JULY | AUGUST 2018

BOTANICAL PHOTOGRAPHY
WATER TRAILS
FAST CARS
NEW SCULPTURE
BARBERSHOP REVIVAL

Molly Wood photographs plants using natural
light and isolating the subject against a black
velvet backdrop—with stunning results.
Above: “Violets 2987” (2017).
Opposite: “Datura 2963” (2016).
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TAKING ROOT
AN ARTISTIC PHOTOGRAPHER
VIEWS PLANT LIFE AS A METAPHOR
FOR THE HUMAN EXPERIENCE.
WRITER: JODY GIFFORD
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In first grade, Molly Wood
and her grandfather would walk the rolling fields and back

on plants that, on one hand, could be used to heal the sick

roads near his home in Louisiana, shooting photos of the

but that were also capable of being toxic, even fatal, if

eye-catching trees and plants that grabbed their attention.

prepared differently. Wood says the idea to feature the

“My grandmother died right after my mom was born,
and my grandfather realized he didn’t have very many

plants in this way was born out of heartache.
“Right after my divorce, everyone kept using the word

pictures of her to show my mom, so he carried a camera

toxic and I thought it was so much more complicated than

everywhere he went,” recalls Wood, a Des Moines

that—that something in one stage was great and it was

photographer. “Out in the country, we would walk around

really healing, and then became toxic,” Wood says. “There

and take pictures of things that were at my eye level. ...

was a complexity there that intrigued me.”

Since he had grown up out there, he knew the name of

Most of the plants she photographs come from local

every plant and always had an interesting story about the

gardeners and nurseries; others she grows herself. “I try to

trees. He really taught me from the ground up.”

grow them, but I don’t claim to be a great gardener,” Wood

Since then, Wood, 53, has turned her childhood

says with a laugh. “Part of the reason I grow them is

curiosity into a career. Managing photo shoots at Meredith

because they’re interesting when they’re blooming and

Corp. by day and capturing fascinating plant life in her

interesting when they die and start to go to seed. When

home studio at night, Wood is producing work that would

that happens, I tear them apart and start pulling things off

make her grandfather proud.

the plant.”

“I have always liked botanicals,” Wood says. “My

Wood shoots with a sophisticated digital camera,

daughter was born the same year my father passed away,

using natural light and isolating her subject against a black

and I was thinking a lot about mortality and the cycle of life

velvet backdrop. Susan Watts, owner of Olson-Larsen

at the time. It’s always been the trees and flowers that I like,

Galleries, says Wood’s style is breathtaking.

but in terms of artwork, it’s using those as a metaphor for
the human experience.”
This idea translated into an exhibition held at OlsonLarsen Galleries in Valley Junction earlier this year. Titled
“Fatal Flora,” the collection of 10-by-10-inch prints focused

“On a purely aesthetic level, it’s just stunning,” Watts
says. “I like her approach in wanting it to look like a Dutch
still-life painting. The extreme precision, the importance
light plays in her photography—it’s an interesting approach.
Continues on page 104

Molly Wood is drawn to plants because
they’re “interesting when they’re
blooming and interesting when they die
and start to go to seed.”
Right: “Violets in Vase 3225” (2017).
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Molly Wood’s work can “look like a Dutch
still-life painting,” says Susan Watts, owner
of Olson-Larsen Galleries.
Below: “Vanitas 291” (2017).
Opposite: “Nightshade 1367” (2016).

Art Exhibit
“Photo Sensitive,” which will include
works by Molly Wood, will open July 27
at Olson-Larsen Galleries. A reception
will be held from 5 to 7 p.m. that day.
The exhibit will run through Sept. 22.
Olsen-Larsen is at 203 Fifth St. in West
Des Moines. More information:
olsonlarsen.com.
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Most of the plants Molly Wood photographs come from local
gardeners and nurseries, though she grows some herself.
Clockwise from top left: “Datura 001” (2017); “Queen Anne’s Lace
3997” (2017); “Poppy Pods 9589” (2016); “Poppy Center 3837” (2017).
Opposite: Wood in her home, where she has her studio.
Portrait photographer: Karla Conrad.
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“EVEN IF WOMEN
MADE A POTION
THAT CURED
SOMEONE, THEY
WOULD STILL
BE ACCUSED OF
WITCHCRAFT.”
–MOLLY WOOD

Continued from page 98

There’s a lot of still-life and floral out there, and she’s
created this series with an interesting back story that tells

were more witch than savior.
“I’ve done a lot of reading about what plants and

me she’s a thoughtful and well-versed photographer.” At

botanicals existed in women’s Renaissance medicinal

Olson-Larsen, she says, “We’re interested in work that is

gardens,” Wood says. “Even if women made a potion that

lovely to look at but has substance.”

cured someone, they would still be accused of witchcraft.

Wood will exhibit even more of her botanical
photography in a new exhibition titled “Photo Sensitive.”
The show includes the work of more than a dozen
photographers and runs July 27 through Sept. 22 at OlsonLarsen Galleries. Wood’s pieces will follow a similar theme

They’d say, ‘Go to the church to make you better,’ so it was
a power struggle.”
Wood says photos in the July show will measure 30 by
30 inches, the largest she’s ever displayed.
“The impact of something that size is really fun to see

as her previous show, focusing this time on Renaissance

when it’s exhibited,” Watts says. “Molly is constantly pushing

women and the perception at the time that female healers

herself, and it will be fun to see what she comes up with.”

On her mantel at home, Wood displays her
photo “Ricinus on Book” (2016). Ricinus is
more commonly known as the castor oil plant.
Photographer: Karla Conrad.
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