
With his style and stature in the art world, Martínez Celaya has changed the local artistic landscape, 
even as he has distanced himself from it. By Enrique Fernández

“I’m not a sensualist.”
These are unusual words for a Cuban artist, 

or a Cuban anything for that matter, but then 
again Enrique Martínez Celaya is not a Cuban 
artist as much as an artist who is Cuban.

Though he now works in Miami, the 
46-year-old feels no bond to the glut of Cuban 
artists that have arguably become the local 
scene’s most visible force. “I find it [the work 
of celebrated Cubans] facile,” he says with 
disdain. “I find it charming and cute.” As for 
the “magic” implicit in much Latin American 
art and literature, he says he has no patience 
for it. His attitude is built upon an academic 
background in applied physics and he ranks 
German philosophy as a prime influence. His 
friends, he says, are scientists, not artists.

Upon opening a major facility in Miami 
last November, Martínez Celaya single-
handedly changed the local artistic 
landscape—even as he distanced himself 
from it—by extending a veil of credibility 
unlike that of Cuban sensualists or modern 
artistes. His level of recognition, measured 
in awards and commissions, is of the highest 
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stature. It’s to the point that he, like a 
German scientist, plans his commissioned 
works 10 years in advance.

According to unofficial estimates, Martínez 
Celaya’s work ranges from $2,000 for a 
notebook-size painting to $200,000 for 
larger canvasses. Currently he is composing 
an enormous installation for New York’s 
St. John the Divine Cathedral. He says he 
accepted the job because the cathedral “is a 
serious context and a risky one for someone 
aggressively secular like me.”

Austerity rather than sensuality is his 
standard. Even the museum-sized studio he 
occupies in Miami’s Wynwood arts district 
combines “the monastic tradition and the 
seriousness of the laboratory,” he says. 

The Whale & Star studio, as it is called, 
includes living quarters for apprentices and 
interns as well as for a writer-in-residence. 
It is not just sparsely furnished, but sparsely 
filled with art—all of it Martínez Celaya’s. 
He uses his previous work as reference for 
his future pieces, explains an assistant who 
wears the studio’s uniform, a black t-shirt 

with the Whale & Star logo (Martínez Celaya 
himself also wears one).

Martínez Celaya’s admiration of austerity 
began when he left Cuba as a child. In Puerto 
Rico and Spain he came into contact with 
the oeuvres of classic Spanish artists such 
as Velázquez and Zurbarán. He admires 
“their coldness” in much the same way as he 
admires “cold writers” such as South African 
Nobel Prize winner J. M. Coetzee and the 
20th century Spanish poets Antonio Machado 
and Miguel Hernández. “I look at writers for 
structure and moral certitude,” he explains.

Conversely, he has no use for the magical 
realists of the tropics, and in the world of the 
plastic arts he cares little for Surrealism. In 
Abstract Expressionism, on the other hand, 
he finds challenging formal issues, but always 
prefers figurative work. Take, for instance, 
his portrait of his role model and hero, artist 
Leon Golub, done in black tar to illustrate 
his mourning the artist’s passing. Or a girl 
in a dead black landscape that under close 
inspection proves to be a verdant one painted 
over. Some green edges show a trace of the 
original, much like a pentimento.

Martínez Celaya’s imagery has been called 
conventional, but there’s something else 
going on, says film director Martin Brest, who 
is one of Martínez Celaya’s major collectors. 
“There’s something disturbing that you can’t 
see.” Pointing to a sculpture of a deer dragging 
terrain, the artist himself says, “there’s nothing 
whimsical about it.”

While Martínez Celaya explores photography, 
sculpture and painting, creating art is only one 
of the activities at Whale & Star. The studio 
organizes classes for underprivileged children, 
it runs a lecture series around the topic of art 
and ethics, and it prints works by unpublished 
writers. As such, Whale & Star has become 
a monastery that both protects and projects 
Martínez Celaya’s vision.

Still, he remains this most peculiar Cuban in 
this peculiar Cuban city. A lover of austerity 
and coldness in the arts. An outsider to his 
native country’s rich artistic tradition, which 
he admits not knowing well. An ethicist 
before an esthete. Tight. Centered. Sprung 
from the exuberant soil of the tropics, 
Enrique Martínez Celaya may be the most 
exotic Cuban flower yet.

ABOVE: Enrique Martínez Celaya with an unfinished painting, one of four comprising his installation at New York’s 
Cathedral Church of Saint John the Divine later this month. BELOW: Martínez Celaya with his 2001 sculpture Constellation
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