
Casey Kaplan is pleased to announce the opening of Judith Eisler: Riffs. Jarman’s Caravaggio. For the artist’s first exhibition with the gallery, 
Eisler presents a new series of paintings based on Derek Jarman’s 1986 film “Caravaggio”.
 
Judith Eisler paints cinematic close-ups sourced from her own photographs of paused film scenes. With a lifelong interest in film, Eisler 
often returns to the work of filmmakers such as Rainer Werner Fassbinder and Derek Jarman. In consideration of the formal properties of 
light, color and space within a single film frame, the artist considers an image’s capacity to exist as both real and fictional. As each image 
undergoes multiple layers of mediation, Eisler's renderings shift between representational and abstract. Working with oil on canvas, Eisler 
directs our view to the visual optics of cinematic happenings.
 
The film “Caravaggio” depicts the story of Michelangelo Merisi da Caravaggio’s (1571 - 1610) life, filtered through the lens of filmmaker Der-
ek Jarman (1942 – 1994). The script expands upon the sanctioned narratives of what might have occurred. If the film is at all biographical, it 
is in Jarman’s fidelity to the color, light and tableaus of Caravaggio’s paintings. Jarman either recreates or refers to a number of Caravaggio’s 
paintings such as Boy with a Basket of Fruit (1593), The Lute Player (1596), Penitent Magdalene (1594-95), and The Deposition (1602-03). 
The actors and sets are staged and illuminated in a visual style that echoes the dramatic light infusing Caravaggio’s paintings.  

Love, lust, and violence permeate both Caravaggio’s paintings and Jarman’s film. While watching the film, Eisler paused the action and took 
photographs of this fusion of sensibilities, establishing distance in order to study emotionally and psychologically charged themes with a 
dispassionate eye. Eisler’s photographs capture the transformation of painting through staged reality, film, and transmission. In working from 
these stills, the artist is rendering and reanimating the material as it is dematerialized. Despite the abstractions caused by the technologi-
cal interference in this process, a structure is formed: the sum of the parts creates a whole that is simultaneously present and falling into 
fragmentation.
 
Eisler questions whether light is a substance or a process. In the film, the source of light illuminating the models is indeterminate. Does it 
stem from an artificial spotlight or is it high noon? Is the glare providing clarity or illumination, or is it hindering the act of seeing? In the por-
traits of Tilda Swinton as Caravaggio’s model, Lena, and Nigel Terry as Caravaggio, faces brace against the glare or lower their eyes to turn 
their gaze inward. Eisler’s interest lies not in recreating the subject of the gaze, which is visible in the film sequence, but to describe what it 
looks like when someone is seeing.
 
In the film, The Martyrdom of St. Matthew (1599–1600) is sketched out on a canvas. Terry, as Caravaggio, manipulates his model (Sean 
Bean) to perfectly mimic the pose in the painting. Eisler was initially interested in how the proto-cinematic light that suffuses Caravaggio’s 
paintings might be transformed when viewed through a filmic interpretation of his work. As she watched Jarman’s recreation of the artist at 
work in his studio, Eisler became less interested in painting the physical reenactment of the composition than in describing what it looks like 
to make something. In turn, the artist began making paintings about the materiality of making a painting. As the brush lifts color to canvas 
and materials are arranged on the palette, Eisler considers the elements that make up an illusionistic whole.

The palette compositions can be seen as a stage upon which material and tools are laid out in anticipation of the rendering of the subject. 
Eisler painted several versions of the palette in order to reflect the painter’s preoccupation with raw material and the shifts that occur on that 
particular flat surface. There are solvents housed in decanters, colors, brushes, both active and at rest. In some of the frames, coins are 
also depicted, evoking the marriage of art and commerce. But even as the elements seem fixed and interconnected, at the same time they 
seem on the verge of falling apart, sliding off the table onto the floor.
 
Jarman uses candles to illuminate the “17th century” studio where the painter works into the night. The candles burn as the wax melts 
and the expansiveness of the flame is tempered by the simultaneous diminishment of the material. Similarly, the film still contains the seeds 
for its own disintegration: what appears before our eyes in one moment will transition into something else in the next frame. That moment 
between what has happened and what is to happen is open to possibility and chance. Things still happen when one is not looking.

Eisler received her BFA from Cornell University in 1984. She has been exhibiting her work since 1995 at venues such as Kunsthalle, Vienna; Hall Art Founda-
tion/Schloss Derneburg Museum, Hanover, Germany; White Columns, New York; Palais de Tokyo, Paris; Bass Museum, Miami, FL; Hayward Gallery, London; 
and Castello di Rivoli, Turin. In 2002, she was awarded the John Simon Guggenheim Fellowship. Eisler is a professor at the University of Applied Arts in 
Vienna, Austria, and lives and works between Vienna, Austria and Warren, Connecticut.
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The American painter, who divides her time between Vienna and the Con-
necticut countryside, has been working since the mid-nineteen-eighties 
with one strict rule: she paints stills from movies, which she captures on 
her computer (and previously her VCR), an art-house take on the cerebral 
photo-realism of Gerhard Richter. In the past, her paintings have felt some-
what constrained, a little too cool. But her new subject, Derek Jarman’s 
“Caravaggio,” inspires the most beautiful work of her career, virtuosic 
painting about painting, as lush as a hothouse bloom. You may recognize 
the perennial muse Tilda Swinton, but the best pictures here are essentially 
portraits of a process: closeups of brushes luxuriating in swirls of salmon, 
crimson, and brown oil on a palette. The interplay of shadow and light has 
always been Eisler’s true subject, as it was Caravaggio’s. Note the bravura 
still-life of two flickering candles, which is one of Richter’s most famous 
motifs. But don’t mistake the image for an homage—think of it as a rejoin-
der to anyone who still thinks that great painting is a boys’ club. 

-- Andrea K. Scott

Judith Eisler, Candles, 2018, oil on canvas, 55.12 x 39.37” / 140 x 
100cm



East of the madding crowd (near the plant district), Judith Eisler, 
a native New Yorker, is having her first show in a decade at the 
Casey Kaplan gallery. Eisler, who now lives in Vienna, has been 
working since the nineties with one strict rule: she paints stills 
from movies captured on her computer (back in the day, she used 
a VCR), putting an art-house twist on the cerebral photo-realism 
of Gerhard Richter. In the past, her paintings have felt some-
what constrained, a little too cool. But her new subject, Derek 
Jarman’s “Caravaggio,” has inspired the most beautiful work of 
her career—painting about painting that is as lush as a hothouse 
bloom.

Judith Eisler, “Painter 2,” 2018; oil on canvas, 39.37 x 31.49 inches 
/ 100 x 80cm



Hope and Hazard: A Comedy of Eros
by Steven Pestana
HALL ART FOUNDATION | MAY 6, 2017 – NOVEMBER 

A buxom blonde nude with bright red lips plays joyously atop 
a white fluffy cloud, stars overhead. Beneath her cloud, crude 
blue lettering reads, “We are just complicated animals.” This 
neon sculpture, by Dan Attoe, casts a cool glow through a 
gallery that was once a farmhouse, highlighting the kind of 
tongue-in-cheek wit that animates much of Eric Fischl’s own 
work. In this multi-generational group exhibition, curated 
by Eric Fischl, representations of mankind’s most basic and 
everlasting instinct—the compulsion to copulate—waver from 
existential to carnal in a vein that is often ribbed with humor. 
While none of Fischl’s own work appears in the show, his taste 

Judith Eisler, Liz & Rock, 2014. Oil on canvas, 72 × 96 inches. 
Courtesy Hall Art Foundation. © Judith Eisler.

The majority of work here depicts the female form, ranging from abstract to hyper-realism. As with Fischl’s 
own paintings, the imagery is largely sexual, though less lascivious than Balzacian: a human comedy, blindly 
underpinned by our opaque animal natures. In one room a trio of paintings by Ellen Berkenblit, Marcel Dzama, 
and Tala Madani, respectively, portray cartoonish figures in the midst of performing or insinuating sex acts (in 
one case, while wearing a horse mask). Their partners? A human-sized mouse, a surly pack of dogs, and a play-
mate suggestively wielding a hobbyhorse. The absurdity of the work is perfectly in keeping with Attoe’s neon 
aphorism. Complicated indeed. On the neighboring wall, a diminutive salon grouping of five small paintings 
by Ridley Howard, Walter Robinson, Aura Rosenberg, and Tom Wesselmann depict the female nude as it is so 
often represented in contemporary eroticism: recumbent, faceless, depersonalized, and sexually available. Seduc-
tive though the imagery may or may not be, taken together, the selections lean towards a transactional view of 
desire, with the body as currency. What is the psychic cost of a culture grounded in objectification? This question 
resonates throughout Hope. As with his own voyeuristic canvases, Fischl mostly abstains from overt judgment, 
leaving viewers to draw their own conclusions. 

In the rear gallery of the second building—a larger and brighter room, previously a horse barn—two oversized 
wall works address the complexities of real-world relationships that spill into public view through visual art. 
Judith Eisler’s canvas Liz and Rock (2014) recreates a moment of onscreen tenderness from the 1956 film Gi-
ant between co-stars Elizabeth Taylor and Rock Hudson. Eisler’s hazy brushwork and soft, cool palette create an 
air of wistfulness, or perhaps tension; cinéastes might complicate this reading with a knowledge of the actors’ 
lifelong friendship. Towards the end of Hudson’s life, following his revelation of off-screen homosexuality and 
AIDS illness, they grew even closer. By contrast, the pseudo-eroticism of Fingers Between Legs (1990), from Jeff 
Koons’s photographic series, “Made in Heaven” (1989 – 1991) is anything but tender, and, in reality, the relation-
ship between Koons and the porn-star turned politician, Ilona Staller, was ill-fated. Appropriate to any exercise 
in high conceptualism, that disjunction occurs in the mind of the viewer.



The remaining selections are the most painterly, a vibrant and tactile playground of gesture and chroma. Sensu-
ous moments abound, such as Bjarne Melgaard’s Untitled (2005), a lusciously liquid pink, beige, and green-slath-
ered abstraction, and André Butzer’s heavily impastoed, monstrous, phallus-headed Portrait Carl Zuckmayer 
(2004). They are messy physical documents of fugitive bodily encounters between the artists and their materials, 
singing the body erotic. In a walled-offed area at the heart of the gallery, two orgiastic scenes face one another: 
the first a 2009 riff on Delacroix’s Death of Sardanapalus (1827) by Peter Saul reinterpreting it as gaudy caricature 
(although, given the theme, some might say it was already this), and a frenzied bedroom scene, Session, (2005) 
by Peter Schoolwirth, where wild, disjointed limbs defy the bounds of space and time. Joan Semmel’s 1971 coital 
devotional, Untitled, composed of luminous color fields, revels in unselfconscious abandon. Another wall fea-
tures three paintings focused on comically exaggerated male and female derrieres. Two by Carroll Dunham, 
Untitled I (July 28, 2005) (2005) and (Hers) Night and Day #2 (2009), feature humorously grotesque physiques 
demarcated with swollen black lines. They appear on either side of a third butt painting by C.O. Paeffgen, also 
featuring bold outlines but this time more anatomically correct. The differences are more compelling than their 
similarities, with Dunham’s brushwork layered, loose, and lawless, while Paeffgen’s is muted, harmonious, and 
oddly classical.

Even in the earliest Greek comedies, sexual foibles played a key role in the farces of deeply relatable and even 
poignant characters. In Fischl’s exhibition, the motivation is Eros, god of sexual desire, and, in Hesiod’s words, 
conqueror of “the mind and wise counsel in the breasts of all gods and men”—in other words, hope and hazard 
captured in a single archetype. Throughout Hope, Eros appears in sundry forms of attraction, seduction, tribula-
tion, and consummation with Fischl in the role of chorus. Nevertheless, Hope and Hazard: A Comedy of Eros 
does more than extrapolate these themes through others’ work. In fact, it locates them within a powerful frame-
work for understanding human nature, namely that of the ancient tradition of drama and its enduring visions of 
love, lust, and the utterly inscrutable.





OBSCURING THE ICON
By Wade Guyton / Photography David Schulder / Published  March 4, 2015

Living between Vienna and New York provides Judith Eisler with a variety of cultural influences that she could reference, 
yet her focus remains clear: notice underrated moments in film, press pause, record the frozen image through a camera, 
and use the resultant photograph to create a painting. Her paintings often distort the subject matter, blurring the lines 
between and exploring the ideas of iconography, motion, and light. In previous works, the distorted actors and actresses 
remain entirely anonymous. However, in her most recent works, which are now on view in the exhibit “Close-Ups & Two 
Shots: Judith Eisler” at Gavlak in Los Angeles, portraits of Hollywood icons such as Dorothy Malone, Liz Taylor, and 
Rock Hudson are immediately recognizable. Despite the presentation of clearer imagery, Eisler retains her focus on light 
through the use of shadow and contrasting colors, as well as devoting entire canvases to the subject of light itself.

While installing the show, Eisler took a break and spoke with her peer and friend of 16 years, Wade Guyton, a post-con-
ceptual, digital artist. Eisler and Guyton were at Gavlak; we listened in from New York.

WADE GUYTON: Okay Judith, we’re here in Los Angeles. We’re going to have a professional conversation.

JUDITH EISLER: Great, what would you like to ask me?

GUYTON: Well, we’re here with your new show. I have to say, these paintings are surprising to me.



EISLER: Why do they surprise you?

GUYTON: There’s a Dorothy Malone, or three Dorothy Malones, 
and let’s just say, they are more iconic than I usually see or know about 
your work. Do you see them any differently?

EISLER: I think her gaze is more outward. I think all female char-
acters in the paintings are very strong, but she has an optimism that 
might be a bit different than the earlier work. I think they’re very inte-
rior in gazing outward a lot of the time, but she really sees something, 
not looking to herself.

GUYTON: I was also thinking that the image itself is clearer or 
more articulated than I’ve seen in a long time with your work. Is 
it because of the photographs?

EISLER: They’re based on photographs, but they’re painted, let 
that be clear. I know what you’re talking about; you’re talking 
about that abstraction. Sometimes they’re more abstract than 
representational.

GUYTON: I guess the viewer’s relationship to it is a clear visual 
articulation of a body, where sometimes, I guess, they are more 
abstract.

EISLER: Although, even when I’m defining something so real-
istic or representational, I flip the paintings. I never paint them 
in the direction that you finally see them, so my concerns are 
very abstract—how does this form meet this form? How does this 
color shift into this color? And then when I turn the paintings 
around, what I’m painting becomes the figure. But I know what 
you’re talking about, that these are really present, in the way that 
sometimes things were obscured or not readily identifiable. Is 
that what you mean?

GUYTON: Yes. Maybe we should talk about how they’re made. 
We’ve known each other for so long and we shared a studio [for 
seven years] and I would see you painting, but I would never 
see you creating the photograph from which the painting would 
come out of. I always imagine you coming home to your little 
apartment on Thompson in the glowing light of your TV, looking 
through a camera, watching movies—watching a movie!



GUYTON: But I like that image of you too! That there’s 
something dark and dystopic about the artist looking 
through lenses and screens to capture light and space 
that’s being constructed from the other end with these 
other lenses and recording devices.

EISLER: Right. It’s a fake reality, it’s a cultural fiction, 
it’s translated through all these different mediated layers. 
What I’m trying to capture [or] transcribe is the distance 
that exists between all these layers, from the transmission 
to the photos to the painting. I wanted to find the atmo-
sphere that exists between the viewer and the painting, 
the photo, the DVD, the transmission, the film.

GUYTON: What’s the material result of that? How would 
you describe that?

EISLER: I paint it. My concerns are really about painting, 
about putting marks of paint on a canvas and working with 
formal concerns like light, color, and space.

GUYTON: Light seems to be the huge aspect of the work. 
We’re in Los Angeles. You’re coming from grey Vienna. 
Where were these paintings made?

EISLER: Most of these paintings were made in Connecticut. The Sadie Thompson is from Vienna, and the Fassbinder paintings are also made in Vienna. 
The drawings were made in Vienna. It’s interesting—we’re sitting in the main room of the gallery and all these paintings are American actresses and actors 
and the back room is German.

GUYTON: Can we talk about the symbolism there? [laughs]

EISLER: No, I would talk about the fact that I live in two cultures and sometimes I’m gravitating more towards specific films or specific actresses. 
[both pause]

GUYTON: So, the light.

EISLER: Again, I’m really trying to define the light that occurs in the transmission on the monitor. If I can capture that in the painting, it’s re-
solved, it’s a resolved image.

GUYTON: That reminds me, I have the John Giorno painting that you gave me, and I’ve been struggling—

EISLER: That I traded you for. [laughs]

GUYTON: Well, we’re trading, right. I’ve been struggling to make a painting that can stand up as an equivalent to yours. I love that green light 
that comes out of that painting, so I’ve been trying to create it in a painting for you, so it would glow green in the same way. It’s a touch of this 
strange…

EISLER: It’s an underwater color, I think. I made that painting, actually not from a monitor, but I was at an exhibition where it was being 
screened. I took photos of the projection and those green colors came out in the photo, which were unusual for me to use at the time. It was 
interesting to go in that direction because he’s sleeping in the film, he’s sleeping in the photo, but it had a really beautiful underwater quality for 
me that gave it an otherworldly character.

GUYTON: Should we talk about them and the glow, the space between them? The blue between Liz [Taylor] and Rock [Hudson], can you talk 
about them?

EISLER: The show is called “Close-Ups & Two Shots” and I was really exploring what the camera does in the paintings. Sometimes it’s a close up; 
sometimes it’s two people in the frame. I was really interested in what John Huston said about the two shots and the way you define distance. It’s 
not a close up, but it’s in a two shot in which you define distance between the characters. Here, I tweaked the colors so that the space in between 
the characters was amplified and glowing and it could become a substance of itself. In a way, the painting is not about Liz Taylor and Rock Hud-
son. It’s about the blue that is in between them.



GUYTON: The blue and the white, the light coming in between those 
lines is what that painting is all about. It’s the vortex.

EISLER: It has a life of its own.

GUYTON: When I first saw it, I didn’t even look at the faces.

EISLER: That’s good. That’s what I hoped. For me, I know they’re 
all faces, but I think I’m really interested in the mark-making and in 
what’s going on here, the kind of light that’s emanating from abstract 
consideration.

GUYTON: So the other thing that is really clear, it’s not only the 
space between two things within the painting but the drama and the 
antagonism and the gazes among the paintings in the room, especially 
between Dorothy Malone and Gloria Swanson. And I noticed yesterday 
that when the paintings were being moved around, all these relation-
ships started developing that maybe you don’t think about in the 
process of making each painting, but then something electric happens 
when they’re next to each other.

EISLER: It becomes my own little movie and these are all different 
periods of time in here, like ’60s, ’50s, ’20s. There’s something about 
all of them that had the timeless quality that’s part of our collective 
unconscious. Even though Dorothy Malone’s clothes indicate some 
kind of distant time, I think they also…

GUYTON: What were you saying about the Fassbinder film too? I 
haven’t seen it but it takes place in the ’30s?

EISLER: Oh, it’s not that one. We were talking about Fassbinder and 
how his films are shot in the ’70s, they’re made in the ’70s, but they’re 
made about the past, about the ’30s or ’40s, so there’s this interesting 
quality in terms of the style. The style is not echt, not genuine.

GUYTON: What’s the word in German?

EISLER: Echt. [laughs] But there’s a distance again, I’m always com-
ing back to this idea of distance. I really want to define that in the way 
she’s staring out into space, out into the distance, or the light—this 
idea of what the mood is. What started me painting the movie lights is 
that the people I was painting are these faces and I thought, “What are 
they actually looking at?” They’re not looking at other people; they’re 
looking at a bank of movie lights glaring in their eyes. It was interesting 
to go into that and explore the flip side of their expressions. Not just 
the interiority of the characters, but also what they perceive.

GUYTON: Then you also have this implication of the viewer. Basi-
cally, in this show, you feel that the paintings are implicating each 
other. Also, I like the idea of time travel that happens in images. We 
are looking at screens all the time, and in a way, each time this movie 
gets played, it exists again in the world. I like that relationship between 
you and the image, for stopping the film, looking for this moment in 
between a frame, then expanding that time in the studio, and then with 
the painting. It creates a whole other trajectory of time and space.

EISLER: Right, I’m doing that, but the painting also, by definition, 
is not index-able. The narrative goes way beyond the frame, into the 
distance, using different directions.

GUYTON: What else were we talking about? Let’s have another glass 
of champagne… [laughs] Oh, I remember. I was thinking about atten-
tion and distraction—

EISLER: Speaking of which…

GUYTON: [laughs] I’m interested in how you find this moment in a 
film, like what becomes the right thing? It’s not arbitrary. I get that 
there is a lot of accident that happens in the process of painting, but 
there is an intentionality finding that perfect moment.

EISLER: That perfect moment is a happy accident for me. Something 
that is not essential to the narrative becomes the whole meaning of 
the film. These are paintings and they should function as paintings. 
Cinema is really important to me and I probably would be involved in 
film as a cinematographer, but I’m a painter and I love painting. But…
[pauses] What’s the question again?

GUYTON: [laughs]

EISLER: Thinking about…

GUYTON: Attention and distraction… It seems like it’s probably not 
so fun to watch a movie with you, Judith. I remember us going to see 
Ms. .45 at Anthology [Film Archives].

EISLER: Yeah, that was in the theater.

GUYTON: And you didn’t have your camera out.

EISLER: Well, no, but you did notice. You were like, “Oh that’s your 
painting!” [both laugh]

GUYTON: I do remember finding the painting.

EISLER: But in cinema, it’s totally different watching it in the dark 
at home with the monitor. That’s not fun because I have to stop the 
movie, but I have to lose control when I’m watching the movie in the 
theater, and I have to rent the movie later. [pauses] But it’s always 
something that I can really only define it as a happy accident. I see 
something and I think, “What was that?” There’s some peripheral 
activity that interests me. It doesn’t seem essential, it seems fleeting, 
and I want to capture that fleeting moment and catch it in a way that 
it still vibrates and still has possibility. That’s also why I’m interested 
in taking something from moving images because they are in between 
what they were and what they will become and how things become 
manifested in those loaded moments.

GUYTON: You can see in so many paintings that it’s not just a freeze 
frame, but there is that vibration in a moment. The vibration comes 
through your work, through the light, through the painting, through 
the space.

EISLER: Through painting, through finding what it is. I do use a 
photo. I like to look at something, I like painting from seeing. It’s very 
important to me, and I want to… [laughs]

GUYTON: [laughs] Judith just spaced out.

EISLER: We were talking about what’s essential to the narrative. I 
remember, it’s about seeing something and looking at what exists in 
something. It’s not that I want to define it as something that’s correct 
and that’s why I flip them all the time.

GUYTON: What do you mean you flip them?



EISLER: I paint them in different directions from when you actually see 
the painting. I rarely paint them as you see them. For me, I’m interested in 
the abstraction that occurs in the painting. It’s not really something that’s 
about, “Oh that’s her eyebrow, or her eyelash.” But, what happens, and 
you can see it in the dark and alone, a lot of the times, her gaze is wonky. 
It’s one eye looks down and one looks up, but it is how our expressions are. 
They are clear, but it’s also…

GUYTON: Vision is wonky.

EISLER: Vision is wonky! There’s something always a little bit off because 
I’m not trying to show what she looks like. I’m trying to show what she’s 
made of, whether that’s her fortitude, endurance, power, or just marks that 
compose her—how her hair is defined, how the light illuminates the back 
of her head, and her face. Where’s the light coming from? It’s interior and 
exterior.

GUYTON: That’s the interesting thing of the show too. You have so many 
light forces that are invisible and become manifested in the painting. You 
also have all these paintings of light, this whole network of moving light 
particles, and they’re trapped in this drama here. [laughs]

EISLER: It sounds very scientific.

GUYTON: And magical.

EISLER: Thank you, I like that.

GUYTON: And sexy… What do you want to talk about? Do you want to 
talk about Lichtenstein? I was thinking about Lichtenstein.

EISLER: That’s funny that you say that, I thought of that too.

GUYTON: I was reading about Lichtenstein and I realize there is a connec-
tion between [you both] in capturing things from pop material or popular 
imagery, but also zeroing in on the materiality of that and trying to translate 
it into paint. And you’re looking at film and narrative.

EISLER: I used to work much more with film and I like that analog process, 
that quality and texture of film and painting what happens there. Then I 
started using digital because it became expedient. There are different ab-
stractions that occur in digital material, there’s weird rectangles and weird 
color shifts. I’m interested in the breakdown in the imagery on the screen, 
so maybe that’s what you were talking about.

GUYTON: I think about how, as someone who has always been envious of 
your work, when we shared the studio, I could see you come in and work on 
the painting for weeks or months. You would go in and the painting would 
come into being and you could change it. I would see the change that would 
happen over the course of days. In my work, I could never do that. I could 
never go back in and change anything.

EISLER: But you can repeat something, you can change something in a 
file.

GUYTON: I can repeat something but then I throw it away if I don’t like it. 
So if something’s not right, it can’t be shown. You have a different relation-
ship to an object. The object can keep changing.

EISLER: Sometimes it takes a long time.

GUYTON: But when is it done?

EISLER: It’s a good question, but I know it’s done. Sometimes it can take 
forever, and sometimes the process is really fluid and I can get really picky, 
especially with faces. It’s hard to get the expression how I want it to be, so 
it’s not sentimental.

GUYTON: But you’re not copying the photograph either.

EISLER: I’m using it, I’m not copying it, and that’s a big difference. It’s a 
way for me to get into the painting. Like you, it’s a way for me to find what 
I want. I’m looking for something that I want to work with initially and it’s 
not a file, it’s a photograph of something. But then the process becomes 
very physical, especially on this large scale and flipping them around.

GUYTON: That’s great. [both laugh] Well thanks so much for our profes-
sional conversation. I’ve never had to talk this way to you before.

EISLER: We would talk about our work a little bit back in the day. We 
would borrow materials from each other too.

GUYTON: You would say, “Keep the canvas.” I wouldn’t be a painter 
without you. I mean, I’m still not a painter. [laughs]

EISLER: You repaid me with very nice linen later on.



This Oscar Sunday, like any before it, will honor performanc-
es involving a towering scene, a chewy monologue, a ghastly 
physical transformation. But there will also be less showy 
roles that accumulate, slowly but surely, a body of minute in-
flections and barely perceptible tugs of the mouth. (See: Patri-
cia Arquette, Marion Cotillard.) In her new solo exhibition at 
Sarah Gavlak gallery in Los Angeles, the painter Judith Eisler 
freezes such small moments on canvas. Even in high melodra-
ma—such as Douglas Sirk’s 1958 aviation romance Tarnished 
Angels, from which these stills of star Dorothy Malone were 
borrowed—there are a few frames that sell an entire story.

SLOW MOTION
by Fan Zhong
February 19, 2015



JUDITH EISLER
Elusive Elements of Light and Motion

Interview
JESSICA STELLER

Judith Eisler has the ability to capture film’s most complex and heart pounding moments and recreate them on canvas. 
Eisler was born in Newark, New Jersey. She obtained her BFA from Cornell University and soon found herself immersed 
in the New York City art scene. She has been showing her work in top galleries around the world for almost two decades. 
In 2002, she was awarded the John Simon Guggenheim Fellowship. In 2004, her painting Smoker (Cruel Story of Youth) 
graced the cover of Artforum. Eisler has had multiple solo shows at Galerie Krobath in Austria, Cohan and Leslie in New 
York City, and Gavlak in Los Angeles. Eisler is currently a professor at the University of Applied Arts in Vienna, Austria. I 
had the pleasure to speak with Judith about her process, inspiration and person reflections.

JESSICA STELLER: When did you first become interested in the arts? Can you name a specific turning point in which you 
knew you would take the plunge into making it your career?

JUDITH EISLER: I always liked to draw. I can’t remember when I first started painting. I feel that I have always been paint-
ing. My mother recognized that I liked to make pictures and she encouraged me. She gave me watercolors and magic 
markers.

I sometimes went to museums with my parents. The Matisse painting The Piano Lesson and Pavel Tchelitchew’s hide and 
Seek at MoMA disturbed my young self and stayed in my mind.



In college I took sculpture, photography and drawing classes but it was always paint that felt most direct and essential to 
me. I liked the result of photography but was not interested in the materials. I was working one night alone in the studio 
and realized that pushing color around on the canvas and trying to realize something within the flat rectangle was what I 
wanted to do most.

I went to The New York Studio School the summer of my sophomore year of college. I had two studio visits that year with 
Mercedes Matter and Grace Hartigan. Both artists talked to me at length about my painting and were clearly interested in 
how I used oil paint. I felt understood and excited. It seemed that we had something in common – a kinship of sorts. Their 
input made me curious to learn more about the language of painting.

I don’t know that I decided to make painting my career. I don’t recall thinking about the term “career” until much later in life. 
I graduated with a BFA from Cornell in 1984 and moved to New York City, which at that time was affordable for a young 
artist. There was a lot of painting to see in the galleries and it was very exciting to absorb all that energy and inspiration.

I supported myself through waitressing, working through a temp agency, and working the box office at the Film Forum. I 
just wanted to have enough money so that I could pay my rent and have time to work in the studio.

My time at the Film Forum was important for my cinematic education but the job that truly transformed and enhanced my 
practice was working for a Bulgarian art restorer.

It was an old school apprenticeship with drawing class every morning and the repairing of paintings and objects in the 
afternoon. I learned how to retouch paintings of different periods and styles and I became quite expert at mixing color.

I painted abstracted figures for many years but after some time, I felt the need to strip away anything that was unessential 
in describing a presence. Eventually, limbs and color started disappearing and the paintings turned white. I was unsure 
how to continue.

I began to look at photography books and came across a photo of an alligator. I was interested in the image because 
it was so dark and so much the opposite of the white paintings. I let go of my desire to invent something, because now 
everything was available through seeing. Instead of using paint to try to define something that existed in my mind’s eye, I 
could now paint a creature that was paused in its condition of animation. These animal paintings were often large- scale 
interpretations of insects, rodents, and reptiles. They were investigations about an inherent violence and repulsion made 
beautiful through painting. I had my first solo exhibition in 1995 at Luhring Augustine.

I was watching the George Lukas film ThX1138 when I noticed the presence of a rat surrounded by a purplish, orange 
light passing through a few frames. My mind was so in tune with looking at wildlife in photos that I noticed something that 
flashed on the screen for maybe a second. I took a photo of the rat and made a large painting of the image. Because it 
was 6 x 7 1⁄2 feet, it was difficult to ascertain what was the subject in the painting. Someone thought it was a tornado. My 
primary interest was not to paint a rat but to define the elusive elements of light and motion. It was exciting to shift to work-
ing from stills of moving images instead of photos which were much more resolved. I was able to capture something that 
was in between actions and therefore reverberating with abstraction and possibility.

JESSICA STELLER: How do you select the films you use in your work?

JUDITH EISLER: I watch everything and anything. When I’m watching a film, I don’t necessarily find an image that I want 
to paint. Even when I am looking for a specific actress or director, and I research that individual’s output obsessively, I 
don’t always find an image that I can use. I was watching a lot of Romy Schneider films last summer but found nothing of 
the actress that resonated for me. I did come upon some unexpected imagery of movie lights that completely surprised 
me and became the focus of an upcoming exhibition.

I solicit suggestions from friends and I am especially interested in hearing about people’s favorite movies. Watching one 
movie will usually lead me to something else and its rare that I don’t have a pile of DVDs waiting to be watched. I sorely 
miss the video stores in NYC and the mad categories and suggestions one could find there, but I still find inspiration in 
articles, interviews, reviews, and TV listings.

JESSICA STELLER: Can you explain your process from seeing an image to creating the work on canvas?

JUDITH EISLER: When I am watching a film, I see something in the narrative that usually has the quality of a happy ac-
cident for me. The image is not usually a defining moment in the trajectory of the film but a moment that’s peripheral or 
unimportant to the story. I take this image out of its context by taking a photo, making a grid on the photo and the canvas, 
and then painting the canvas with a system of marks and layers so that the inherent structure and luminosity of the image 
are made apparent.



JESSICA STELLER: How did your 2002 Guggenheim Fellowship affect your work?

JUDITH EISLER: I suddenly had money and time to focus on my work unreservedly. The support of the foundation was a 
huge pat on the back. I felt honored and confident. Before receiving the Guggenheim, I had been freelancing and worrying 
too much about the next paycheck. It’s not that I didn’t have anxieties after I got the Guggenheim, but I had so much more 
time to do my work and think about the way I wanted to open things up in the studio. I was still trying to define light as a 
substance, so I expanded this investigation to include not only an artificially lit nighttime source, but also some subjects 
existing in daylight (as filtered through my technically mediated process). I was much more free in my painting and my 
thinking and I was motivated. My output in the studio increased dramatically.

In January 2004, I was on the cover of Artforum with a painting that I had done the year after I received the Guggenheim. I 
had a solo show open the same month in NYC. It was a Cinderella moment.

JESSICA STELLER: How have you grown as an artist over the years, what technique or advice helped you further your 
artistic career?

JUDITH EISLER: Working for an art restorer provided me with a traditional education that is less and less available to 
people studying art today. I was taught how to mix and apply colors used by other artists of different periods and styles. 
I had to get outside the choices I habitually made for myself and get into somebody else’s headspace. All this time spent 
mixing colors to achieve a required result helped me to be much more specific and subtle in my own work and proved es-
pecially invaluable when I started to paint from photographs of films. I am able to describe the strange, shifting colors that 
make themselves apparent through several layers of technological mediation. I am defining a recognizable subject but my 
considerations when I am painting are completely abstract.

JESSICA STELLER: What is the emotional response that you get when you create a new piece?

JUDITH EISLER: The compulsion to see and realize a certain kind of space as it appears through expressions, postures, 
and light. Feelings that accompany the compulsion are, in no particular order: delight, connection, boredom, certainty, 
thrills, despair, and joy. For me, it’s not about whether or not I like what I am doing, but whether or not I am expressing 
something that is true.

JESSICA STELLER: What would you like your viewers to take away from your work?

JUDITH EISLER: An experience that is simultaneously optical and psychological, a curious, unsentimental feeling, and a 
sense of recognition that is both familiar and uncertain.

JESSICA STELLER: Who would be your dream collaboration and why?

JUDITH EISLER: This past summer I did several paintings of Dorothy Malone. I found out that John Waters did a few 
photo pieces called Dorothy Malone’s Collar in which film stills of the actress shot from behind show that yes, her collar is 
up in almost every film. He also did an amazing piece with stills of Liz Taylor and Andy Warhol called The Strange Ones. 
The film source is an ‘it’s so bad its fascinating’ film called The Drivers Seat. I did some paintings of Liz in profile from 
that movie. I don’t know how to suggest a collaboration, but here, I would say, it’s a thrill to be on the same wavelength 
as someone with such exquisite cinematic taste. I am fascinated by the way he interprets and redirects films through new 
arrangements of still moments.



Painting and photography have been cozying up for 
a few hundred years, from Vermeer’s rumored use 
of the camera obscura to Man Ray’s exploits with 
photograms. The adroit curator Augusto Arbizo or-
ganized this show with an eye on that relationship. 
McConnell (who’s fresh out of school and looks it) 
tends toward the garish in gestural acrylics based 
on fashion photographs. Eisler’s penumbral por-
traits double-dip with the camera: she paints from 
snapshots of movies on video screens. The “Robert” 
eclipsed by the gloaming is Redford; the ash-pale 
“Romy” is Schneider. Robertson, a star of MOMA 
PS1’s “Greater New York,” subverts expectations 
about photographs—that there is no “original,” for 
one thing—in one-of-a-kind quasi-abstractions that 
are as beautiful as they are brainy. Through Aug. 27.
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Judith Eisler
COHAN AND LESLIE
138 Tenth Avenue
October 10, 2008–November 15, 2008
Fifteen minutes of fame may seem fleeting to some, but for Judith
Eisler, mere instants on the big screen are epic. For nearly a
decade, Eisler has taken snapshots of art-house films from the
1960s and ’70s—most often stills of motion—and recaptured them
in blurry large-scale paintings. The results are images thrice
removed from the original scene of action; to the viewer’s eyes,
the canvases seem to toggle between photorealism and
abstraction.

Eisler’s process in this exhibition, titled “I don’t believe it. I won’t let
it happen” (a line appropriated from Jean-Luc Godard’s 1982 film
Passion), is analogous to the one deployed in her earlier works,
but this time her filmic subjects are bad-boy icons. Johnny
Thunders—lead singer of ’70s punk band the New York Dolls—is
the focus of one series. In three nearly identical compositions,
Thunders’s hazy likeness slips into obscurity. Installed on the
opposite wall is one large tableau that, in murky monochrome,
monumentalizes a still from Andy Warhol’s Sleep, 1968—a five-hour projection documenting the provocative
poet/performance artist John Giorno in slumber. On a third wall, a diptych of Alain Delon in the 1968 film Girl on a
Motorcycle suggests velocity as the actor rides his bike into bleary abstraction.

Eisler’s choice of subjects brings to mind Elizabeth Peyton, whose current New Museum retrospective is also rife
with waifish musicians, sleeping artists, and outlaw heartthrobs. Yet Eisler tackles her idols obliquely, eschewing
familial caricatures for Gerhard Richter–esque simulacra. Through her swishes of paint, famous figures devolve
into shapes, and their familiarity becomes as elusive as flickering frames in a projection.

— Emily Weiner

Judith Eisler, John, 2008, oil on canvas, 48 x
60”.

All rights reserved. artforum.com is a registered trademark of Artforum International Magazine, New York, NY



Judith Eisler
GALERIE KROBATH WIMMER
Eschenbachgasse 9
September 12, 2006–October 21, 2006
In titling her solo exhibition in Vienna “Anhauchen” (To Breathe
On), New York–based artist Judith Eisler conjures a subject rife
with philosophical import. While no direct equivalent exists in
English, the word, more common in poetry than in conversational
German, suggests a form of breathing out, a brief, intense meeting
of interior and exterior. The artist begins her process by playing
videotapes of films (such as the Heddy Lamarr classic Ecstasy
[1933] and David Cronenberg’s Crash [1996]), pausing them to
photograph the screen at moments external to the film’s explicit
narrative; for this show, she focuses on frames involving breath,
such as the exhalation of cigarette smoke. Eisler uses this found
footage as source material for her paintings, translating the
photographic stills into atmospheric, noisy portraits of faces,
theatrically lit silhouettes, and blurry details. Her obsessive focus
on the act of breathing generates paintings that dwell in a liminal
space—the people pictured are ethereal; they seem to be
illuminated from within. Though the picture’s filmic origins are inscribed in the works’ unique lighting and
perspective, the movies’ plots are secondary: Here, painting itself takes the director’s role.

— Sabine B. Vogel

Holly, 2006.

All rights reserved. artforum.com is a registered trademark of Artforum International Magazine, New York, NY









A selective listing by critics of The Times: New or note-
worthy art, design and photography exhibitions at New 
York museums and art galleries this weekend. 

JUDITH EISLER, ''Room Tone,'' Cohan and Leslie, 138 
10th Avenue, near 18th Street, (212) 206-8710, through 
Feb. 14. Ms. Eisler bases her sensuously painted canvas-
es on photographs of movie video frames frozen on her 
television screen. The images she chooses are so oblique 
that the paintings verge on abstraction. Parts of actors 
are discernible in most, but one, based on ''The Evil 
Dead,'' is quite illegible. Still, with their muted colors, 
dark shadows, glaring highlights and hazy atmospheres, 
they all have moods of noirish mystery (Johnson).
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