
   
MARILYN LEVINE – (1935 – 2005) 

 
Canadian-born artist Marilyn Levine began her career as a chemist, becoming interested 
in art and ultimately ceramics when, unable to find a job as a chemist, she took some 
classes in art.  She returned to school for first an M.A. and then M.F.A. at University of 
California, Berkeley, and it was there she first began making the realistic pieces that 
would become the trompe l’oeil works that are her trademark. Her pieces primarily 
represent leather goods.  “Leather is nice because, more than any other material, it 
forms a record of its own history.  It develops permanent wrinkles, it takes on the shape 
of the wearer, it records areas of abrasion and it records areas of soil.  It therefore 
becomes an expression of time.”1 
 

Levine taught for a number of years, both in Canada and later at the University of Utah, 
Salt Lake City, UT, and University of California, Berkeley.  The latter part of her life she 
worked as a studio artist in Oakland, CA.  Levine was the recipient of a number of 
prestigious awards and honors and her work is included in collections of museums 
throughout the world.  Marilyn Levine passed away in Oakland, CA on March 29, 2005. 
 
 
1.  Quoted by Mark Treib in “On Reading Marilyn Levine.”  Ceramics (Sydney, Australia) 
59 (2005). 

 
 
  ARTIST STATEMENT – MARILYN LEVINE 
 
“…there’s that kind of thing that I’m kind of speaking of, a life that is no longer as it was, 
for whatever reason…I think that’s a very, very important part of my work, that sense of 
human absence.  It’s hard to put it into words…I hate writing statements because I think 
of my work as my statement.  That’s my statement.  But the more I talk around the 
work…I’m just hoping that somehow the person that’s reading this or listening to this 
somehow can… find the focus of what it really is trying to say, because the work is 
saying a certain thing, but the words – I can never come to the words that will describe 
the work.”1 
 
 
1.  “Interview with Marilyn Levine Conducted by Glenn Adamson at the Artist’s Home in 
Oakland, CA, Mary 15, 2002.”  Archives of American Art, Smithsonian Institution, 2002. 
 
 

   RESUME – MARILYN LEVINE 
 
1935  Born in Alberta, Canada 
 
1957  University of Alberta, Edmonton, Canada, B.S. Chemistry 
 
1959  University of Alberta, Edmonton, Canada, M.S. Chemistry 
 
1962-1964 Teacher, Campion College, Regina, Saskatchewan, Canada 



 
1966-1969 Teacher, University of Saskatchewan, Regina 
 
1968, 1971 Teacher, University of Calgary (summer) 
 
1970  University of California, Berkeley, CA, M.A. 
 
1971  University of California, Berkeley, CA, M.F.A. Sculpture 
 
1971  Instructor, University of Saskatchewan, Regina 
 
1972  Instructor, University of California, Davis, CA 
 
1972-1973 Instructor, University of Saskatchewan, Regina 
 
1973-1975, 
1976  Assistant Professor, University of Utah, Salt Lake City, UT 
 
1975, 1976- 
1980  Professor, University of California, Berkeley, CA 
 
1981  Professor, California State University, Hayward, CA 
 
2005  Died, Oakland, CA 
 
 
 

   BIOGRAPHY – MARILYN LEVINE 
 
Born in Medicine Hat, Alberta, Canada, Marilyn Levine grew up primarily in Calgary, 
where her father was an engineer and her mother, who had been a teacher before she 
married, did not work.  Art was not really taught in the school system in Alberta, and 
although some members of her family had done some painting and drawing as a hobby, 
it was not a major focus during her early years.  During high school she enjoyed and did 
well in the sciences, particularly chemistry and mathematics, and it was chemistry that 
she chose as her major when she began college at the University of Alberta.  There she 
took classes in drawing and painting as options and for the first time was exposed to 
some of the contemporary artists. 
 
After receiving her B.S. Levine stayed at University of Alberta to complete a master’s 
degree, also in chemistry, specializing in analytical inorganic chemistry.  There she met 
her husband and the day after she took her oral exams, they married and moved to 
Ottawa where he had a postdoctoral fellowship.  In Ottawa she worked for the 
Department of Mines and Technical Surveys in the Geological Survey analyzing for 
aluminum in rocks.  Less then two years later her husband took a position at the 
University of Regina in Saskatchewan, Canada.  Levine was unable to find a position in 
her field because Regina had little industry and the university would not hire spouses in 
the same department.  She decided to take classes while trying to find a job but, finding 
she had taken all the math and science classes the university offered, she enrolled in 
art,  studying drawing and painting and for a while pottery. That summer she asked to be 
allowed to use the empty pottery shop and was told she could if she offered a class, 
which she did, after only having had one class herself and having read a couple of 
books.  In the fall she was offered a job at a nearby Jesuit college, Campion College, 



teaching chemistry and the following summer again offered a class in pottery.  Following 
her second year she quit Campion College to go back into art.  The art school at this 
time decided to add a potter to the faculty, and Jack Sures was brought in to establish a 
pottery department.  Levine worked with him from 1966-1969, teaching at the same time 
in non-credit programs.  As it was a fledgling program, the students learned everything 
about the art, from building the kilns to mixing glazes and firing.  From that point on, 
Levine’s focus would be on ceramics. 
 
Levine felt she needed to strengthen her technical skills and began applying to graduate 
schools.  At the same time her husband had sabbatical leave and, as he was interested 
in spending the time at the University of California, Berkeley, Levine applied for and 
received a travel grant from the Canada Council to visit the school as well; there she first 
saw the work being done by Peter Voulkos, Jim Melchert, Ron Nagle, and Stephen 
DeStaebler among others.  Returning to Saskatchewan she tried to emulate the eye-
opening sculptural objects she had seen, producing mostly geometric forms, and applied 
to graduate school at Berkeley.  She was turned down.  A short time later Melchert came 
to Regina to give a workshop which Levine took.  The assignment: make a pair of shoes.  
At the end of the workshop she told Melchert about being turned down by Berkeley.  
“Use me for a recommendation, “he said.1  She did. 
 
In the fall of 1969 she enrolled in the graduate school at Berkeley, receiving her M.A. in 
1970 and staying on to complete the newly created M.F.A. program in sculpture in 1971. 
The Funk influence was strong in San Francisco and Levine tried it out but decided it 
was not her style.  Searching for her own voice in clay, she began making shoes, Coke 
bottles, and hats.  A boyfriend of one of the other graduate students brought in a pair of 
boots he wore in the foundry – steel-toed, torn, crusty and dirty.  “It was at that point I 
realized what you could say with a pair of boots, you know; that the whole story, that 
whole sense of elapsed time, that they’ve been through something and that – and this 
person, you know, whoever had belonged to them, was not there now.  This is the 
evidence of that person’s existence.”2   For Levine that was the turning point. While she 
would experiment and try other techniques, she felt she had found her way to express 
what she was trying to say. 
 
At the completion of her degree the Levines returned to Canada, Marilyn teaching that 
summer at the University of Calgary and then returning to Regina in the fall to again 
teach ceramics.  Levine’s work began to be shown in galleries, first in San Francisco 
with Hansen Fuller Gallery (later Fuller Goldeen, Fuller Goldeen Gross, and then Fuller 
Gross) and a short time later on the east coast with the OK Harris Gallery under Ivan 
Karp.  She remained with the two galleries until the former closed in 1989, and from then 
on the OK Harris Gallery was her only representation. 
 
Levine and her husband separated in 1973, and she received an offer to teach at the 
University of Utah in Salt Lake City.  She became tired of teaching and took a leave of 
absence.  When it came time to return to Utah, she resigned instead, and made a 
commitment to become a full-time artist, developing an art studio in collaboration with 
Peter Voulkos.  She did continue to teach from time to time at Berkeley, but she was 
primarily a studio artist. 
 
Levine continued to experiment with her work.  It was in graduate school that she first 
began mixing fiberglass with clay to give the clay tensile strength when it was wet.  Dry, 
however, it was very fragile so she tried using fibers other that silicate, finding that nylon 



worked best.  Over the years she also developed different techniques to achieve the 
realistic appearance of her pieces – carving, scratching, special tools – all to produce 
both a visual and tactile experience.  Each piece took a great deal of time and she 
tended to work sequentially, working on a piece until it was drying and then starting the 
next piece in the series. Firing the pieces was also part of the process.  She built 
structures to hold the pieces firmly while they were firing, using sand and lots of little 
posts with alumina on top because the pieces could not lie flat, the entire process often 
taking three to four days.  For a time she used assistants, but the last 10-15 years she 
worked alone so the work went much slower.  
 
The last part of her career she worked less, as personal demands took up much of her 
time.  She did a number of small cups which retained the realistic appearance of leather 
and an obvious connection to the shoes and bags that preceded them.  She gave the 
cups names, something that related to the piece but gave it some identity, some hint at 
what else it might represent.  The earlier bags and jackets also had names, but just for 
identification.  The bags and jackets were not meant to belong to a real person but the 
name was suggestive of who the owner might have been, evoking a feeling for a person 
and time now gone. 
 
Levine has received a number of prestigious awards including two National Endowment 
for the Arts grants, and her work is featured in a number of museums both in the United 
States and Canada, as well as abroad.  She died in Oakland, CA in 2005. 
 
 
1.  “Interview with Marilyn Levine Conducted by Glenn Adamson at the Artist’s Home in 
Oakland, CA, Mary 15, 2002.”  Archives of American Art, Smithsonian Institution, 2002. 
 
2.  Ibid. 
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 GALLERY REPRESENTATION – MARILYN LEVINE 
 
Primary representation was by:  OK Harris Gallery, New York City, NY. 

 
 
   WEB SITES – MARILYN LEVINE 
 
http://www.aaa.si.edu/collections/oralhistories/transcripts/levine02.htm 
Oral history interview of Marilyn Levine conducted by Glenn Adamson in 2002. 
 
http://users.lmi.net/ml/index.html 
Official web site of Marilyn Levine 
 
http://www.franklloyd.com/dynamic/artist_bio.asp?ArtistID=38 
Biography on web site of Frank Lloyd Gallery 
 
http://www.artsboard.sk.ca/News/Archives/Sad/news_sad_levine.htm 
Brief obituary written by Will Chabun which appeared in the Regina Leader Post, April 
13, 2005, C9. 
 
http://esask.uregina.ca/entry/levine_marilyn_1935-2005.html 
Short biography of Marilyn Levine written following her death in 2005. 
 

http://www.aaa.si.edu/collections/oralhistories/transcripts/levine02.htm
http://users.lmi.net/ml/index.html
http://www.franklloyd.com/dynamic/artist_bio.asp?ArtistID=38
http://www.artsboard.sk.ca/News/Archives/Sad/news_sad_levine.htm
http://esask.uregina.ca/entry/levine_marilyn_1935-2005.html


http://www.artdaily.com/section/news/index.asp?int_sec=2&int_new=13293 
Brief obituary. 
 
http://www.ceramicstoday.com/potw/levine.htm 
“American Trompe l’oeil Sculptor,” includes photographs of two from the cup series. 
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