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Parker, Dian.   “Between Intimacy and Immensity: The Inscrutable Vija Celmins.” Observer, September 9, 2025. 

Over her 60-year career, Vija Celmins has only made a total of 220 paintings, drawings and prints, 
and for good reason. Much of her work seems impossible because her choices of images—oceans, 
deserts, galaxies—are vast and impenetrable. She does not paint people. Her preference, she says, 
is “No composition. No gestures. No artificial color. No distortion. No ego.” And yet, she is present 
in all of these images, meticulous and animated. There is no mistaking her work.
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She also creates sculptures depicting objects like rocks, slate blackboards, a large pencil that 
sprawls out on the floor and a rope ladder that coils to the ceiling. Each object is realistic, not 
recognizable as made-sculpture. Similarly, her many paintings don’t read like paintings, but they 
clearly aren’t photographs either, as one sees in the close-up oil-on-canvas of an antique blue 
book she found in Japan and painted using fourteen different colors. Her images from the Hubble 
Space Telescope have no two stars painted the same. She makes paintings of eroded seashells, 
snow falling, a burning plane, the close-up surface of a vase and the surface of the moon.

There are no boundaries to her night sky, desert and ocean paintings that convey the vastness 
of these places too big to capture. The paintings are tactile, immense yet fragile, with only the 
edge of the canvas as a stopping point, chopping off the space in mid-air. Sometimes the image 
is unrecognizable. Without her titles, we would be hard-pressed to see the surface of a plate or 
the desert floor. Vase, from 2017-18, could be the worn leather of an old satchel, the hide of an 
elephant, or a leather-bound 19th-century book. Without the titles, we are dropped into the canvas, 
close-in, examining, seeking recognition. That microscopic view is the mystery and power. Celmins 
also has the extraordinary technical ability to take a 3D object and flatten it onto a 2D surface. 
Once you know what it is, there is shock. That is the surface of a shell!

About her Knife and Dish, 1964, she wrote, “No composition... No gestures (deadpan painting) No 
artificial color No distortion No collage No signs or effort showing No ego NO BIG PAINTING—
found this hard to do.” There it is again—No ego. This is hard to do, forgetting the self that is 
painting the knife and dish, without any personal association to eating with a knife from a dish. The 



Parker, Dian.   “Between Intimacy and Immensity: The Inscrutable Vija Celmins.” Observer, September 9, 2025. 

power of Celmins’ works is not that they look so realistic, which they most certainly do, but that the 
still life is alive with its own self-contained personality. Knife and Dish measures only 16 x 18 inches. 
Unassuming and beautiful, it is a long consideration.

Her work defies the imagination. How is this possible? The graphite Big Sea, 1969, is an endless 
ocean, churning, the water wrinkled with waves, seemingly suspended in time. When she painted 
this, was she in a trance? Celmins said about the painting: “This work is a record of examined + 
intense looking, something internal from me to it, and something said back to me. A relationship, 
an opening of some innocence and a disappearance of time in its making. In the work I like best, 
these qualities remain.” These works are on a grand scale, rendered in a contained area while still 
feeling vast, without boundary. And she didn’t just do one ocean painting; she did five. How could 
these have been painted by hand? Is this the ocean or sand dunes from above after a sandstorm? 
Celmins said she was documenting the surface of the ocean.

Pencil, oil on canvas with graphite, 1966, feels alive yet perfectly symmetrical and inert. Shadows 
lift the octagonal end and pointed tip as if it were at the moment of lift-off, rocketing out of the 
frame. Night Sky #16 used 20 layers of paint. Each layer was sanded off in between, from black 
mixed with burnt umber, ultramarine blue, or bits of white. Her early Night Skies were graphite 
changing to charcoal. Circles of different sizes are the stars, filled with liquid rubber and sanded. 
About Star Field III, 1982-83, she said, “Star fields dense with lead from pencils. Just that. Paper and 
pencil. A relationship. A dance, remain just paper + lead.” The more you stare at the painting, the 
more it moves, receding and advancing.
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There are her desert floors with shards of bleached rock strewn helter-skelter. The parched 
landscape under dry, blanching sun gives off, yet again, a boundaryless space. But unlike the 
ocean paintings, these are lifeless and still. She said the desert “lies somewhere between distance 
and intimacy... a different kind of space...” Also her snow paintings—white-outs, obscure, also 
impossible, a chaos of white darkness just as expansive as her deserts and star-blasted night 
skies. Celmins is a master of timeless space.

Born in Riga, Latvia, in 1938, Celmins became a refugee in 1944. Four years later, she and her 
family emigrated to the United States, to Indianapolis, where she went to high school and later 
attended the John Herron Art Institute. She went on to study art at UCLA on scholarship. Today, 
she lives and works in New York City and Sag Harbor, Long Island.

A large solo exhibition, “Vija Celmins,” is currently on view at the Fondation Beyeler in Basel, 
curated by Theodora Vischer, chief curator of the museum, and writer and curator James 
Lingwood. Ninety paintings, drawings, sculptures and prints showcase the six decades of her 
work from the 1960s to the present. The 208-page illustrated catalogue accompanying the exhibit 
is superb. It is poetic and strikingly elegant. There are essays, poems and thoughts by writers and 
artists: Teju Cole, Rachel Cusk, Julian Bell, Marlene Dumas and others. It is a rare catalogue and 
refreshing that it can be read for its literary writing. The catalogue was edited by Theodora Vischer 
and James Lingwood for the Fondation Beyeler and designed by Teo Schifferli, published by Hatje 
Cantz Verlag, Berlin.
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Celmins’s work is a meditation on the natural world. The long looking and deep consideration are 
in all the paintings. Web, from 1992, is like the grids that describe spacetime in physics books. It 
could also be fractals, an infinite, never-ending spiral, an event horizon on the edge of a black 
hole—the perilous journey towards the black center of nothingness. The painting is an inversion of 
energy. She describes her spider web paintings as “a drawing about small shifts of mass.”

In the catalogue, artist Glenn Ligon said this about the mezzotint, Galaxy, 1985. “The image is 
made up of tiny dots, applied by hand to a copper or zinc plate with a rocker (a metal tool with 
small teeth)... This produces, once the plate is inked, a solid black. Scraping away at this blackness 
with a burnisher uncovers bare metal. Those are the stars.” One can only imagine the tender and 
intense concentration that the print demanded. Celmins said, “The mezzotint took a long, long 
time.”

Celmins has also said that her work isn’t political or expressive of anything outside itself. She 
inspects the subject through “intuition... + rigor... The work remains ‘in the dark’ so to speak, for a 
long time, until my efforts peter out or become too repetitive, or I can no longer sustain them, or 
the work no longer seems to need me.”

“Vija Celmins” runs through September 21, 2025, at Fondation Beyeler in Basel, 
Switzerland.
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Tarbox, Wilson.   “Vija Celmins’s Retrospective Is Spectacularly Subdued.” Art in America, July 12, 2025. 

Vija Celmins’s paintings and drawings are subdued, desaturated, and deceptively simple. The 
curators of her retrospective at the Fondation Beyeler in Basel, Switzerland, seem to have 
taken her cue: Although the exhibition presents roughly 90 works, every room feels sparse. 
Even the wall text in three languages somehow manages to be discrete, tucked away and 
printed low to the right of each work.

Born in Riga in 1938, Celmins’s parents fled the Soviet advance into Latvia, taking refuge in 
Nazi Germany. Celmins was only five then, and recalls playing in the rubble of bombed-out 
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buildings. The family moved to the United States, to Indiana, in 1948, with the support and 
sponsorship of Church Worldwide Services after spending time in a UN refugee camp. Young 
Celmins spoke no English. Amid culture shock, confusion, and loneliness, she began to draw 
and to collect images from magazines and postcards.

In the 1960s, after earning her BFA in Indiana and her MFA in California, Celmins painted a 
series of modest still lifes of objects from her first studio: a two-headed lamp, a space heater, 
a hot plate, a hand holding a gun, an opened letter. These works betray the influence of 
Giorgio Morandi, whom Celmins discovered on a trip to Europe in 1962. Her canvases have 
the same muted palette, but her work pierces the silence found in the Italian painter’s pale 
assemblages of bottles and vases with the hum of electric appliances.

Celmins’s painted objects from 1964, such as Envelope or Hot Plate, appear solitary and 
detached—mirroring, perhaps, the artist’s own sense of isolation upon arriving in the 
United States. They feel lonely and spare, and betray an artist at work in an interior world 
marked by restraint and introspection. To study these works closely is to enter that world, 
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to see through her eyes, and to share in the same quiet intensity required to produce their 
meticulous, photorealistic detail. They possess an uncanny stillness, as if suspended outside of 
time—familiar yet estranged. These objects resemble consumer goods, yet are stripped of the 
vivid commercial energy that animated the work of Celmins’s Pop Art contemporaries.

As the ’60s continued, Celmins’s palette grew more austere and her subjects more violent. 
Time Magazine Cover (1965) reproduces, in black-and-white, the cover of a 1965 issue 
depicting the Los Angeles riots. Burning Plane (1965), Flying Fortress (1966), and Suspended 
Plane (1966) portray WWII-style bombers of the sort that dropped nuclear bombs on 
Hiroshima and Nagasaki. The specter of violent conflict reemerges in Bikini (1968), a 
trompe-l’oeil drawing of a magazine clipping about the nuclear bomb tests on Bikini Atoll. 
The grayscale tones combine with the canvas’s subtle texture to give these works a grainy 
quality evocative of old film reels, but also of memory, as if they were the artist’s own hazy 
recollections of the war that she can barely remember but that shaped her life indelibly.

By the end of that decade, Celmins began a series of graphite drawings of clouds, of the 
surface of the moon, and of ocean waves. In the 1970s, she produced a series of drawings 
of the night’s sky and of the craggy surface of the California desert. In these drawings, 
observation is both a scientific and a philosophical task. Whereas the works of the previous 
decade examined the world from the alienated lens of an outsider, the works of the 1970s 
choose to withdraw from the human world of man-made things entirely, turning to natural 
phenomena instead.

The world of petty human affairs seldomly appears in Celmins’s work of the following 
decades. Before the end of the 1970s, however, she began bringing stones to her studio, 
casting them in bronze, and painting their surfaces so that they looked identical to the 
originals. Eleven of these duplicates are brought together in the installation To Fix the 
Image in Memory I-XI (1977–82), which shows the casts alongside the originals. They are 
meditations on themes of real and fake, authentic and copy, canny and uncanny, but most of 
all, they are ludic invitations to look closely and study carefully. Of all the works on display 
at the Beyeler, these were the ones that held my and other visitors’ attention the longest, as 
we attempted to discern for ourselves which stones were stones and which were painted 
copies.

In the 2000s, Celmins repeated the gesture of pairing found objects with handmade replicas. 
Blackboard Tableau #9 (2007–15) presents two small blackboards of the kind once used in 
schools, one of which is a composed and painted copy of a found original. Unlike the stones, 
these works evoke a quiet melancholy and seem once again to anchor Celmins’s practice in 
the emotional landscape of childhood—its traumas and its silences. Still, whether owing to 
the objects’ man-made origins or to their aura of melancholy, I find them less compelling, 
lacking the metaphysical weight of the natural forms. There is, after all, something more 
arresting—more audacious—in the act of replicating nature itself, as if to rival the work of 
the divine.
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The final rooms of the exhibition continue Celmins’s enduring fascination with surfaces. 
Yet, unlike some of her Pop contemporaries, her engagement with surface is anything but 
superficial—it invites contemplation rather than emptiness, suggesting depth and sustained 
meditation. One room features a striking series of paintings that meticulously depict the 
textures of their titular objects: Shell (2009–10), Plate (2013–23), and Vase (2017–18). The 
dominant motif in Celmins’s recent work, however, is the night sky—a plane we perceive 
as a flat expanse above us, yet one that is, in reality, an unfathomably deep space. She has 
returned to this subject in numerous variations that blur the line between photorealism and 
abstraction, offering not only a technical feat but also a disorienting, almost metaphysical 
meditation on scale, perception, and the place of the human within the vastness of space and 
nature.

John Vincler framed Celmins’s engagement with nature through the lens of the climate crisis 
and the existential threat that it poses to humankind when reviewing her 2020 retrospective 
at the Met Breuer. But I see Celmins’s work as looking backward rather than forward, 
connecting with viewers on an individual rather than collective level. Her sustained, almost 
obsessive scrutiny of natural phenomena feels not only like an aesthetic strategy but also a 
way of negotiating early experiences of estrangement. Through the patient, exacting act of 
rendering the world in minute detail, Celmins invites us to see as she sees, and perhaps, in 
that process, to come closer to embracing her contemplative and reflexive sensibilities. Her 
images speak quietly but insistently to fundamental human desires: to connect, to see, and to 
understand. Each object becomes, in a sense, a self-portrait—a mirror reflecting an interior 
world. To truly see them is, perhaps, to recognize something of her.
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For years, Vija 
Celmins has created 
detailed paintings and 
drawings of spiderwebs, 
expansive night skies and 
rippling ocean waves. 
“Though she rarely offers 
verbal explanations, 
the clarity and intensity 
of her vision over the 
years are unmistakable,” 
says Theodora Vischer, 
the chief curator of the 
Fondation Beyeler, 
which is holding a 
comprehensive solo 
show of Celmins’s work 
this summer. Exploring 
60 years of the artist’s 
creative output, the 
exhibition underscores 
Celmins’s enduring drive 
to push the limitations of 
a flat surface.

Born in Riga, Latvia, 
in 1938, Celmins spent 
her early years moving 
between Latvia, Germany 
and a refugee camp as 
the Second World War 
displaced her family. In 
1948, they emigrated 
to the US, settling in 
Indianapolis. Celmins 

moved to Los Angeles for 
art school in 1962, finding 
herself in the city at a time 
when vibrant West Coast 
colours and Pop Art were 

replacing the popular 
Abstract Expressionist 
style. Celmins’s work, 
however, took a different 
direction, as she opted for 

more muted colours and 
an overall slower pace. 
Her initial subjects were 
everyday objects, such as 
a lamp and a heater.
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These subjects became 
Celmins’s main focus for decades, 
as did expanses of the cosmos and 
the night sky, her interest piqued 
by the images of the moon and 
deep space from US and Soviet 
space missions in the mid-1960s.

“It wasn’t just the natural 
world that captivated her—it was 
also the elusive, often intangible 
nature of these spaces,” says 
Vischer. Celmins puts it more 
simply: “I like the night sky and 
the cosmos.”

Infinite possibilities
In depicting something infinite 
on a two-dimensional surface, 
Celmins “invites the viewer into a 
deeper, almost meditative space, 
while always remaining anchored 
to the flatness of the page,” says 
Vischer. “It’s this ‘double reality’ 
that continues to drive her 
practice: the challenge of capturing 
the unfathomable within the strict 
limits of the pictorial plane.”

The Beyeler exhibition 
spans these developments and 
explorations of the infinite and 
includes a small selection of 
sculptures as well, a discipline 
that offered the artist another 
opportunity to consider spatial 
depth. “The two-dimensional plane 
is a complicated space… so much 
illusion,” Celmins says. “I turned 
to three-dimensional every now 
and then, just because I liked to 
make objects and was inspired by 
Pop Art, Jasper Johns, and maybe 
even Claes Oldenburg.”

In curating the exhibition, 
the Beyeler worked closely with 
Celmins. “It was hard to install 
work that was made 60 years 
ago,” the artist says. “We tried our 
best with the most dedicated and 
attentive curator.”

For Vischer, the experience 
was a reminder of what defines 
Celmins’s practice. “She remains 
a striking and uncompromising 
figure, entirely immersed in her 
work,” Vischer says. “Revisiting 
the works, especially those from 
the mid-1960s onwards, served 
as a powerful reminder of their 
enduring presence. They demand 
to be seen in person, experienced 
directly, in their full physical and 
spatial reality.”
Annabel Keenan

From painting to pencil
“I pretty much painted everything 
in my studio and started making 
some three-dimensional objects 
and painting them,” Celmins tells 
The Art Newspaper. She soon 
became interested in photographs 
of war and began incorporating 
this imagery from magazines 
and books in her work. Homing 
in on details like planes gliding 
seemingly weightless through the 
air, Celmins depicted her subjects 
detached from violence, as if 
quieting the noise of war.

In 1968 Celmins’s medium 
shifted. “I dropped paint,” she 
says, “because I was not satisfied 
with it. I fell for the pencil—maybe 
so I could explore its ability to be 
dense yet precise. I got stuck there 
for about 18 years. Later, I picked 
up some charcoal and found it best 
with using erasers to draw.”

The materials suited Celmins’s 
palette of choice, which consists 
primarily of shades of grey. She 
portrayed clouds, waves and 
deserts—imagery she saw while 
living near the ocean and later 
spending time in New Mexico—
focusing on the surfaces and 
meticulously rendering the 
details. “I basically got tired of the 
background and foreground of an 
object and decided to tackle the 
image together with the ground, 
laying it carefully so all space is 
accounted for by the image,” she 
says.
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Street, Ben.   “Vija Celmins: The Real and Its Double.” ArtReview, June 17, 2025. 

As Celmins opens her new retrospective at Fondation Beyeler, just outside of Basel, Ben Street 
wonders how close an artwork can ever get to its source material

Vija Celmins’s notebooks provide a running commentary on her lengthy practice in printmaking, 
drawing, painting and sculpture, and share that work’s persistent, often witty spirit of inquiry. In 
an entry from December 2014 that epitomises this approach, she wrote the line ‘The “comedy” of 
finding a double’. What kind of comedy is this? In Nabokov’s Despair (1934) a German businessman 
meets his exact twin on Petrin Hill in the city Prague, but the resemblance is striking only to him 
– with comic and disastrous consequences. The double’s mimetic failure, in that he doesn’t quite 
match up, is the source of the novel’s comedy of delusion. It’s this mismatch that gets us close to the 
wry tone of Celmins’s work, where doubles and almost-exact copies abound. In another (undated) 
notebook entry, republished in the catalogue for her 2015 exhibition at the Secession, Vienna, she 
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worries at the nature of her practice: it is ‘re-experience[d], re-created, RE-DESCRIBED’. In her 
three-dimensional recreations of globes and blackboards, or imagery derived from photographs 
of night skies and seascapes, Celmins redescribes the natural world as mediated through human 
manufacture. (A large proportion of this output has been brought together for her retrospective, 
opening in June at the Fondation Beyeler, outside Basel.) Her work’s many pleasures lie in its 
insistent made-ness, which opens up a space between the real and its double.

The title of Celmins’s sculptural installation To Fix the Image in Memory (1977–82) feels like an 
apt description of her approach to artmaking, with its implications of thwarted ambition and 
unfulfilled desires. In that work, 11 pairs of seemingly identical pebbles are placed side-by-side. 
There’s no easy way to tell that one of each pair is a handpainted bronze copy of the other, a 
distinction that touch would easily resolve. Yet at close range, the tiny slips of the making hand give 
the game away. Celmins’s work demands of its viewers the same kind of scrutiny she herself gave 
to the pebbles, found in the New Mexico desert, and this attention is rewarded by the imperfections 
of the redescribed. To Fix the Image in Memory embodies Celmins’s strategies of reenactment that 
have remained consistent in her six-decade career, from her early paintings of the 1960s to recent 
works such as Cane (2023), a rose branch, bristling with thorns, uncannily recreated in painted 
bronze.

‘Picking up photographs is like picking up rocks.’ That’s another line from a Celmins notebook. 
Finding a double, picking up rocks: in both quotations from the artist, the act of selection seems 
passive, like scuffing your boot on a stone you end up keeping forever. Celmins’s earliest paintings, 
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made after she had moved to Los Angeles in 1962, appear to refute even that level of selectivity. 
Using the same austere palette that has remained largely constant in her work since then, Celmins 
depicted objects that lay around her Venice Beach studio, like an inventory of a young artist’s 
life-support system: a hot plate, a lamp, a fan, a heater. (‘Just the facts, man,’ as she later said of 
these paintings.) Yet they reach beyond it too. In Envelope (1964), a torn airmail envelope sits face 
down on a plain, brown surface, alluding to distances actual and perceived: from her family home 
in Indianapolis, maybe; from her childhood in Riga, whence she and her family fled after the 
Soviet occupation in 1940; from the artworld of her time, even, in which she has always seemed 
anomalous, apart.

These early paintings limn the edges of Celmins’s world. When she does pick up photographs, 
as she did shortly thereafter, the scenes they evoke are starkly, even comically distant from the 
hermetic environs of their production. Imagery of actual or implied violence – a man running from 
a burning car, crashed warplanes, the Watts riots – draw their power from that quality of spatial 
and temporal removal. The painting T.V. (1964) anticipates the terrain this work would lead her 
into. The appliance sits in shallow grey space at the centre of the canvas, its screen parallel to the 
picture plane. On it, an airplane and assorted debris fall out of a grey sky: an apparition of the 
wartime context of her early childhood in the present of her Los Angeles studio. The formal and 
emotional possibilities of that screen became the governing metaphor in the work that followed. It 
is as though the context of the studio interior fell away, distilling her output into a single-minded 
address to vision and its limitations.

The moonscapes, desert fields and seascapes that followed at the very end of the 1960s are filled, 
end to end, with a sustained mark-making that, like the raster system of a television screen, 
is brimful of visual incident. Their closest kin might be the graphic works of Georges Seurat, 
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whose conté drawings dissolve the whole visual world into a hail of static. That relentless 
visual availability, what Norman Bryson, writing about drawing’s affordances in general, 
called ‘a radically open zone that always operates in real time’, perhaps accounts for Celmins’s 
abandonment of painting for over a decade, starting around 1970, in favour of a resolute dedication 
to work on paper. What drawing in particular provided was a site of constant presentness that 
resists translation into words. The soft marks that invoke the focal edges of the photographic source 
for Irregular Desert (1973), for instance, drag the viewer’s attention towards the loose array of stones 
at the centre, yet nothing in particular awaits you there, aside from the careful tracks of a patient 
eye and hand. Attention is the subject, and the expectation.

In works on paper such as these, Celmins made use of images that (as she later put it) ‘mapped out 
and followed the surface’. What you get is a kind of sounding-out of mark-making’s expressive 
range. In a seascape drawing like Untitled (Big Sea #2) from 1969 – which is, by Celmins’s standards, 
huge: 86 by 113 centimetres – the visual experience toggles between two surfaces: that of the page, 
and that of the immense expanse of water that fills it. Writing two and a half centuries after the 
birth of J.M.W. Turner, the temptation to dust off allusions to the sublime is hard to resist. Yet it’s 
because Celmins’s work so insistently returns us to the site of the studio that the reference fails to 
convince. The marks of the burin, pencil or lithographic crayon remain so present in the encounter 
with Celmins’s seascapes that the apparent subject seems less important than the means by which 
the work came into existence. Such images summarise the spirit of Celmins’s enquiry as a whole: 
after all, what’s a better embodiment of the limits of visual representation than the seascape? Get 
close, as the work requires you to do, and you’re at the studio table with her, redescribing the 
photographic description, butting up against the artwork’s inability to get close enough to what it 
shows.
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Celmins’s return to painting during the 1980s coincided with an expansion into imagery that 
seemed to emerge from the rich density of oil paint and the fuzzy weave of canvas, replacing the 
outward breadth of the paper surface with the inward depth of paint applied in numerous layers. 
The large painting Barrier (1985–86), one of her first major steps in this direction, is close to four 
square metres of deep black sky, punctuated by pale dots of varying sharpness. Lacking a clear 
sense of orientation – because it reads as square, it might just as easily be hung the other way 
around – as well as scale, it’s a painting of something as seen through disembodied vision, like 
that of an unmanned satellite or errant drone. Led as ever by what her mediums allow, Celmins’s 
paintings imagine her dense layering of paint, occasionally sanded down and repainted, as 
somehow parallel to the unknowable depths of night. In her recent series of Snowfall paintings 
(2022–24), Celmins’s redescriptions of her photographic sources parse the gap between the world 
and our images of it. Suspended for the moment in imaginary air, the flakes of snow – themselves 
embodiments of the unique image, in that no two are ever alike – encapsulate the hubristic urge to 
reproduce the visual world. We’re here to fix the image in memory, they seem to say: then melt.

Vija Celmins is on view at the Fondation Beyeler, Riehen, through 21 September

Ben Street is an art historian, lecturer and writer based in London
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A star-streaked sky, the undulant surface of the sea, a gooseneck lamp, a glowing electric heater, 
the delicate architecture of a spiderweb, a Porsche cruising along a California freeway—these 
are some of the subjects that have captured the vivid attention of Vija Celmins. For more than 
half a century, the Latvian-born, US-raised artist has produced absorbing paintings and drawings 
that are often inspired by—and mistaken for—photographs. “The image is just a sort of 
armature on which I hang my marks and make my art,” she has said of her work, which is born 
of hallucinatory concentration and, in her view, never truly complete. Pieces are worked on and 
reworked, again and again, becoming less about depiction and more a record of mark making 
that describes the passage of time.
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For Aperture’s spring issue, Celmins spoke with the photographer and her friend Richard 
Learoyd, who is, likewise, known for a decelerated, highly technical approach that gleans 
meaning from the limits of representation, in his case by using a camera obscura to create crisp, 
hyperreal portraits and still lifes haunted by the history of painting. The two artists discuss 
Celmins’s philosophy as an artist, falling in love with gray, and the rewards of slowness.

Richard Learoyd: I’ve looked at quite a bit of your pictures over the years, and it 
seems that photography is useful to you in some way. Do you think that’s true?

Vija Celmins: Well, you know, I am not really that interested in photography.

Learoyd: We know that!

Celmins: When I was really young and in school, I wanted to be an abstract painter, of course, 
because that was a going thing. I think that I agreed that the painting was about itself. But I 
was unable to really make the marks that were just marks, to build a space that I thought was 
the proper space. I couldn’t incorporate that two-dimensional plane, which is very important as 
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a reality; it is not just a support, it is what keeps you out of the work and invites you in at the 
same time, because of the convention of hanging these two-dimensional things on the wall.

Learoyd: It’s a pictorial gravity, isn’t it? It’s something that draws you toward it 
and pushes and repels at the same time.

Celmins: Right. First of all, as you can probably tell, I’m not a big colorist. But I did try to make 
de Kooning paintings the best I could when I was in school because that was heroic art for me. 
I think I liked the fact that he was a European, that he came here, that he was sort of lost, then 
started all over again, and that he also had some skill in drawing. I had been drawing since I had 
come to the United States, not being able to speak English, and was put in school. I drew, and 
they left me alone because I couldn’t speak.

Learoyd: Where did you first arrive?

Celmins: We were brought by the Church World Service to the United States and put in a 
hotel until somebody who wanted to take in refugees after World War II signed up for us. And 
somebody did—unfortunately, in Indianapolis. I was nine when I came. I taught myself to 
speak. I used to go to the library and get first-grade books, although I could read a total book in 
Latvian. I was kind of a loner, which I still probably am.

Somehow, I got fascinated with art, but in a primitive way, let me tell you. I drew all the things 
that girls drew, like horses, movie stars. Somehow, it made a kind of life. When I was in high 
school, I happened to be the person that drew. If anybody needed anything, they pointed to me. I 
got into that mode like it was my life. So, I started getting a little more sophisticated and looking 
at paintings, and then I went to art school.

Learoyd: At that point, were your parents taking you to museums or galleries?

Celmins: No, no. Never been to a museum till I was in high school. I think they had a class in a 
museum, but I didn’t even realize what that was.

We sang all the time at home, with other people, and in the church. See, I never really 
understood the church. I’m not a religious person. But somehow, I stumbled into this world. I 
didn’t yet realize the complication of making something that you cannot explain.

Learoyd: Well, it’s the enigma, isn’t it?

Celmins: Right.

Learoyd: Which is the problem.

Celmins: Which is what we’re dealing with right here. It’s like making something that is full 
and meaningful but not accessible with words. You have to experience it.
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Learoyd: My personal experience is very different, but also similar in the fact 
that I was never dragged around museums and galleries and things as a kid. I 
was aware that those things existed, because television existed. You went to art 
school when you were how old?

Celmins: I got out of high school, and I got these scholarships for art school. My parents 
were both working and poor. I went. I found my set of people. My people who all ended up in 
art school because of something that attracted them, or because they were already good, or 
whatever. At that time, women weren’t supposed to be smart. I don’t know what the problem 
was in the ’50s, you know? I really liked science a lot, but it never occurred to me that I could 
also learn things that were very valuable, about how life turns . . . I used to catch bugs myself, 
and sometimes cut them apart to look at them, but I never really had that training, which is too 
bad. So, I was sort of funneled into the two-dimensional plane. Ha ha.

Learoyd: What I felt was that my life began when I started making photographs, 
because it was the only thing I was good at. I wasn’t even good at it at the time, 
but I was interested. And then what I found was that other adults, besides my 
parents, became interested in me.

Celmins: Yes. That happened, of course, to me too. My parents totally ignored me. I had to 
make my own relationships and so forth. When you started, did somebody give you a camera? 
You see, I never had a camera.

Learoyd: I used to look at magazines with pictures of cameras, and I thought 
they looked sort of cool.

Celmins: I like that. That’s great, thinking, What is that? You can make pictures out of this 
thing.

Learoyd: Yeah, they looked cool. I didn’t have a clue what to do, because I was 
terrible at everything. You eventually moved to LA, right?

Celmins: I moved to LA because I got a scholarship. Before that, I got a scholarship to Yale, 
at that summer school, where I met probably my favorite artist my own age, who was Brice 
Marden. He was so good right off the bat.

Then I went back to Indiana, and I tried to paint these big abstract paintings. Now they look 
very thin, because I never really saw the relationship of that plane. I know it sounds kind of old-
fashioned, nobody thinks like this anymore.

Learoyd: What do you mean, thin?

Celmins: They were abstract blobs and lines and trying to make a structure that stayed on the 
canvas. Then when I went to LA, I kept that up. But I got to where I needed some other kind . . . 
I think I started doing landscapes.
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Learoyd: What sort of landscapes?

Celmins: Oh, from California. I didn’t have enough money to buy canvas. Then I bought these 
big sheets of paper, and I made these drawings of LA, but they looked . . . What did they look 
like?

Learoyd: I saw a painting of yours. It was a painting looking out of the window 
of a car. I think it’s a Porsche driving down a highway.

Celmins: No, no. That was later. So anyway, in California, I veered away from doing totally 
abstract work because I didn’t think I could make it somehow strong enough. See, when 
you’re making a painting, it has to have some density. It’s a little more physical than just the 
photograph, I hate to tell you. The surface has so much art to play. Is it going to be a slick, dopey 
surface? Or is it going to be a thick, blobby surface? It has a visceral quality. I began to realize 
also that there was me that was not in the work— and I sort of started putting me in the work, 
my experiences. I started painting objects. Food. Everything.

Learoyd: The ham hock?

Celmins: I painted all the food I ate.

Learoyd: So, this is where the photographic thing comes in. Let me tell you . . .

Celmins: Wait. Let me tell you. I didn’t look at the photographs. But then, with Soup (1964), 
I had this bowl of soup. That actually came out of a little photograph from a housekeeping 
magazine.

Learoyd: But tonally, those paintings—the lamps, the ham hock—they have a 
relationship to photography because you’ve chosen not to overemphasize the 
color.

Celmins: I had this very gray studio, a long gray concrete studio. I was going to see what I 
could do with what I could see. But whatever you do is sort of whatever is inside you, I guess.

Learoyd: Things are gray. A lot of things are gray.

Celmins: Okay, so this is how I moved into sometimes using a photograph. I went looking 
for war books so I could understand what we went through, and there were very few war 
books at the time. This was in the early ’60s. I found a few things, which I tore out of books, 
and I painted some airplanes, because I used to love hearing the American bombers coming. 
ZzzzZZZZ. I went through this period where I tried to find a relationship to the work that was 
not so borrowed from what was out there. That’s when I fell in love with the grays, because the 
photographs were all gray for World War II. I got to painting the airplanes, seeing if I could make 
them fit like a painting, but still be like an object.
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Learoyd: You look at a picture on the wall, and it’s either an object or a window, 
I guess.

Celmins: I never see a window. It’s a flat piece of paper, and it’s got a relationship in the real 
world in front of you. It’s a very subtle feeling that, somehow, is dimensional or flat at the same 
time. Then also, you try to figure out how you’re going to paint it, whether you’re going to paint 
it really smooth, whether you’re going to jazz it up, how are you going to handle the thing. 
You’ve got to remember that paint is like cheese. It’s just totally malleable.

Learoyd: All the possible permutations of what can happen with that bit of goo.

Celmins: Basically, you can’t really say too much about it without sounding a little stupid. 
But you’re actually making an experience for somebody. You’re not only experiencing an image, 
you’re experiencing the reality of the room and the flatness. I can’t stand it when things jump 
out of the painting.

Learoyd: We’re sitting here. We’re looking at a drawing. Could that drawing 
have existed without the photograph?

Celmins: I don’t know. I guess because it’s just graphite and paper that maybe it feels more like 
a photograph. I don’t think I could have done that kind of precise drawing without a photograph.

Learoyd: I think that people look at your drawings and paintings and think 
they look photographic sometimes. And when people look at my photographs, 
sometimes they say they look painterly, but they couldn’t be more photographic.

Celmins: You have a barrier, which is really the paper that you print on. My work can be very 
soft and dimensional.

Learoyd: The enormous problem with photography is its surface.

Celmins: People now look at art as if it is photography, which is also totally wrong. You have to 
let yourself experience how the edges are, how the thing sits.

Learoyd: There’s a weight to your work that’s often quite small. I know you’re 
painting bigger now. But a lot of the things were quite small. And there seems 
to be this sort of density of the object. Were the star drawings done from 
scientific photographs?

Celmins: I began to fall in love with the lead of a pencil. I have this whole thing where I got 
involved in space because I liked all that stuff coming back, all those images. And I used the 
images, and then I found these things of the outer stars and galaxies. They are not really stars. 
They’re galaxies. But it’s a way of pushing the pencil to the utmost degree, the very last things.
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Learoyd: And what about the spider webs?

Celmins: Oh, the spider webs? Well, I thought that I was sort of like a spider myself. I found 
these little books of spiders, and I thought, I’m like the spider myself, taking all the things. 
These were also all drawings. Then, did I do a painting of the spider web? I think I tried one. I 
liked the pencil.

Learoyd: Well, you can just pick it up.

Celmins: I probably liked it because I didn’t like sloshing around. And then finally, I said to 
myself, I have to start painting. By this time, I moved to New York, thank goodness, because 
the audience was more sophisticated here, and there were more museums, and there was 
more of a supporting group. I finally had to let go of the pencil and say, I’m going to pick up 
the brush, because it’s capable of doing a much more dimensional thing. When you’re looking 
at something, you’re actually looking at an object. You can’t run to the illusion. That’s what 

photography did, which was bad—you run to the image, because the image is so exquisite.

Learoyd: It’s perfect. It’s a perfect thing.

Celmins: But the experience is total. You actually made your photographs more interesting by 
making them so bit by bit by bit. But still, it’s not painting.

Learoyd: What photographers have to do is, they have to try to find excitement 
in the exterior world to make the object resonant enough to hold that illusion.

Celmins: Yeah, but you made some boring things, too, like the trees, which I love.

Learoyd: They’re very boring.

Celmins: I like the really boring thing. Yeah, that’s one thing that the photographer can do, 
which is very difficult to do in the painting, because somehow it kills the way that you’ve 
constructed the paint to act. And making the paint act in different ways is a big part of painting.
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Learoyd: I was never interested in that side of photography, because my life 
isn’t very exciting. I just go home. I go to the studio.

Celmins: Well, we’re not talking about your life, we’re talking about the object you’re making.

Learoyd: The object. Exactly. But I think a lot of photographic people, they have 
to sort of go into the world and seek this subject.

Celmins: Yes, they get very interested in the subject matter. Your method involves that slow 
way of building the image and making it so precise that it hurts you to look at the thing. It’s 
really very shocking, in a way.

Learoyd: Yeah. But I think that my problem, going back to the idea of the 
surface, is that I use a paper that is incredibly shiny, because it means it has no 
surface. I hate photographic surfaces.

Celmins: I think people now look at all art as if it’s a photograph, which is really upsetting. 
And they also paint it as if it’s going to be a photograph, and it’s very graphic and sort of stays 
on the surface. I just saw a Francesca Woodman show, which is totally different. Really upsetting 
to look at the photographs, because it looks like the devil is after her.

Learoyd: It’s very raw, isn’t it? A very raw sort of expressionism.

Celmins: Right. You have a very different quality. With your work, your eyes think, Oh, my 
God, I can’t look at any more. It’s so incredibly precise. But hers is emotionally upsetting in a 
way. Like, I’m running through my short life with this instrument in my hand. See the corners of 
rooms and places to hide.

Learoyd: Pretty horrible. But so powerful. I didn’t get to see your show last year 
at Matthew Marks Gallery, but there were some quite big paintings, right?

Celmins: Yeah, I started letting, maybe, some of the paint be a little bit more. Sometimes, I 
sort of hide the painting, but I let it have a little bit more of an expression. You realize—finally, 
in my old age —that the paint has its own life, that it can be thin and fat, and it makes it very 
dimensional. And then sometimes, some of the work that was really small was very drawing 
related, but drawing with the paint.

Learoyd: If somebody sees something that relates to how they see it with their 
eyes, they think that’s photographic, right? So they go, “Oh, that’s a sort of 
photographic reference.” Because it’s an interpretation that they understand.

Celmins: I really resent that too.

Learoyd: Because the nuance of painting is the ability to do that, or not do that, 
but it’s a choice. Whereas in photography, there’s no choice.
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Celmins: But the painting itself has a life that’s connected to the artist. The best photography 
has some relation to seeing something that relates more to life-experience seeing, and the way 
it’s made is much more hidden than in a painting, which is really made out of dust with your 
hands and brushes and stuff. Sometimes, I hide that, and sometimes, I show more of it.

Learoyd: I think it’s interesting that in photography now, there are more 
people interested in photography than ever, and yet, there’s so much terrible 
photography.

Celmins: Every single person is a photographer. And the subject is interesting without the 
experience of the room. Painting itself is more restrictive. The image is made out of other 
material, and it has a relation to your body, and how big it is, and how small it is, and how 
smooth it is, and how rough it is. It’s just got a little bit more experience.

Learoyd: The sort of success or failure as an artwork is whether it contains 
enigma in some way.

Celmins: Maybe enigma.

Learoyd: I think your relationship to photography is that it’s been of value to 
you.

Celmins: Well, sometimes there’s the image in my head, and I walk along, and I see a book 
that’s open in a bookstore, and there’s an image that I may have done myself. I see the grays that 
I’ve been looking for in the photograph, and I sometimes say, Oh, wow, I’ll follow this and see 
what I can do with it.

Learoyd: But the things themselves, the objects that you’re making, the 
paintings, they’re just very much of themselves. They have their own gravity.

Celmins: They don’t really mean the things that people think they mean.

Learoyd: One last topic that we can go into, which is about the sort of 
generation of a personality in artwork. The problem with photography is that 
everyone has the same tools. I decided I didn’t want to play with the tools that 
everybody else had. So, I made cameras, and I used materials in a different way. 
And you rejected abstract painting, asking instead, Well, what am I surrounded 
by?

Celmins: Abstraction actually is more complicated than that. But I don’t know what to think 
about the photograph. The photograph has its own life that I don’t know that much about. 
We have them everywhere. And for you to make such an unusual-looking experience is pretty 
extraordinary.
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Learoyd: And you leave so much space for the person looking at your paintings 
and drawings. So much room for interpretation.

Celmins: But you’ve got to realize that it’s material. You see, it’s not an illusion, the painting.

Learoyd: It’s a thing.

Celmins: It’s real. There’s dust on it. It’s the pencil being pushed. It’s the material.

Learoyd: It’s not telling. It’s an invitation, isn’t it?

Celmins: Well, it’s an invitation to figure out . . . I don’t know what it is. But we’re all doing it, 
aren’t we? I mean, the question is how to be able to experience somebody else’s work in more 
than just a snap, and to be able to see aspects of it that are really unsayable and have to be in the 
area of experience.

Learoyd: They have to be experienced.

Celmins: They cannot be said. If you use an image, you realize that the image is an 
interpretation of something that is not in front of you, that is made by somebody, and how it’s 
made. It’s like all these instantaneous things that occur.

Learoyd: In a painting, there’re a million decisions.

Celmins: Yeah. Making a work of art, there’re a million decisions. And sometimes, the 
decisions are harder for people to see, and sometimes, they’re more obvious. I don’t know 
whether one is better than another. It’s a complicated thing that people do.

Learoyd: I know that in photography now, the way that people take 
photographs, they’re going to take a picture of this glass. They take fifty 
pictures of this glass, and then decide which is the one that they like. So, 
there’s no decision-making. It’s editing rather than making decisions.

Celmins: My tools are like hours, and it becomes a real part of the work. Whereas in 
photography, it’s instantaneous, and then you pick which image. It’s hard to do either one, it 
seems to me.

Learoyd: It’s all pretty difficult.

Celmins: It’s all pretty hard for you. You made your own camera and everything. I was going to 
. . . never mind.

Learoyd: Go on. Tell me. I want to know.
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Celmins: I sometimes think that people have lost some ability to experience things in a more 
complicated way because life is so full of stuff now, and the imagery is everywhere. Remember 
how rare painting used to be? And how rare art making? Actually, it was the only thing before 
photography took over and there were images everywhere—but not images like you’re making.

Learoyd: Photography can be incredibly moving. You come across a picture 
of an old girlfriend or a lover. It’s not even sentimental or mawkish. It’s just 
an evocation of this other experience, and you’re taken back. And all those 
sensations.

Celmins: And how about seeing those early photographs of the Chinese emperors? And the 
Pyramids? I love to see all those early photographs. How about all the animals you get to see 
that you will never see?

Learoyd: That are extinct.

Celmins: You see? Painting does not work that way. And you have made your work sort of like 
that, but also more like art. Most photographs are not art. They’re information. But there are 
thousands and thousands of painters now.

Learoyd: With the advent of digital photography, I’ve taken less pictures in the 
last twenty years than a normal photographer will take on a fashion shoot in 
one day.

Celmins: Well, you’re a slow photographer.

Learoyd: Yeah.

Celmins: And you have a slow camera.

Learoyd: I have everything slow. I’m slow. The whole thing is slow.

Celmins: I like that.

This interview originally appeared in Aperture No. 258, “Photography & Painting.”
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Vija Celmins never ceases to show us the stillness 
of the world and the complexity of human 
vision. Her meticulously crafted photorealistic 
renderings of desert floors, unsettled ocean 
surfaces, and starry night skies—longtime 
themes in her half century of studio practice—
slow things down to an enduring, singular 
moment, parsing the paradox of time as both 
finite (past) and infinite (future). 

Eternity is measured by the durational 
qualities of her trompe l’oeil paintings, 
drawings, prints, and sculptures: A visual 
event triggers her eagle-eyed focus, and her 
labor-intensive technique—always on display—
delivers representational closure. Yet the very 
images to which she has consistently returned 
over the years produce visual equivalents of 
physical and metaphysical perpetuities. 

Comparative, relational, even oppositional 
situations are the conceptual ground of her 
art. Tensions between found and made, still 
and animate, photography and painting, art 
and nonart contribute to what she has termed 
her “real eye tests,” which challenge our 
assumptions about seeing.

Eight new paintings presented in “Winter,” 
the artist’s first exhibition in six years at 
Matthew Marks Gallery, dwelled on picture 
fields of falling snow. Snowfall (blue), 2022–24, 
at eight and a half feet high and more than six 
feet wide, is the largest painting Celmins has 
ever made. Its exceptional scale, coupled with an 
image that inherently denotes constant motion, 
activates unprecedented theatricality. Ideal 
viewing occurs at a distance of about six feet 

from the work, wherein the perceptual passes into 
the realm of affect. The snow appears to become 
animated, triggering a liminal sensation akin to 
the mesmerizing experience of gazing intently, 
deeply, at heavy flakes swirling and wafting, 
causing one to momentarily lose oneself in the 
spatial blur. Sustained looking, to the exclusion 
of all else, delivers us to an imagined out-of-body 
weightlessness. In Celmins’s art, visual acuity is 
the key to unlocking content. 

From one canvas to the next, snowfall was 
rendered as though it were being glimpsed through 
the lens of a camera (occasionally illuminated 
by an uneven flash) or a slightly distorted 
windowpane. Other works featured compositions 
resembling flakes stuck to the back of a dark 
woolen coat. These tableaux assert the specificity 
of the artist’s experience and the actuality of the 
events. All of this was underscored by a looped 
cell-phone video in the show, which captured a 
perfect, gorgeous snowfall—perhaps the original 
snowfall that occasioned the new iconography. 
The blanketing, silencing, hypnotic whiteness of 
the storm, illuminated against a dark background, 
dazzled on a small monitor embedded in a wall. 
Even though Celmins did not designate the video 
as art (or include it in the checklist), it was installed 
in relation to a similarly sized mezzotint, Untitled 
(Snow), 2024, that redescribes this extended event 
as a singular moment frozen in time. Nothing 
from real life is identical to this episode. The 
prints, paintings, the notational video—all are 
doubles that reflect the world back to us, as if to 
slow it down, grab hold of it, and allow us to see 
into it more deeply. 
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Celmins’s pictures of falling snow promise 
fleeting hallucinogenic enchantment. If we gaze 
into them, they become like Orpheus’s mirror, 
in which slippages between truth and fiction 
abound. Get closer to her images, and the 
animation stops. Their surfaces are brilliantly 
studded with dots and blips and blurs that 
suggest recessional depth but ratify flatness 
at the same time. Rendered in grisaille and a 
range of cyanotype tones, her new canvases 
are aligned with Minimalist formal economies. 
But there is no denying her fascination with 
the sublime. Step back from the paintings once 
more, relinquish the analytical mode, and the 
show began again in all its delicate ephemerality. 

 The tension between stasis and movement 
was acute in a pair of new hyperrealistic 
sculptures. Rope #2, 2022–24, a neat coil of 

the titular material, cast in stainless steel with 
a natural-fiber alkyd patina, exists in stasis. Its 
kinetic counterpart, Ladder, 2021–22, consists 
of a similar length of rope, cast in bronze and 
similarly painted, that here snaked up to a skylight 
in the ceiling as if of its own accord. Celmins’s 
penchant for visual mischief that tampers with the 
boundaries between reality and fantasy ultimately 
serves a deeply humanistic goal. She questions 
the role of perception, asking us to consider how 
things really are and how one ought to experience 
the world. By doing this, she reminds us that how 
we see (or choose to unsee) is a deeply ethical 
matter.

–Jan Avgikos
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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



MATTHEW MARKS GALLERY

523 West 24th Street ,  New York, New York 1001 1 Tel : 212-243-0200 Fax : 212-243-0047

Tomkins, Calvin.   “Suface Matters: The timeless work of  Vija Celmins.” The New Yorker, September 2, 2019, pp. 18–24. 



Tomkins, Calvin.   “Suface Matters: The timeless work of  Vija Celmins.” The New Yorker, September 2, 2019, pp. 18–24. 



Tomkins, Calvin.   “Suface Matters: The timeless work of  Vija Celmins.” The New Yorker, September 2, 2019, pp. 18–24. 



Tomkins, Calvin.   “Suface Matters: The timeless work of  Vija Celmins.” The New Yorker, September 2, 2019, pp. 18–24. 



Tomkins, Calvin.   “Suface Matters: The timeless work of  Vija Celmins.” The New Yorker, September 2, 2019, pp. 18–24. 



Tomkins, Calvin.   “Suface Matters: The timeless work of  Vija Celmins.” The New Yorker, September 2, 2019, pp. 18–24. 



Tomkins, Calvin.   “Suface Matters: The timeless work of  Vija Celmins.” The New Yorker, September 2, 2019, pp. 18–24. 



MATTHEW MARKS GALLERY

523 West 24th Street ,  New York, New York 1001 1 Tel : 212-243-0200 Fax : 212-243-0047

Kantor, Jordan.   “Beginning to Understand.” Artforum 57, no. 5, January 2019, pp. 166‒73. 



Kantor, Jordan.   “Beginning to Understand.” Artforum 57, no. 5, January 2019, pp. 166‒73. 



Kantor, Jordan.   “Beginning to Understand.” Artforum 57, no. 5, January 2019, pp. 166‒73. 



Kantor, Jordan.   “Beginning to Understand.” Artforum 57, no. 5, January 2019, pp. 166‒73. 



Kantor, Jordan.   “Beginning to Understand.” Artforum 57, no. 5, January 2019, pp. 166‒73. 



Kantor, Jordan.   “Beginning to Understand.” Artforum 57, no. 5, January 2019, pp. 166‒73. 



Kantor, Jordan.   “Beginning to Understand.” Artforum 57, no. 5, January 2019, pp. 166‒73. 



Kantor, Jordan.   “Beginning to Understand.” Artforum 57, no. 5, January 2019, pp. 166‒73. 



MATTHEW MARKS GALLERY

523 West 24th Street ,  New York, New York 1001 1 Tel : 212-243-0200 Fax : 212-243-0047

Manguso, Sarah.   “Where the Water Used to Be.” Frieze, no. 203, May 2019, pp. 164‒69. 

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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The slow and meticulous work of Vija Celmins zooms

into view at the San Francisco Museum of Modern Art
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PREVIEW EXHIBITIONS

Artist’s retrospective encourages viewers to take their time when
looking in the modern age

NANCY KENNEY

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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