV�&RKDQ�*DOOHU\�
LQ�6KDQJKDL�ODVW�\HDU��+RZ�ZDV�&KLQD"

Fc: China was an extraordinary experience.  
I thought that culturally, I was 5,000 years too 
late, because I was in love with the ancient 
writers—the =KXDQJ]L, Laozi, all the Taoist 
writing. and then I went to China three years 
ago. That’s when I realized I was interested  
in persistence. China’s relationship to ancient 
culture is almost symmetrical to India’s.  
In China they lament about losing this ancient 
culture, but I don’t think they have at all;  
the culture is so alive. Whereas India is always 
bragging about how faithful they are to their 
culture, but that culture may be severely 
broken. The other surprise was that, for once, 
my Italian background was helpful. For 
political reasons, the entire generation now  
in their 40s in China had very little access  
to information from abroad during their 
formative years. but somehow, something 
ÀOWHUHG�LQ�IURP�,WDO\��6R�WKLV�ZKROH�JHQ�
eration knew my work at the moment when 
they were deciding what to make. I had a  
very warm reception from the artists. I was 
surprised and very touched.
WV: You mean they had access to the 

7UDQVDYDQJXDUGLD�PRYHPHQW"
Fc: Yes. There was an exhibition where  
WKH\�VDZ�VRPH�ZRUN�LQ�WKH�ÁHVK�LQ�WKH�ODWH�·��V�
or early ’90s. I was called an ancestor more 
than once, which apparently is a compliment.  
,�GHÀQLWHO\�IHHO�OLNH�DQ�DQFHVWRU���MP
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Francesco Clemente
Moon, 1980. Gouache on 
12 sheets of handmade 
Pondicherry paper joined 
with handwoven cotton 
strips, 96! x 91 in.

“I have a true af"nity with some of the  
 formative ideas of India’s cultural narrative.”


