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In the 1960s art world, illusion was a dirty word. The old tradition of a painting as a window onto 

imaginary realities seemed beyond exhausted — just more proof of painting’s death. Abstract 

painting was tolerated, especially if big and flatly painted so that it was undeniably an object. 

Magic and poetry were banished. “What you see is what you see,” said the young Frank Stella, the 

moment’s dominant painter.

Even before pocketing her M.F.A. in 1965, Vija Celmins refused to accept such formalist tyranny. 

Painting wasn’t dead to her and bigness and abstractness were not de rigueur. Ms. Celmins 

(pronounced VEE-ya SELL-mins) emerged from the University of California in Los Angeles art 

program determined to be in step with her time yet go her own way.

Now in its sixth decade, the artist’s way has been lavishly retraced in “Vija Celmins: To Fix the 

Image in Memory,” a quietly ravishing, brilliantly installed (if slightly too big) exhibition of 114 

paintings, drawings, prints and sculptures at the Met Breuer. Let the magic begin.
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“I thought I would sit down without all my theories and aesthetics,” the 80-year-old artist has 

recalled, quoted in a text in the show’s first gallery. “I was going to start in a more humble place with 

just my eyes and my hand.”

Within a decade, she was becoming known for precise, painstakingly wrought illusions of reality: 

expanses of ocean waves, star-studded night skies, clouds or the moon’s surface, rendered in 

graphite, charcoal or muted tones of oil paint. They can take years to make despite their often small 

size and seem so realistic as to be mistaken for photographs but they feel equally cosmic when they 

zero in on a bit of pebble-strewn desert, a spider’s web, a fragment of glazed porcelain or the inside 

of a shell, pocked with tiny craters.

And a different buzz descends when you take a closer look — which the smallness invites. Depicted 

reality dissolves. Prolonged scrutiny brings awareness of the artist’s hand, the careful textures of her 

marks, and above all the discipline and concentration that produced them. They invite and reward 

reciprocal patience and concentration, slowing down perception so thoroughly that the show almost 

exists in its own time zone.
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Ms. Celmins calls her efforts “redescriptions,” which fits their documentary but luminous plainness 

and unshowy technique. While her work is aligned with Pop, Minimal and Conceptual Art — and 

even Photo Realism — and has perceptible debts to Jasper Johns, Andy Warhol and Giorgio 

Morandi, it has always stood alone, outside stylistic factions, and stubbornly at odds with her 

influences.

Her singularity extends beyond her art. Ms. Celmins was born in 1938 in Riga, Latvia’s capital, 

which her family fled during the fall of 1944, when the Soviets reinvaded. They made their way 

across Germany surviving seven months of bombing, and after the war spent two years with a 

Latvian refugee camp in Esslingen, near Stuttgart, before immigrating to the United States in 

1948. They ended up in Indiana, where the artist earned an undergraduate art degree. Perhaps her 

wartime and immigrant experiences gave her a depth that many of her American contemporaries 

lacked — a skepticism and impatience, and a bluntness.

In a recent profile of the artist by Calvin Tomkins in The New Yorker, for example, Ms. Celmins 

starkly observes that this show was “too large” in its West Coast debut at the San Francisco Museum 

of Modern Art. (I saw it. She wasn’t wrong.) The New York version is somewhat smaller. But 

here, organized by Gary Garrels of SFMoMA and Ian Alteveer of the Met, it takes full advantage 

of the diverse gallery spaces of Marcel Breuer’s exceptional architecture. It is the tribute that Ms. 

Celmins’s greatness deserves.
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The retrospective, over two floors, charts the artist’s path as a big, generous arc, moving from 

images of the objects and ephemera in her studio, to the freeways of Los Angeles, and beyond, to the 

larger world — history, nature and outer space.

It opens on the museum’s fifth floor, devoted to works from a mere five years (1963-1968), when 

Ms. Celmins first committed to “looking at simple objects and painting them straight.” She depicts 

her studio companions — an electric heater, its red-hot coil at full blast; a two-headed lamp; and an 

electric fan — in varieties of gray. “I’m from a gray land, Latvia,” she has said. They also testify to 

her attraction to the lush backgrounds of Velázquez.

You’ll find here the first of the artist’s occasional sculptures, which she considers three-dimensional 

paintings. In the earliest, she acknowledges her debt to Surrealism, including a small fur-lined 

house and some everyday objects rendered large, like Magritte: a lead pencil over five feet long and 

three Pink Pearl Erasers of nearly two feet.

Ms. Celmins has claimed that she is not a “confessional” artist. But the looming Vietnam War 

inspired her to revisit her memories of World War II with subtly harrowing results. She painted 

images clipped from magazines in slightly fogged-in grisaille, as if suffused with tragedy. Sometimes 

it hits forcefully, like the anguished B-17 leviathan of “Burning Plane,” breaking up as it crashes to 

the ground. It takes a second look to see the slumped figure in the driver’s seat of “Tulip Car #1,” 

which indicates that what initially resembles a junkyard wreck is possibly from Pearl Harbor. In a 

smaller gallery of tiny graphite drawings there is a depiction of a letter addressed to the artist in her 

mother’s cursive handwriting. Ms. Celmins made the envelope’s five stamps separately; each is a 

tiny drawing with crenelated edges, three offer aerial views of the Pearl Harbor attack.
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The second part of the show, on the fourth floor, is devoted to images of the natural world — 

especially her paintings and drawings of waves, night skies, galaxies and constellations and the 

sparkling spider webs, those little universes of their own. You may find yourself jumping back and 

forth among works, parsing similarities but mostly fine differences of scale, material and technique.

Then the show rounds back in to portrayals of objects the artist lives with, usually rendered from 

photographs in magnified, field-like close-ups. “Japanese Book” portrays a 19th-century book whose 

creased and worn indigo blue cover seems like a coda to Ms. Celmins’s images of night skies, waves 

and clouds. An especially magnificent recent painting offers a close-up of the porcelain fragment. 

Its finely rendered craquelure glaze is mind-boggling. The surface darkens on one side, almost like a 

cropped view of the moon, or a patch of slightly reptilian skin.

The sculptures on this floor intensify the involvement with painting and also ascend to what might 

be called the trompe l’oeil sublime. In 1982, after five years’ work, Ms. Celmins completed the piece 

from which the show takes its title: “To Fix the Image in Memory” presents 11 pairs of small stones 

— one real and one meticulously made of painted bronze — forming its own small desert landscape.
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This exceptional work pales next to the artist’s latest forays into three dimensions, which combine 

small, antique school blackboards of slate with Ms. Celmins’s identical copies in painted wood; they 

recreate nearly every nick, scratch, and grain, right down to the flecks of chalk dust and sometimes 

evoke seascapes.

At once voluble and mute, these relics of the human quest for knowledge require almost granular 

scrutiny before their secrets start to emerge, but you cannot be absolutely sure which the artist 

made. They are perhaps the most devotional of Ms. Celmins’s efforts. She all but disappears into 

them, leaving behind only praise for the world.

Vija Celmins: To Fix the Image in Memory

Through Jan. 12 at the Met Breuer, 945 Madison Avenue, Manhattan; 212-731-1675
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THE BEST MINIMALIST ART suggests the landscape after 
a great fire: it inspires a deep interest in what’s left. It 
shows us that, despite its spareness or severity, it is still a 
long way from silence.

Trying to get to that unkillable core in my own 
writing, trying to capture pure states of being, I remove 
the decorative and trivial marks, scour away almost all of 
the words I begin with. I want to bear witness to what’s 
left when there is almost nothing left; to tell a story by 
describing the negative space around it.

Having spent her career gradually and methodically 
erasing meaning from her art, Vija Celmins has 
developed an intimacy with the great sterilities of the 
physical universe. The shared human insignificance, the 
shared living moment set against a background rigorously 
scrubbed of human reference, is what she gets us to.

In a 2007 interview with Simon Grant, Celmins 
said: ‘When I was a student, we were all interested in 
abstract expressionism. We wanted to do big, great 
paintings. However, later on, when I was living on the 
West Coast, I dropped it and started making paintings 
that were based on what I could see. I tried to forget 
what was in my mind; I had been thinking too much 
about the work and inventing too much, and it seemed 
to mean nothing.’1

Politics, philosophy, ideas: those were the first things 
she got rid of. There would be further abandonments.

Celmins’s early works, made while she was still a 
graduate student at UCLA, use colour – blue for the flap 
of Envelope, orange for the coil of Heater (both 1964) 
– and are painted directly from their source objects. By 
1965, she had begun painting from newspaper clippings 
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and restricting her palette to grey tones, her subjects 
to grey subjects: a rhinoceros, a locomotive, a truck, a 
pistol, clouds.

Was she reacting against the bleaching, blasting 
light outside her Venice Beach studio? The truck 
looks pinned onto the canvas; the rhino possesses 
the typical noble stillness of the large animal in art. 
(Patiently, the giant wears his paint, though I ought 
not to personify him; compositionally, he resembles 
the truck.) What’s consistent is a loyalty to grey.

While Celmins was working solely from 
photographs, her source materials were sometimes 
mediated doubly, triply. Images were transmitted by 
a satellite, printed and clipped from newspapers, then 
photographed, then painted. She was not painting 
the sky; she was making a painting in which an image 
of the sky remained as an obscure relic, multiply 
removed.

In 1966, she turned to clippings of fighter jets. 
The planes, the same size as the rhino and the truck, 
hover in the foreground, surrounded by grey that 
isn’t quite sky. The paintings preserve the newspapers’ 
printing errors and other artefacts as dots and lines 
and smudges, which defangs and distracts from the 
horrors of war. In a 1991 interview with Chuck Close, 
Celmins drew a connection between these planes and 
her childhood in Latvia during World War II2, but 
society and history aren’t her subjects: she is interested 
in showing us something beyond the human world.

Then, in 1968, at the very moment the personal 
became political, Celmins switched from grey paint on 
canvas to graphite on paper and started to render the 
meticulous oceans for which she is best known. Still 
in Venice, now closer to the beach in a new studio, 
she drew without touching the paper with her hand, 
gridding her source photographs and working from 
the lower right to the upper left. Never using an eraser, 
always maintaining this purity of process, she left her 
paper immaculate, almost unmarked by evidence of 
human intention.

The ocean is pure energy, pure movement, but 
depicting movement isn’t central to these pictures. 
Celmins wasn’t interested in depictions, nor was she 
interested in beauty. She was interested in forms so 
large that you don’t have to think about them, you just 
have to believe in them.

In a 2003 interview with Susan Sollins, Celmins 
said: ‘In my quest for clarity, I decided that I was going 
to do everything with just a pencil. You call them 
drawings; I don’t even call them drawings […] I don’t 
even call them things. They are like areas that are made 
– concentrated on – thoroughly considered.’3

Ocean Steps (1973) places her subject at an even 
greater remove: the work consists of seven drawings of 
the same source photo, each one in a different graphite 
hardness from 8H to 3B. By the 1970s, she’d also begun 
to mark some of her ocean drawings with a thin white 
‘X’, running corner to corner, just visible enough to 
remind the viewer that, while the ocean isn’t the subject 
of a foreground, it isn’t just a background, either. It’s not 
even an ocean anymore, but the source material for a 
drawing. She is making objects, not pictures of objects.

To Fix the Image in Memory I–XI (1977–82), which 
lends its name to Celmins’s current retrospective at 
the Art Gallery of Ontario in Toronto, is one of her 
few sculptural works. The piece includes 11 stones 
and 11 bronze-and-acrylic reproductions of those 
stones scattered on a white platform. With this cluster, 
Celmins gets very close, closer than in her paintings and 
drawings, to making human effort practically invisible.

More representative of her output are the deserts 
drawn from her own source photographs, which were 
taken in Arizona and New Mexico during and after the 
ocean pieces. (A child will remind you that oceans and 
deserts are the same thing, really; the desert is where 
the water used to be.)

In the 1980s, Celmins moved to New York and 
began to work from photos of the night sky, layering 
and sanding black paint to create depth. At the San 
Francisco Museum of Modern Art, where ‘To Fix the 
Image in Memory’ was first presented, a final gallery was 
covered by a skylight-studded ceiling, light suffusing 
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the space, as if to show us what Celmins has been up against, 
armed with graphites and greys. In some of the paintings, 
there’s a hint of blue or umber in the pinpoints of starlight, 
which are actually tiny drops of liquid rubber, sanded and 
layered alongside 20 or more strata of surrounding paint.

The word ‘timeless’ is taken to mean ‘eternal’, but Celmins 
isn’t chasing timelessness, exactly; she’s documenting the 
effect of the violent interaction of her subjects – an ocean, 
a desert, a sky – with geological, astronomical time, against 
which human life is almost invisibly minute.

She is interested in what things look like when the 
human element is gone. Perhaps the work expresses a wish 
to disappear or to be considered apart from the biography of 
its maker. Or it expresses a wish for intimacy with something 
unknowable – whether because it’s too vast or too far away 
or too formless.

An artist is asked to provide narratives all the time. 
Why this instead of that; why now instead of earlier or later; 
what changed and why, always why. But an artist’s career 
doesn’t consist of acts and their inevitable consequences. It’s 
just thing after thing, work after work. I don’t believe that 
Celmins had to start with discrete subjects – planes, guns, 
a rhinoceros – in order to get to the ocean drawings. I don’t 
believe that her one experiment with panelled work must be 
viewed after her non-panelled work. I don’t want to be told 
that an artist is always looking to make something bigger or 
better, or searching for a means to repudiate

everything she’s done so that she can begin again as an 
amateur. What I do want to see is what remains the same, 
despite the necessities of maintaining a dynamic career.

For the full extent of her career, Celmins has worked 
toward expelling distractions and retaining as little as 
possible in order to express what can be expressed. She clings 
to no distraction, no decoration, no bankrupt aesthetic or 
formal convention. In her spare, quiet, severe works, I see 
compulsive attention, deep curiosity and an abiding interest 
in physical infinities.

Subdued, redacted, subtextual, tacit, constrained art 
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invites us to ascribe to or project onto or read into or imagine 
during whatever text or artefact is already there. Constrained 
art is variously described as arrogant and timid, wise and lazy, 
efficient and grandiose. Constrained art is often taken as a 
gesture toward wanting some reductive, all-purpose truth, 
but we mustn’t automatically project an imagined eloquence 
onto it, either.

Celmins allows us, as witnesses, to jettison much of 
what we’re supposed to think about when we look at art: 
the biography and psychology of the artist; the concept and 
meaning expressed by the art. She began with lamps and 
toasters; continued with guns and planes; and then got to 
oceans, deserts, clouds, the moon, the sky, the stars. She now 
stands at the lip of the abyss, her ultimate subject the great 
sterility that outlasts all life. But there is something more to 
Celmins than her processes of restriction. There is a furious 
fullness about it, despite the general emptiness. That fullness 
is the promise that one can look into the abyss and live.

After 2000, Celmins renewed her interest in objects. 
She collected children’s school slates and had facsimiles 
fabricated. She exhibits the real and the facsimile side by 
side, having scratched up the imitation to match the original 
and, in so doing, reminds us that a blank slate is not blank 
but as littered as the night sky. These works are iterations 
of deep space in solid objects. In a 2010 interview with The 
Brooklyn Rail, she neatly lists the media of these not-quite-
blank slates: ‘school kids and time’.4
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Sometimes I wonder if I’ve been too vehemently tidy 
in my own writing, if in trying to get rid of the chaos, to 
block intrusion by non-deliberate things, I’ve sent them 
all away forever, and if my affinity toward silence has 
finally made everything go away for good. But, when I 
look at the apotheoses of Celmins’s work, I see an artist 
developing a means of dealing with silence. It consoles 
me that, even then, after eliminating so much from her 
process, art-making is still possible and necessary – that, 
after all of the oceans and deserts and skies, she’s drawing 
again, using eraser on charcoal, applied with her hands, 
making images of deep, almost empty space.

Up close, as she describes them, the drawings, like 
all art and all life and the infinite sky itself, are ‘just dust’.
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Vija Celmins is perhaps best known for her obsessive, minutely detailed images of ocean

waves and the star­filled night sky, and indeed throughout her career she has repeatedly

returned to those subjects. Yet, such pieces are notoriously hard to come by: the artist works

at an exacting pace, and museums and private collectors hoping to acquire her paintings or

drawings have had to bide their time.

So it seems fitting that the retrospective opening this month at the San Francisco Museum of

Modern Art has also been in long gestation—ten years, according to Gary Garrels, senior

curator of painting and sculpture.

Vija Celmins's Suspended Plane (1966) © Vija Celmins and courtesy Matthew Marks Gallery
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The show, including nearly 150 works, encompasses roughly half of what Celmins has

produced over the last five and a half decades. It underlines how the Latvian­born artist, 80,

resists easy categorisation, although some see links to Conceptualism and Minimalism.

Once she came into her own, Garrels notes, Celmins opted for an overwhelming

concentration on the object being rendered. Whether it is the ocean, a desert, a spider’s web

or a blackboard slate, “there is this sense of discipline and acute consciousness of just being

in the present, of looking with an intensity that’s not typical”, he says. This is particularly

true today as “we’re bombarded with hundreds of images constantly and we tend to scan”.

After finishing art college in Indiana in the early 1960s, Celmins decided against migrating

to the East Coast and instead enrolled at the University of California, Los Angeles. There she

rejected the gestural painting of the Abstract Expressionists and instead began making

painstaking paintings of things in her studio: an envelope, a lamp, a hot plate, a space

heater. She then moved on to mostly monochromatic paintings and drawings of subjects

photographed for newspapers and magazines, such as fighter planes.

Vija Celmins's Untitled (Ocean) (1977) © Vija Celmins; Photo: Don Ross, courtesy the San Francisco Museum of Modern Art
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The show also focuses on many of the grey yet luminous ocean drawings Celmins began in

the late 1960s, along with images of deserts and lunar surfaces. Along the way she gained

broad recognition among her mostly male peers on the California art scene—a rarity for

women at the time. But still restless for what New York had to offer, Celmins decamped for

the city in 1981 and has lived there since.

Two galleries in the show will be devoted to the artist’s paintings and drawings of the night

sky dating from the late 1980s to 2001. Other highlights include her Blackboard Tableau #1

(2007­10) and To Fix the Image in Memory I­XI (1977­82), an assemblage of found stones along

with painted bronze casts of them, which inspired the subtitle of the show.

Garrels hopes visitors will “become aware of [their] own process of observation” by zeroing in

on each work. “To let it saturate our consciousness is such a refreshing experience,” he adds.

Support for the exhibition was provided by the Mimi and Peter Haas Fund, among others.

The show, co­curated with Ian Alteveer from the Metropolitan Museum of Art, will travel to

the Art Gallery of Ontario and the Met Breuer next year.

• Vija Celmins: To Fix the Image in Memory , San Francisco Museum of Modern Art, San
Francisco, 15 December­31 March 2019

Vija Celmins's To Fix the Image in Memory I–XI (1977–82) © Vija Celmins and courtesy Matthew Marks Gallery
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