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Why This Pioneer of Photorealism Is
Now Embracing Sculpture
Schonzeit is currently the subject of a solo show with

Louis K. Meisel Gallery, highlighting a new chapter in

H 1
he artist's work. —

Ben Schonzeit in his studio. Photo: Miriam Hsia. Courtesy of Louis K. Meisel Gallery, New York.
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American artist Ben Schonzeit (b. 1942) was an early pioneer of the
Photorealist painting movement that first emerged in the United States
in the late 1960s and early 1970s, alongside artists like Audrey Flack,
Richard Estes, and Chuck Close. He is also credited with developing a
unique method of airbrush painting. While his early- and mid-career
Photorealist works frequently engaged with the tradition of still lifes,
such as floral arrangements or other close-up vignettes, his work
recently has taken on a more experimental, exploratory manner.

While sculpture has always played a role in his practice, its presence in
his paintings has taken a starring role, which is highlighted in his
current solo exhibition with New York-based Louis K. Meisel Gallery
(https://www.artnet.com/galleries/louis-k-meisel-gallery/), “Ben
Schonzeit: Imaginary Friends (https://www.artnet.com/galleries/louis-k-
meisel-gallery/ben-schonzeit-1).” On view through May 3, 2025, the

show highlights the fluidity of the artist’s practice, traversing mediums
and styles, unbounded by preconceived notions of what should or
shouldn’t, can or can’t be achieved, or even what audiences might
expect of him based on his previous work.

Timed to the exhibition, we reached out to learn more about how his
practice has evolved and what goes into constructing these new
worlds.
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Ben Schonzeit in his studio standing in front of Stubb and Queequeg (2024), leaning on Queequeg (2017). Also pictured Pompeii Tambourine (2021) and Bell Bottom
(2023). Photo: Tun Myaing. Courtesy of Louis K. Meisel Gallery, New York.

Your solo show “Imaginary Friends” marks a unique evolution in
your practice by bringing sculpture to the forefront. What was the
primary inspiration or motivation behind this body of work?

My primary motivation in this exhibit is to reveal the dialogue between
my sculpture and paintings and bring it all to life in one

room. “Imaginary Friends” is a departure from what | have shown and
what | am known for. | have always made sculpture and collage, and
there are images of both in my earliest paintings from the 1960s
onward. For this exhibition, | wanted to bring these elements out of the
studio, revealing the role that they have played in my paintings all
along.

While my process for making work has in some ways remained the
same, this work pivots away from the straight Photorealism that | am
known for to imaginary subjects. Each sculpture is a unique character. |
create these characters, then see what they have to say to each other.
As a life-long New Yorker, | have always been surrounded by activity
and personalities. Dance, cinema, theater, fashion, the circus—you will
find traces of these elements in these artworks. In New York, there is
street life and fashion, especially in Soho, where | live; it’s really a
motley crew. People come here to show themselves off, to assert their
character and their personality, often in their clothes and sometimes in
their behavior, and these things have all influenced this work.



Installation view of “Ben Schonzeit: Imaginary Friends” (2025). Courtesy of Louis K. Meisel Gallery, New York.

Moving between sculpture and painting, does the way you
approach one influence or inform how you approach the other?
Or do you view your practice more holistically?

| view my approach to sculpture and painting to be the same. In both, |
find that | intuitively copy and create, figuring it out, finding my way. |
don’t start with a goal as | did in most of my Photorealist work; | think
after many years of knowing what | was painting, | like the resistance of
not knowing.

| feel that exploring the creation of the painting Stage (2024) would
perhaps answer this question best. This work is kind of like the Rosetta
Stone of this body of work. The items in this composition are artworks
that | had worked on and were in my studio. Initially, | looked at a small
painting that | had completed. | said, “Well, this is a terrific place for
something.” It has something that looks like a curtain. It’s a little bit of a
landscape. It's a place where sculptures could be. | ended up choosing
small sculptures that | made from scraps of wood, some very simple
sculptures. Pueblito (2023) looks like a Kachina doll—a Hopi doll that
was created to bring rain and connect to the spirit world; it was made
because | had some scraps of wood that suggested that. Then, there’s
Goofy (2023)—a Chinese paper fan that | removed the paper from and
spread out like a fright wig in the background. Then, | added the King
(2023) and Queen (2024), which are little blocks of wood with crowns
on top. They seemed to fit into the world of that painting. And then,
almost like animation, | added a paper collage walking off to the right.
And just like that, the composition all came together.



Installation view of “Ben Schonzeit: Imaginary Friends” (2025). Courtesy of Louis K. Meisel Gallery, New York.

Can you give us some insight into your process, technical, and
conceptual? Where do you start? Do you have a fully formed
vision of what a work will be before you start, or is it more
spontaneous?

My process, then and now, is essentially unchanged. Bring the world
into my studio, then figure out what to do with it and how. In general, |
make things from what | find and collect as | move through life. Some
things | physically bring home, and others | document through
photography to bring back to the studio.

For my sculpture, | work in wood that is mostly found. | start with the
head and work my way down to the feet, making decisions all along the
way.

With paintings, both Photorealist and those that aren’t, | wander around
with my camera to see what interests me. | also photograph in the
studio. The subject is arranged, photographed, and then painted. The
photographs allow me to play with scale in interesting ways. In these
works, the negative space is invented, bordering on surreal.

I stubbornly work at these things until it is brought to life. Sculpture or
painting, when it walks away as itself, I'm done. The work itself is
spontaneous.



Inside Ben Schonzeit’s studio (2025) featuring Stubb and Queequeg (2024) with sculpture Queequeg (2017), Pompeii Tambourine (2021), and sculptures Bell Bottom (2023), Boy (1997),
Pet (2018), and Ping Pong Player (2022). Photo: Tun Myaing. Courtesy of Louis K. Meisel Gallery, New York.

Very early on you initially studied architecture before moving into
art, do you feel this still influences the way you work today?

Architecture has always been an interest of mine, but | am much too
introspective and undisciplined for this profession. | lack the necessary
extroversion, ego, and discipline for the profession. Also, I've always
been an artist—no need for calculus. Vestiges of an interest in
structure are a big part of my three-dimensional pieces. The making of
sculpture both fascinates and confounds me. It’s a puzzle. In the
compositions of my paintings, the structure and planning process
borders on architecture.

For visitors to the show, what do you hope the viewing experience
is like?

| hope that viewers become aware of how the sculpture is integrated
into the paintings and enter my world. Ultimately, these works are funny
and full of surprises. They surprise me. They were unexpected in their
creation. | never knew what they would be until they were done. | hope
that visitors find this exhibition to be fun, there are many discoveries to
find.



Inside Ben Schonzeit’s studio, showing Stubb and Queequeg (2024) with sculpture Queequeg (2017). Photo: Tun Myaing. Courtesy of Louis K. Meisel Gallery, New
York.

Looking forward, are there any new projects or ideas you want to
work on next that you can share with us?

| have found that talking about what | might do next is
counterproductive, as | never do what | plan to do well. Not knowing
allows the imagination to exist. Ideas come when least expected—
those are the ones to pay attention to. Artwork tells you what it wants to
be. | try to listen. Some enormous paintings, large outdoor sculpture,
and animation would be nice. Time will tell.

“Ben Schonzeit: Imaginary Friends
(httos.//www.artnet.com/galleries/louis-k-meisel-gallery/ben-schonzeit-
1)”is on view at Louis K. Meisel Gallery, New York, through May 3,
2025.

Artnet Gallery Network

(https://news.artnet.com/about/artnet-gallery-
network-737)

Article topics

Partner Content (https://news.artnet.com/topic/partner-content)



https://www.artnet.com/galleries/louis-k-meisel-gallery/ben-schonzeit-1
https://www.artnet.com/galleries/louis-k-meisel-gallery/ben-schonzeit-1
https://www.artnet.com/galleries/louis-k-meisel-gallery/ben-schonzeit-1
https://news.artnet.com/about/artnet-gallery-network-737
https://news.artnet.com/about/artnet-gallery-network-737
https://news.artnet.com/topic/partner-content



