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A painting by Judith Simonian shifts so deftly from the familiar to the uncanny and back that it is easy to 
overlook how well it is made. In her collage-like hybrids of photographically-derived material, she taps into 
the potential for mystery of the most ordinary appearances of the world, opening them up to a range of 
interpretation which remains inconclusive, even (perhaps especially) for her. &is she achieves by means of a 
thorough understanding of pictorial dynamics and through rigorous narrative editing.

&e contrast between the small fan and shaded desk lamp in the foreground of Fine Asian Atmosphere, looking 
both prim and pathetic against the roiling, ragged mountain range beyond, might trigger thoughts of the 
enduring conflict between nature and culture. Or in the comparison of these quotidian furnishings to the 
vastness and sublimity of nature, one might see wind and light harnessed to a domestic scale. What is certain 
is that their placement at the bottom of the picture complicates the viewer’s visual entry to that charged space, 
maximizing the drama of the composition.

Many of Simonian’s contemporaries work from photographs, but she takes command of her sources with 
uncommon verve and authority. &ey are the delivery mechanism for her coloristic interests and obsessions. For 
many viewers, the chromatic take-away of Icy Blue Trail might be the hallucinatory, peach-pink sled tracks that 
slice through a blanket of frigid aqua snow in the painting’s lower two-thirds. But equally essential is the red-
and-gray of the distant mountains, and the enigmatic splat of cobalt blue marking the slightly surreal trailside 
hut. In Simonian’s paintings, as in dreams, seemingly arbitrary details become preternaturally significant.

Incongruities of subject matter coexist with disparities of style. Illusionism clangs against pure, unfettered 
mark-making in Orange Temple. A glimpse of sun-washed architecture holds center stage; swarming pseudo-
calligraphy beneath it is corralled by a rail fence and hemmed in by a stand of trees. A looming gray fragment 
on the right looks flown in from another painting, but is no less enigmatic than the massive blue sky that it 
partly obscures.

Simonian is in full command of the painter’s technical repertoire, playing barely-there washes in whispering 
hues against full-throated tube colors scraped on with a knife. A fine, fidgety brushstroke describes the 
waterline in Red Fjord, mediating between chiseled red cliffs and serene, gray-green sea. Indicating boats 
in unison movement (a naval operation?), blue-black dashes belong to another order of depiction from the 
feathery peaks in the distance, yet the artist avoids any whiff of stylistic pastiche. Incongruities arise not 
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for their own sake, but for the pictorial contingencies of the work at hand. Simonian does not confect her 
paintings; she does not concoct them; she hammers them out.

She does so with great finesse, and with the utmost care in working out just what belongs where. &ere’s water 
imagery again in the melancholy Piero’s Flood, suggesting the obfuscation of time. Scrambled snatches of a 
lakeside Italianate villa in neutralized greens bring to mind the gentle palette of fresco, that most vulnerable 
medium. Two ripply regions intrude on the picture: a blue-green one below connotes a rising tide; streaked 
with olive and white, a large patch in the upper right might allude to the distortions of memory, or the 
inevitable encroachment of its loss. An inexplicable flurry of rough, earthy green marks hovers among the 
hills in Shining, slowing the viewer’s scan of the plunging ski trail ahead and prolonging the semblance of that 
exhilarating moment. 

&ese paintings would be merely interesting did they not transcend compositional dynamics and worm 
their way into the imagination. Spatial disruption and the dualistic impulse it reveals emerge as a kind of 
geographical dialectic in works like Sperlonga in Norway. &at painting is a grafting of two views: part dim, 
dusky impression of a seacoast town—a nocturne in the spirit of Whistler—and part close-up of the prow of 
an oil tanker adorned with a tiny, ridiculous figurehead, an oxymoron in itself. Simonian has lately come to 
believe that her Armenian ancestry has a bearing on her fascination with uncertain borders, with mutable and 
fugitive territories, and it is tempting to ponder, in that light, the absence of black or white in this painting 
in favor of an evocative range of grays.

&ese paintings do not look effortless, and they don’t purport to be. &ough they are bracingly resolved in 
pictorial terms, the protracted process of their working-out is crucial to what and how they mean. In them, 
Simonian lifts the curtain on her studio thinking and allows a glimpse of the sifting, shuffling and shifting, the 
conflations and calibrations, that go into her evocations of place and mood. Commensurately, this exhibition 
affords a long-overdue glimpse of an accomplished painter in top form.

          – S M

S M is a painter and critic. He is a contributing editor at Artcritical.com and writes for Art in America, Artnet.com, 
Art on Paper and Artecontexto.
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“ If a ‘building’ is objective, the place it defines isn’t and this truth is at the heart of Simonian’s work: 
she abstracts the concrete, reifies the intangible, and, in the process, has a way of making her places 
open to everyone.”

–  S MA, !e Brooklyn Rail,  
review of exhibition at Janet Kurnatowsky

“ Strange things are doing midst the blasts of mysterious light in your work.”
– G Y, Poet, Curator, Gallerist, NY
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