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How Digital Photography Reshaped
Raphaella Spence’s Hyperrealist
Practice
Ahead of her solo show "From Rome to New York" at 
Louis K. Meisel Gallery, the hyperrealist painter 
discusses why a photograph is only the starting point 
for her monumental cityscapes.

Raphaella Spence in her studio (2026). Courtesy of Louis K. Meisel Gallery.
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Over the course of decades, Raphaella Spence has developed a 
meticulous practice that defies easy reading. Working in the tradition of 
Photorealism, the London-born, Italy-based artist has focused her work 
on city skylines, waterways, and historic architecture with exacting 
precision, exploring painting not as a competitor or analog to 
photography but as an avenue of expanded perception and expression. 
In Spence’s compositions, representation is as much a compositional 
device as a symbolic way of exploring memory, permanence, place, and 
reflection.

Her exhibition at Louis K. Meisel Gallery, “From Rome to New York”
brings together works focused on a diverse range of locales; from aerial
views of Manhattan and the layered architecture of Rome to quieter,
more remote natural landscapes. Ahead of the show, we reached out to
Spence to learn more about why water makes for such a potent source
of inspiration, how digital photography has shaped her practice, and
what she thinks people still get wrong about Photorealism.

Early photorealists frequently referenced being obsessed with
painting glass. In this show, water is a pervasive motif. What about the
element do you find so compelling in your practice? Do you approach
the water of various sites and cities diOerently?

Water has become one of the most fascinating subjects in my work
because it is never static. Unlike architecture, which appears
permanent and solid, water is constantly transforming whatever it
reflects. It introduces movement, distortion, and unpredictability into an
otherwise ordered urban landscape.

I’m interested in the tension between permanence and impermanence.
Buildings are designed to project stability and certainty, while their
reflections are fluid, fragmented, and transient. That relationship
creates a visual complexity that I find endlessly engaging.

Each city has its own character of water. The Hudson has a density and
scale that amplifies New York’s monumental skyline, often breaking it
into abstract passages of color and light. In Venice, water is inseparable
from the architecture itself; the city seems to emerge directly from its
reflections. The Tiber in Rome, on the other hand, carries a completely
diferent atmosphere, quieter and more introspective. I never think of
water as simply another subject; it becomes an active participant in the
composition.

Has working as a “digital age Photorealist” informed or influenced
your work? Are there any major adjustments or concerns you address
that would not have been relevant to 20th-century Photorealists?

The digital age has fundamentally changed both how we see the world
and how we record it. I use digital photography extensively, but not as
an end in itself. The camera is simply the beginning of a much longer
process of observation and interpretation.

One of the challenges today is the overwhelming abundance of images.
We are surrounded by high-resolution photographs every day, so
simply reproducing one is no longer interesting to me. The painting has
to ofer something the photograph cannot: time, contemplation, and a
heightened awareness of seeing.

Digital technology also allows me to gather an enormous amount of
visual information, often combining multiple photographs taken over
diferent moments or under diferent conditions. In that sense, the
finished painting often represents an experience rather than a single
instant. It becomes a constructed reality that is ultimately more faithful
to my memory of the place than any individual photograph could be.

Are there any common misconceptions around Photorealist painting
—or something people might not readily know about the style—that
you’d like to correct?

Perhaps the biggest misconception is that Hyperrealism or
Photorealism is simply about copying photographs. For me, that has
never been the objective.

Every painting involves hundreds of decisions about composition, scale,
color, atmosphere, and what to leave out. The photograph is raw
material, not the final destination. Painting is a slower way of thinking. It
allows me to analyze what I have seen and transform it into something
that communicates a particular emotional or psychological experience.

People often focus first on the technical precision, which is
understandable, but technique is only meaningful if it serves an idea. I
hope viewers eventually move beyond asking “How was this painted?”
to asking “Why does this image afect me in this way?”

Can you walk us through your studio practice? How do you decide
which photographs to work from? How much of your paintings are
direct documentation versus creative construction?

Photography is an essential part of my process, but selecting the
source material is highly intuitive. I take hundreds, sometimes
thousands, of photographs during my travels, yet very few contain the
combination of structure, rhythm, light, and atmosphere that can
sustain a painting.

Often, the final composition evolves from multiple images rather than a
single photograph. I may combine diferent viewpoints, adjust
relationships between buildings, alter reflections, or refine the quality of
light. These interventions are not intended to make the image more
dramatic; they are intended to make it more truthful to my experience of
being there.

By the time I begin painting, I already know that the image has moved
beyond documentation. The painting develops its own internal logic,
and throughout the months I spend working on it I continue making
subtle adjustments until everything feels visually and emotionally
balanced.

What do you hope viewers of your paintings experience or take away
with them, beyond the technical mastery?

I hope the paintings encourage people to slow down.

Cities are places we usually experience at speed. We move through
them almost automatically, rarely taking the time to notice how light
transforms a building, how reflections dissolve solid forms, or how
familiar places can suddenly become extraordinary.

Painting allows those overlooked moments to be extended. If viewers
find themselves looking longer than they expected, discovering details
gradually, or seeing a city they thought they knew from a completely
new perspective, then the work has succeeded.

Ultimately, I would like the paintings to create a sense of quiet
contemplation. They are not simply portraits of cities but reflections on
perception itself, on how we experience space, memory, and time.

Which painting in the show is your favorite, or alternatively holds the most personal
significance?

That’s always the most diicult question because each painting
represents months of intense concentration and becomes part of a
particular period of my life.

If I had to choose one, it would probably be the Freedom Tower (2026)
painting, which is one of my most recent large-scale cityscapes. This
painting embodies many of the ideas I have been exploring in recent
years: the dialogue between architecture and reflection, the relationship
between permanence and change, and the way light can transform
even the most familiar urban landscape into something almost abstract.

I don’t think of it as my favorite because it is the most technically
accomplished. Rather, it feels like the painting where my intentions and
the final result came closest together. Those moments are quite rare,
and when they happen, they stay with you.

“From Rome to New York” is on view at Louis K. Meisel Gallery, New York,
September 10DOctober 10, 2026.
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Raphaella Spence, Roma, La Poesia (2022). Courtesy of Louis K. Meisel Gallery.

Could you share more about the body of work going on view in “From 
Rome to New York”? What is the underpinning theme or concept for 
this selection of work?

“From Rome to New York” explores a variety of destinations around the 
world, each with unique history, geography, and temperament. My 
paintings are less about documenting specific locations than about 
investigating how architecture, light, and atmosphere shape our 
emotional experience of place. Rather than emphasizing the diferences 
between these cities, I wanted to establish a dialogue between them.

Whether depicting Manhattan’s glass towers reflected in the Hudson, 
Rome’s layered urban fabric, or a Las Vegas sunset set against a desert 
backdrop, I am interested in those fleeting moments when a city reveals
something beyond its physical structure.

The works in the exhibition revolve around the idea of reflection, not 
only in the literal sense of water and glass, but also as a metaphor for 
memory, perception, and the way cities continually mirror the people 
who inhabit them.

Raphaella Spence, Roma (2022). Courtesy of Louis K. Meisel Gallery.

Raphaella Spence, Il Segno (2020). Courtesy of Louis K. Meisel Gallery.

Raphaella Spence, La Luce Notturna (2017). Courtesy of Louis K. Meisel Gallery.

Raphaella Spence, Freedom Tower [working photo] (2026). Courtesy of Louis K. Meisel Gallery.
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