
  
 
A CONVERSATION WITH ROB REYNOLDS AND EMMA CLINE 
 
 
Emma 
So, let's talk about the title of the show Overview.  
 
Rob 
The show is a small survey of the categories of painting I have been doing during 
the past ten years or so, much of it circling around an interest in ecology, 
landscape, the environment and perception – hence the Earthrise image. And 
Overview is also a reference to a feeling some astronauts report when they see the 
earth from space for the first time. 
  
Emma 
What happens? 
 
Rob 
It’s been called the overview effect, and sounds like an explosion of awareness. The 
astronauts might blast off as patriotic Americans of whatever faith, but when 
they see the fragile, pale blue world in a limitless universe, they are instantly 
overcome with an awesome sense of wonder, feeling of unity with nature, 
universal kinship with other human beings and the earth as a whole. A 
psychologist described it as a state of interconnected euphoria. 
 
Emma 
I’ve never wanted to go to space before, but as you were talking, I suddenly do! 
What I see in your work is an attempt to make these inconceivable concepts of 
scope and time and environment somehow perceivable. And it's very interesting 
to me how you approach this: your paintings raise questions about how to make 
these unimaginable concepts somehow legible. 
Rob 
 Sometimes the strategy is as simple as taking an image out of context. The 
Earthrise painting is based on the photo taken by NASA astronaut William 
Anders during the Apollo 8 mission in 1968 as they were heading back to earth 
from the moon. It is one of the most popular photos ever, which makes it a 
challenge to paint, and I’m interested in it as a historical artifact, curious about 
the way it initially gave people, especially ecologists, such an overwhelming 
sense of possibility; how technology has a way of transforming the human. While 
we can imagine how mind blowing it was to see it in 1968, we just sort of take the  



 
 
 
 
image for granted now. I think about it basically as a landscape painting with a 
nod to Ad Reinhardt.  For some reason I felt like painting it again and again at 
the beginning of the global pandemic – with its own eco lessons.  
 
Emma 
As a contrast, this makes me curious about the Magnolia painting, which is 
earthy in its own way.  

Rob   
Yes, and I see it as totally related – another form of landscape. It’s in a series of 
botanicals I have been making, and like Earthrise, it is oil paint on canvas, made 
in relation to a found photograph, in this case the tangled limbs of a magnolia 
tree on the south lawn of the White House. President Obama gave a seedling 
from it to the people of Cuba; it was on the US $20 bill; FDR and Churchill sat 
under it. Andrew Jackson planted it in memory of his wife who died during his 
savage presidential campaign, and so on.  I think of it as kind of witness tree, or 
to make a literary reference, like the trees in Richard Powers’ Overstory – a book 
that points to the idea of non-human agency. As for the Jackson magnolia, it was 
cut down about a year into the Trump presidency.  

Emma  
And the words Magnolia grandiflora tell it like it is. Will you talk about the text 
and typography in your work?  
 
Rob 
I've always just liked the play of words and images. Sometimes the text has a 
direct relationship and points to a book or a place that it's lifted from or refers to. 
Sometimes it's deeper, or oblique and spontaneous. In some cases it's edited, and 
sometimes it's made up. I think I could have been very happy as a sign painter.  

Emma  
You’re drawn to text’s visual form? 

Rob  
Yes, ever since I started painting. With text there's something about the shape, 
it’s fun to paint, and it gives the painting a voice. There can be something 
deadpan about the right word in the right typeface. I just like the way that it 
opens up meaning, or helps situate the image, amplifies the flatness of the 
painting surface, or points to layers of information. 

Emma  
I think about that a lot with writing. Using words as a tool to mediate and 
temper the forces that you're trying to work with, especially when you're 
thinking about something big, which I think you often are. I am curious about 
the mountain paintings, which I love. They seem to be anchored by text as well. 



  
  

Rob  
With the Most Painted Mountain series I have been thinking about how we 
imagine mountains and have painted Everest, the Matterhorn, K2, some amazing 
peaks in the Andes, one that was the inspiration for the Paramount Pictures 
mountain. This series is a direct homage to Hokusai both with Mt. Fuji and the 
digital stencil technique I am using, making them a bit like woodcuts. I’m also 
referencing Ed Ruscha’s work, but moving the conversation to an environmental 
context. With the mountains, I’m interested in the tendency to read them in 
terms of the sublime or alpine kitsch on one hand, and the open secret that alpine 
glaciers around the world supply drinking water for two billion people on the 
other, not to mention innumerable animals, plants and everything else. I painted 
a new one of Mount Shasta for this project. 
 
Emma 
I remember spending part of a summer around Shasta Lake, and how ever 
present the mountain was in the corner of your eye, and sort of unlikely, rising 
up from the horizon. What I vaguely remember about Mount Shasta is that it’s 
supposed to be a power center, like Mt. Fuji, and there was a harmonic 
convergence in the late 80’s where people were supposed to gather and meditate 
for peace. Did they actually do it? 
 
Rob 
Yes. I clearly recall some hippie friends of mine from college driving cross 
country for it, but given all that’s happened since, it’s unclear what impact it had. 
Just the same, Shasta has a special charisma. It’s a real California mountain, 
named for the Shasta people of the Klamath mountains who live there. John 
Muir wrote a famous zone by zone description of its ecology, only to have a 
fitting near death experience in a snowsquall. It’s a crucible for water rights in 
the American West as its glaciers disappear. It’s still a New Age mecca, and I like 
your Mt. Fuji reference: it’s another volcanic beauty, a great source of life. 
 
Emma 
I'm curious, because even though you’ve been in California for many years, you 
draw a direct connection from your work to growing up on the East coast. As 
you were talking, I was thinking of East coast painting traditions – the Hudson 
River school, the American version of the Romantic sublime and landscape 
painting. I'm wondering how you see this element showing up in your work, 
because in so many other ways, the work feels very California. 
 
Rob 
Living here has been a big change for me, and I definitely have many enduring 
interests from my east coast days that are by contrast, great to think about in the 
estranged context of California. I started painting shipwrecks back in Brooklyn, 
but really made most of them when I got to L.A. With respect to painting, I’ve 
always been a fan of the art that emerged here: light and space, and the 
continuum of that whole early Cal Arts post-studio crowd who hatched here. 



 

 

Emma  
And who are you thinking of?  

Rob  
I connect with and reference several traditions of painting, but the artist I am 
thinking about most lately is Jack Goldstein. When I was in college, I studied 
with one of his former assistants who painted some of his pictures, the artist and 
philosopher Tom Zummer. He had some crazy stories and a helpful way of 
framing the work, but also a direct view into its technical side, how it was made, 
its relationship to cinema and so forth. 
 
Emma 
I’m always interested in the place where the film set stops and the world begins. 

Rob   
I feel that in Goldstein’s work. 
 
Emma 
So you responded to that post-studio approach? 
 
Rob 
Yes. I just feel like the idea comes first, even if it changes in execution, and it 
most often does. And not being tethered to one medium can be a helpful shift of 
perspective even if you spend most of your time doing one thing; I talk about 
this with my students a lot. I am always working steadily on sculpture, sound, 
video, and I’m collaborating with an earth scientist studying icebergs. Painting is 
a meticulous process for me, and lately it has been very consuming. An upside 
has been that the solitary nature of my painting process is well suited to the 
pandemic. 
 
But back to your question, what I really respond to in Goldstein’s work are his 
image choices, and their cool relationship to color field painting, and how the 
work goes with and against the grain of Pop art. That said, an important 
distinction is that while Goldstein said he was interested in making paintings 
perfectly smooth and without incident, I am interested in the opposite: incident 
itself, the hand, even accidents. Another difference is that aside from some digital 
wizardry, I do most of the work myself. But to be clear, my work is never 
photorealist per se, and I'm still enthralled with paint, and have been since before 
I could drive a car. 

Emma 

You’ve been an artist since you were a kid? 

 



 

 

 

Rob 
Yes. I’ve always loved to draw, paint and make things. My mother is an artist 
and was very encouraging.  And I had a great art teacher who helped me 
understand that making art all the time is a great way of being in the world – and 
not necessarily an obvious career where I grew up.  
 
Emma 
Maybe more so than on the East coast, there's something hyper accelerated about 
Los Angeles. I think this is where you'll start, or have already started, to see 
climate change affecting us more obviously; the networks of interdependence are 
slightly more visible here and will be tested sooner. That seems to be an interest 
of yours, illuminating in your artwork these sometimes invisible matrixes that 
connect humans and the environment.    
 
Rob 
That’s definitely interesting to me. In the East, we might notice an uncanny 
warm day in the dead of winter, or realize that winter is shorter, but in L.A., 
which is basically built on a semi-desert, it feels like the weather is indexed on 
everything in a much more obvious way. And with all the traffic and smog, 
cause and effect are out in the open, especially when we are in drought and fires 
are burning.  I’d also say that dramatic visual indexing on the landscape is also 
true of the Arctic in its own way too.  

Emma   
Totally. All these systems we build up to tell ourselves that our future is not 
uncertain are on display in Los Angeles and help us pretend that it's a 
sustainable project to live this way. For this reason, your suns are beautiful and 
magnetic, but at the same time, there's something unsettling about them.  

Rob  
The sun will do that. The paintings are an homage to California, are an overt 
reference to light and space artists, abstract color field painting, the movies; the 
sky and air itself. Even while we are living in divisive times, it is something that 
everyone on earth relates to in one way or another. How long have you been in 
Los Angeles for? 

Emma  
Three years.  

Rob  

You’re still in the honeymoon period!  When I first arrived from New York the 
sun started as my hero and over time became a brutal antagonist, especially 
when we were in the worst part of the drought. But to be clear, the sun paintings 
are the least photographic of the paintings I make: they are also just circles in  



 

 

rectangles, and from the painter’s point of view, I have the same question that 
has been batted around since the beginning: how am I going to make the 
painting feel blindingly bright? 
 
Emma  
That makes me think of the Paul Virillio quote: “Machines for seeing modify 
perception.” Which I return to a lot with your work, like you are often creating 
these tools to shift perception. I wonder about that as an aim, to reframe or 
refocus or recalibrate.  

Rob  
I love that. I hope that the paintings in this show can point to and participate in a 
conversation about how we see nature. I think about what painting does that’s 
special in a time of so much interaction with digital interfaces, VR, AR, video 
games, screens everywhere. Paintings are slow, and in my favorite cases, 
basically handmade. 
 
Emma 
And in terms of the many layers of meaning: I’m thinking of your iceberg 
paintings. At first glance, they almost look like stock photos, like what you 
would get when you Google iceberg, but then you revealed where the image 
came from, which was it was painted from a still frame of a video that you shot 
in Greenland reenacting a scene from Apocalypse Now. I just want to hear you talk 
about that because it's so fun and fascinating to me.  
 
Rob 
The iceberg paintings are based on work I did in Greenland during the summer 
of 2019, which as it turned out was the most extreme period of glacial melt in 
recorded history. And it’s sort of a long story, but yes, one project there was 
restaging a sequence from Apocalypse Now in the Arctic among massive calving 
icebergs. Working with a dear friend who is a cinematographer, we shot for days 
on a small boat in midnight sun, very close to giant icebergs, filming the contours 
of the icefjord where they calve and go to sea. We recorded the sound of the 
Greenland ice sheet melting, recasting Martin Sheen’s Captain Willard with a 
Greenlandic boat driver, with the intention of recentering that story of off-the-
rails colonial conquest with a local perspective on how the rhythms of life are 
being disrupted by human caused climate change. 
 
Emma 
So the paintings are film stills? 
 
Rob 
Yes, they are all based on this footage and hundreds of still photos I made.  I 
archived all the date, time, GPS metadata for each iceberg image, but that info is 
just sort of baked in to the painting, not out front.  I am referencing many artists  



 
 
 
who have painted images of the arctic, but I think of icebergs as a perfect 
readymade for the 21st century. They are different from every angle, constantly 
changing, and disappearing before our eyes. My question is: how are the feelings 
of awe and wonder commonly associated with the experience of nature altered 
by the awareness of human-caused climate change? 
 
While this might evoke apocalyptic feelings, I see all of my work as hopeful and 
not nihilistic.  A real sense of possibility was offered by my friend Claus, the 
Greenlandic boat driver I mentioned. In Inuit dialects, the word for weather is the 
same word for knowledge, intelligence and even spirit: sila. When the weather 
and environment is a constant matter of life and death, it effectively collapses the 
distinct categories of the human and nature.  When you think about it enough to 
feel it, it’s a bit like the overview effect might feel, but you only have to go outside. 
Or better yet, go to Greenland. I learned a lot from Claus about how our 
consumption directly effects their local ecosystem. 

Emma  
That backstory about the iceberg, for example, or your paintings that have text 
underneath—these are things that formally change my perception of the image. 
I’m interested in the ways that you're always deftly undercutting the familiarity 
of an image or our instinctive response to an image, resisting the neatness.  
 
Rob 
Hopefully the work reflects the radical uncertainty and discernible but entangled 
nature of things. I am wondering how we feel and then react to the notion that 
humankind is a geological force, the way that the problematic idea of the 
Anthropocene provokes us to do. A recurrent issue in the land of sunshine.  

Emma  
There is a similarity, in a technical and visual way, to how the Magnolia and the 
mountain tops and the icebergs, skies and earths are painted –even though they 
are such different subjects at such different scales. Is there an approach that you 
think unites these works? 

Rob   
The hope is that when you're 20 paces away, the image is coherent and hangs 
together in a unified way, and might make you think about seeing an image in a 
photo, on the Internet, or on a screen. As you get closer, you're faced with just 
the pure materiality: the ugliness of the paint on a support in some cases, 
lusciousness in others, but ultimately something that was made by a searching 
human hand. 
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