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Charlie Stein, Virtually Yours (Infinite Power), 2024,
oil on canvas, 150 x 150 x 2.5 cm, © Charlie Stein
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Charlie Stein ranges across
many fields, from classical oil
painting to sociological questions
of body image in virtuality and
Al. Her visual language has
already attained considerable
popularity and recognisability.
Photorealistically—or rather:
virtual-realistically—she creates
surreal (female) bodies that

at first seem uncanny. In this
interview, Stein explains why her
sexy, smooth silhouettes are not
about personal eroticism, and
which discourses on painting
define the present for her.

Charlie Stein,
© photo: Dale Grant

LK Eroticism is a term that comes up again
and again in connection with your work.
Latex bodies, exaggerated model propor-
tions, breasts, waists, black shiny bodysuits
and masks, glossy lips, sex robots—all of
this can be found in, or associated with,
your work. Is there a critique behind it?
A destruction of eroticism? Are these still
women's bodies at all, or are we moving
away here from any real femininity?

CS My works are not interested in eroticism, but
in the conditions under which something
becomes readable in this way. The recur-
ring attribution of eroticism or fetish to my
works interests me less as a symptom of per-
sonal obsession than as a cultural reflex. I
see the body in my work not as an individual
subject, but as an interface through which
we navigate physical, digital, and social spac-
es. My work deliberately begins there—with
how bodies are functionalised, protected,
and regulated. What interests me is not the
depiction of a real or realistic body, but the
idea of the body as such. In our society it
appears on the one hand as a commodified
object, on the other as a sensitive sensorium
orienting itself in space. Many of my figures
are veiled or covered; you sense the body
only beneath a surface. This veiling points
to distance and projection—to a form of in-
tensity that arises not from revelation but
from withdrawal.

LK What do you personally think about eroti-
cism?

CS Iam interested in eroticism less as a person-
al sphere of experience than as a cultural
effect of images. It arises where something
is withdrawn from access—not because it is
meant to be desired, but because visibility is
limited.

The veiling in my works is therefore a
structural decision. Clothing, masks, or
gloves function as filters that interrupt func-
tionality and redirect perception. Hands, for
instance, are covered not to charge them
with significance, but to suspend their
self-evidence as tools.

What interests me is this moment of de-
functionalisation: when something remains
visible without being available. In a time of
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| see the body in my work
not as an individual subject,
but as an interface through
which we navigate physical,
digital, and social spaces.

Charlie Stein, Parthenogenesis (I11), 2024,
oil on canvas, 62 x 51 x 6 cm, © Charlie Stein
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maximal image production and instant re-
trievability—intensified by Al—withdrawal
itself becomes a form of clarity. What eludes
access in my images is meant not to be de-
sired, but to be thought.

Another group of figures is characterised,
in shape and contour, by the exact oppo-
site: they are thick, inflated by big bomber
jackets, or like the Michelin Man. Often they
embrace. Are they showing love? What lies
behind these figures?

I began the series Virtually Yours during my
residency at the ISCP in New York. The
starting point was the question of how
closeness is organised today: how bodies
in relationships simulate support, signal
protection, or reshape one another. The
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Charlie Stein, Moth, 2025, oil on canvas,
120 x 90 cm, © Charlie Stein

figures are enclosed in synthetic shells and
appear almost absent. A down jacket means
warmth, protection, status—and at the same
time distance. It is exoskeleton, armour, a
barrier between outer skin and deeper
touch. In New York I saw Magritte’s The Lov-
ers again at MoMA. In my works, however,
there is no veil of fabric but an industrially
manufactured soft armour. It remains delib-
erately unclear whether the figures are em-
bracing or fending each other off, whether
they are wrestling or dancing. The tension
that arises is not an emotional charge but a
contradiction between closeness and block-
age, between gesture and refusal.

The glossy shells are often read as latex,
but for me they function as ciphers for me-
dia surfaces—comparable to screens that



mirror closeness without redeeming it. The
figures thus become projection surfaces:
they could embody anyone and still remain
inaccessible.

The title Virtually Yours deliberately
plays with this ambivalence. It sounds in-
timate—modelled on “Sincerely yours”—
and at the same time marks distance. Vir-
tually points to the virtual as well as to the
actual. This tension cannot be resolved.
That is precisely where the core of the
work lies.

LK The accompanying text to your exhibition

Paraworlds at the Kunstverein Schorndorf
states: “The exhibition asks how technol-
ogy has long since become part of our
emotional reality” How would you answer
this question yourself?

CS When a message flashes up on a display—per-

haps from the one person you love—almost
nothing happens on the technical level: a
few pixels, tiny luminous dots, change their
brightness. A minimal electrical impulse, a
new constellation of points of light. And yet
something immense happens: serotonin is
released, the heart leaps—or sinks.

It is precisely this paradox that interests
me: that a technical process is immediately
converted into an emotional reality. This
third reality—beyond the physical and the
purely virtual world—is at the centre of my
current artistic work.

In Paraworlds I examine precisely this
moment of fusion between signal and feel-
ing, between skin and surface. The deep-
gloss black surfaces of my painting refer to
smartphone displays: smooth, light-emitting
surfaces that not only carry images but also
register touch. Capacitive touchscreens re-
spond to the electrical conductivity of our
skin—an invisible, tiny signal triggers a dig-
ital action. For me this becomes a model of
intimacy: touch without an object, closeness
between body and device.

We “stroke” our phones on average
2,600 times a day, over 5,000 times with in-
tensive use. We touch our partners, friends,
animals—or ourselves—far less often. Per-
haps that is why artificial intelligence seems
ever more human to us: because we have
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long treated our devices more tenderly than
we treat one another.

Technology, then, has long been part of
our emotional reality, because it absorbs and
mirrors gestures, attention, and intimacy.
We shape it—and it shapes us.

In a present in which
images circulate, disappear,
and are replaced, | am
interested in painting as

a medium of duration.

Your figures and themes are inspired by
robots, Al, social media, technological
inventions. How would you situate your
painting and your sculptures? Is it a new
Surrealism? A hyper-virtual realism? Futur-
istic painting of the present?

When I began this new body of work, my aim
was to move away from figuration towards
abstraction—without ever arriving there.
Intriguingly, that produces image worlds
that are occasionally read as surreal.

At the same time, I try to clear my picto-
rial stage of background, so that the figures
and objects seem to live in a kind of tech-
noid void. I find this visual language very
honest; for me it is like an exact mirror of
the society we live in. And yet it also marks
a position in which formal reduction and
existential questions overlap.

I find it interesting which labels are at-
tached to my works—from New Corpore-
ality to Technosurrealism. Some call them
photorealistic, which gives me pause. For
my painting does not refer to photographic
sources, but to a visual grammar that has
emerged from digital interfaces, simula-
tions, and media image worlds.

Why do you paint? A passion for painting
is, after all, a deep, analogue, sensual affair.
Can you explain your motives for painting?
Why does painting remain current and
fascinating?

For me, painting is less a question of passion
than of stance. I am interested in an artistic
position that deliberately sets itself apart
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from nostalgia and takes its own present
seriously. For me, art is relevant where it
is not a movement of retreat but a precise
reading of the time in which it is made.

That I work in painting may at first seem
anachronistic. But I understand it as a highly
stable storage medium: oil on canvas can be
preserved, restored, and read over centuries,
while digital image formats are permanently
threatened by technical obsolescence.

In a present in which images circulate,
disappear, and are replaced, I am interested
in painting as a medium of duration. For me
it is not a nostalgic procedure but a radically
contemporary one—precisely because noth-
ing can fully replace it.

Your painting is carried to a great extent
by the depiction of materials. Crumpled
textiles, mirror-smooth skin coatings, moist
lips, hair—viewers imagining what it would
be like to touch these surfaces is an impor-
tant part of how your work is received. For
me, then, the great theme is touch, not so
much the virtual or digital. Are you in truth
dealing with secret, sensual desires and
needs?

Touch is a good cue. What interests me is less
the fulfilment of closeness than the question
of how closeness becomes possible at all—
and where its limits lie. In the present we
live in, touch is always marked by distance,
mediation, and interruption.

This is not about acting out hidden or
sensual desires, but about a fundamental hu-
man situation: that from birth we depend on
relationships and at the same time remain
confronted with finitude, loneliness, and
separation.

In moments of touch—understood phys-
ically as well as mentally—this tension can
briefly condense. What emerges is neither
standstill nor redemption, but a fragile in-
terruption: a moment in which closeness
becomes palpable without allowing itself to
be fulfilled. It is precisely this ambivalence
that interests me.

What do you wrestle with in the studio?
What are the problematic questions you
ask yourself, what are the obstacles and
challenges in your work?
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In the studio my language disappears—the
words for colours, for tools, for decisions
do not exist. The working process is not lin-
guistic but operative: it rests on experience,
repetition, and bodily presence. For me, the
intellectual part takes place before and after,
not during.

What I do wrestle with is the moment
of decision: when a picture is enough, when
control becomes necessary, and when it has
to be given up. This process is very physical
and cannot be fully rationalised, but it is
anything but arbitrary.

That is why I can hardly work when oth-
er people are in the room. Not out of secre-
tiveness, but because the process demands
a form of concentration that tolerates no
outside gaze.

With which artists (dead or alive) would you
like to exhibit, or with which works (art-his-
torical or contemporary) would you like to
place your own in dialogue, and why?

I think of my works less in relation to in-
dividual models than in dialogues around
particular questions. Very close to me are,
for instance, Christina Ramberg or Tama-
ra de Lempicka—artists whose handling of
body, surface and construction was long
underestimated and is being read anew
today.

In a larger art-historical context, I could
well imagine my works in exchange with
positions that work with ambivalence, re-
duction, and unreality—Marlene Dumas,
Robert Gober, Louise Bourgeois, or Felix
Gonzalez-Torres, say. What interests me
here is less formal similarity than shared
fields of tension: between closeness and
distance, visibility and withdrawal, intimacy
and structure.

Ideal for me would be a thematic exhibi-
tion that begins not narratively but with an
irritation: a work such as Olafur Eliasson’s
suspension bridge, which suggests safety
and unsettles at the same time. At the end
there would be no conclusion but a tran-
sition—a work such as Anthea Hamilton’s
Project for Door (After Gaetano Pesce), which
does not close the space but releases it into
another state.



LK You stood in for Jorinde Voigt as professor

CS

of painting at the HFBK Hamburg. What
was important for you to pass on to the
students about painting?

It was important to me to convey that paint-
ing is less a question of technique than of
stance. At the centre, therefore, stood the
development of one’s own voice and the idea
of taking art seriously as a heuristic tool—as
a form of thinking, not the production of
solutions. Just as important to me was that
students not stop at reproducing familiar
images or aesthetic stereotypes. Painting
interests me where it becomes risky: where
it is uncertain, contradictory, or uncom-
fortable, and precisely through that brings
forth something of its own. For me this also
means not taking materials and formats as
given. Painting can be thought sculptur-
ally, spatially, or in hybrid forms—it does
not have to keep to standardised surfaces
or formats. What is decisive is developing
a visual language that emerges from one’s
own experience rather than from existing
patterns.

In this process, uncertainty is not a
mistake but a necessary condition. What
matters is not to smooth it over too quickly
but to make it productive—and to recognise
in it the potential for something truly new.

LK What are the current, important themes of

CS

the discourse on painting, and what are the
timeless themes that recur whenever one
engages with painting?

For me, painting is always also a journey
through time. Whoever paints stands not
only in the studio of the present but in di-
alogue with Diirer, Veldzquez and all those
before us who tried to solve similar prob-
lems—whether in composition, pictorial
structure, or technical execution. Every
painterly gesture carries this historical echo
within it.

Current discourses in painting circle in-
tensely around the question of subjectivity:
How personal may a picture be? How much
of one’s own biography, one’s own identity,
may flow into painting? It is precisely here
that opinions divide. Conservative voices
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Charlie Stein, Virtually Yours (Close Quarters), 2025,
oil on canvas, 150 x 150 cm, © Charlie Stein

| am interested in eroticism
less as a personal sphere of
experience than as a cultural
effect of images.

Charlie Stein, Virtually Yours (Family Affair), 2025,
oil on canvas, 195 x 130 x 5 cm, © Charlie Stein



often declare that they are bored by “iden-
tity” as a subject. But what resonates in this
is not a weariness of identity as such, but
of certain identities. What is often meant
is: your identity bores us. This attitude ul-
timately reveals a colonial legacy—a gaze
that defines which perspectives may count
as universal and which may not.

At the same time, I am searching in my
work for something one might perhaps de-
scribe as a universal principle: the wish for
painting to be readable by people regard-
less of their biography, origin, or cultural
conditioning. What interests me is wheth-
er a visual language can be developed that
operates on a level more immediate than
language—a resonance chamber in which
forms, colours, or gestures can be under-
stood even before they are placed within a
particular cultural grid.

That is what makes painting so relevant
today: it is timeless on the one hand, be-
cause in engaging with line, plane, colour,
and pictorial structure it poses the same
fundamental questions again and again. On
the other hand it is highly topical, because
it becomes an arena of negotiation—over

Charlie Stein

Charlie Stein (b. 1986) lives
and works in Berlin. In her
multidisciplinary practice
she combines painting,
sculpture, and installation,
exploring the body as an
interface between digital,

social, and physical spaces.

Her works revolve around
questions of intimacy, pro-
jection, and cultural coding,
developing poetically char-
ged visual worlds between
figurative painting and
posthuman aesthetics.
Stein’s work has been
shown internationally—in
London, New York, Berlin,
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and Mallorca, among other
places—including at the
Kunsthalle CCA Andratx,
the Bingen Sculpture Trien-
nial, and as part of the
ISCP x Almine Rech bene-
fit auction. She is a fellow
of the ISCP, New York, and
has taught as a guest lec-
turer and visiting scholar at
CalArts, the Pratt Institute,
and the Berlin University of
the Arts, among others, and
as visiting professor of
painting and drawing at the
HFBK Hamburg.

LK

CS

Conversations with Artists

belonging, visibility, memory, and power. In
this field of tension between technical tradi-
tion and the political present lies painting’s
real vitality.
There is one question | put to virtually every
one of my interviewees: What did you play
as a child, and how did you come to art?
As a child I built worlds—in the woods in
hideouts of my own, in the workshop, or
simply in my head. From early on I was in-
terested in how spaces can be transformed
and how something else can emerge from
the everyday. I drew a great deal and long
imagined that the figures and fragments that
appeared on paper went on existing some-
where else. This thought—that something
imagined develops a reality of its own be-
yond its making—fascinated me even then.
I did not come to art in the classic sense;
it was always part of my thinking and doing.
What changed was less the activity than the
frame: playing and building became studio
and museum. To this day there is no sharp
boundary for me between researching,
inventing, and artistic work—it is a move-
ment that has continued, not a decision
taken once.
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