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Trained as an art historian with a focus on the Dutch Golden Age, Pashgian’s
reverence for Vermeer, aka the painter of light, has been fundamental to her thinking
for more than 60 years. She made paintings for a while after returning home to
California from her studies in Boston, but eventually gravitated toward more
experimental materials, such as a polyester resin so toxic it has since been banned.
While her media have changed throughout the course of her career, her insistence on
light as the object of her work has not wavered. For Pashgian, light is not a metaphor
or a symbol or an allegory; light itself is both medium and message.
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At some point, Pashgian seats herself next to me and I can feel her anticipation. She
is waiting for my response, but I can’t summon any words. After a few minutes, she
hits my arm with a lack of restraint that is both surprising and charming. “Do you see
it?” she asks. Eventually I tell her that it feels like what I imagine it would be like if we
were able to look directly at the sun—something we are aware of everyday, but can
never truly see. It’s not so much a visual correlation with the sun that I am
experiencing, although that is present, but more a sense of seeing something beyond
the limits of physical capacity. Pashgian tells me to get closer, so I stand up and walk

P A S H G I A N ’ S  U N T I T L E D  ( W H I T E ) ,  2 0 0 9 .
P H O T O  B Y  J O S H  W H I T E .   I M A G E

C O U R T E S Y  O F  T O TA H .



around the epoxy disc in disbelief at the fact that this seemingly ethereal orb of color
is actually the result of immense human labor and precision.

Pashgian resists a spiritual reading of her work, an understandable position for
someone whose practice requires scientific acuity, high-tech material and skilled
fabricators. Yet being in her studio was, for me, undeniably transcendent—the sort of
experience that simultaneously heightens one’s awareness of physical existence and
blasts one beyond of the limits of that physicality. “It’s what you feel when you have
that internal flux that comes from a moment of awe,” says her New York gallerist
David Totah, whose eponymous Lower East Side gallery included Pashgian in
“Transient,” a two-person show last year.

Outside of a survey of Southern California art at the Parrish in 2012, a group show at
David Zwirner in 2010 and one at Metro Pictures in 2012, Pashgian’s work hadn’t
been on view in New York since the early ’70s. She did, however, have a significant
solo exhibition at LACMA in 2014—during which the museum’s director Michael
Govan referred to her as not just a great pioneer of the Light and Space movement,
but “one of the great pioneers of art generally.”

This season, a series of Pashgian’s columns and spheres feature prominently in
London at the Hayward Gallery’s “Space Shifters” exhibition on view from September
26 through January 9, 2019. TOTAH is also including Pashgian’s first-ever black
sphere in “Polarities,” a group show through October 14 that proposes to showcase
the way in which color can destabilize contrasts. It’s a fitting context for the artist: our
conversation made me think of Isaiah Berlin’s “Roots of Romanticism,” in which the
philosopher traces the transition from the Enlightenment belief that all knowledge is
attainable if one asks the right questions to the Romantic notion that the universe is
inexhaustible and infinite. While it is tempting to think of Pashgian’s work as a sort of
Romantic ideal—with its saudades and its ethereality—to do so would be a denial of
the fundamental rigor of her practice. In Berlin’s text, he summarizes the Romantic
position: “If the universe is a form of activity and not a lump of stuff, if it is infinite and
not finite… how can we possibly try to describe it?” He continues, “When we try to
describe the light we can describe it accurately only by putting it out. Therefore do not
let us describe it.” Pashgian’s discs and spheres and columns composed of light itself
put forth the possibility that we are not limited to description in art, or in life.
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