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The latest product of the collaboration 
between Enrique Martínez Celaya and the 
University of Nebraska is now on bookstore 
shelves. It’s “Collected Writings & Interviews, 
1990-2010,” a 247-page volume published by 
the University of Nebraska Press.
NU president J.B. Milliken, who appointed 
Martínez Celaya visiting presidential 
professor, provides the forward, and the 
lectures the Florida-based artist gave during 
his visits to Nebraska make up  much of the 
final portion of the book.
I was most interested in the book because 
a few years ago I’d given Martínez Celaya 
permission to use the transcript of an 
interview we did in 2003 and got the word 
several months ago that some of it would turn 
up in the finished volume. (For the record: I 
received no compensation and had no input 
into its use.)
Our discussion, which took place during 
the exhibition of his pivotal “The October 
Cycle” at the Sheldon Museum of Art, fits 
into a chronological presentation of Martínez 
Celaya’s writings about his work, art and 
philosophy and a series of interviews that 
further illuminate his views.
Martínez Celaya is the most philosophic artist 
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I’ve encountered. He brings an intellectual 
rigor and depth to his visual work that is 
reflected in his writings, which often function 
in tandem with his paintings, sculpture and 
photography, each drawing meaning and 
resonance from the other.
That basis in philosophy, particularly ethics 
and morality, means that reading “Collected 
Writings & Interviews” is taking a dive into the 
deep end of the pool.
Curator Klaus Ottmann’s indispensable 
introduction, titled “The Subjective 
Thinker,” opens with a lengthy quote from 
Danish existentialist philosopher Soren 
Kierkegaard. References to Wittgenstein 
and Schopenhauer come up early and often; 
Nietzsche is key to one of the lectures; 
and understanding the writing is aided by 
knowing the work of Joseph Beuys and 
Albert Pinkham Ryder.
But “Collected Writings & Interviews, 1990-
2010” isn’t a philosophy tome. Martínez 
Celaya is often direct to the point of bluntness 
while confronting issues of art and ethics on 
the broadest scale.
“The first question is why paint?” he 
writes in a 2007 essay “From Considering 
Painting and Meaning.” “Exploring possible 
answers usually offers direction. There are 
two main ways to think of painting: as a 
verb or as a noun. Those who view it as a 
verb tend to approach in terms of what you 
do to it -- strokes, gestures, movement. 
Those who view painting as a noun tend to 
see the work as a mental state. In this view, 
anything can be a painting.”
He then goes on to give 17 statements about 
painting, including: 2. All great paintings are 
the same.; 3. Good paintings are never what 
they seem.; 5. The bridge between painting 
and meaning is courage. Lack of courage 
is a common problem.; 10. Art needs no 
apology, so make no apologies. To try to 
appear intellectually fancy is a form of 
apology. and 17. It does not matter how 
many things are working in a painting if the 
painting is not good.
Some of Martínez Celaya‘s 2009 blogs are 
included, notably one predicting that the 

Kindle and other eReaders will kill the book as 
we know it by, among other things, eliminating 
its physical aspects (paper, typeface used, 
etc.) and its design.
That said, it is clear that great attention to 
design was paid to “Collected Writings & 
Interviews, 1990-2010,” which is illustrated 
with black-and-white photographs of work that 
corresponds to the writing, of Martínez Celaya 
in his studios (sometimes with his children) 
and, in the case of our interview, a picture of 
him and Allen Ginsberg, which connects to 
our discussion of art and poetry.
Like our conversation, most of the interviews 
in the book are Q&A affairs with Martínez 
Celaya providing the answers. But there’s 
a short, illuminating reversal of that process 
that finds him querying New York artist 
Donald Baechler.
“Collected Writings & Interviews, 1990-
2010” wraps up with the visiting presidential 
professor lectures, concluding with the final 
installment in that series, “On Painting,” which 
he delivered at Sheldon in April.
Those lectures, especially his views on the 
art museum and his proposition of the artist 
as prophet, influenced my thinking about 
art when I heard them. They’re even more 
convincing and provocative in written form.
Not all of the writing in the collection is so 
high-minded. A former top-flight volleyball 
player, Martínez Celaya sounds like a coach 
in one of his blog entries:
“All artists should assume they have -- at 
best -- a tiny talent, and this reality doesn’t 
have to be entirely sad. If you’re doing 
better work today than two years ago then 
things are looking up.
“Stop treading water. Stop diffusing your 
sadness. Stop being small.
“Get rid of your excuse.”
That’s advice that translates far beyond art. 
That is why Martínez Celaya’s writings and 
interviews need to be closely considered. 
I’ve read the book over the last couple of 
weeks and can’t stop thinking about the 
issues and ideas he raises. That’s the highest 
recommendation I can give, and why I’m 
honored that in a small way, I contributed to it.
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