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Claudia Aronow 
and Neville Wakefield 

Neville Wakefield: Let’s start with your earliest work, which is 
here next to me. Is it pen and ink?

Claudia Aronow: Yes. Radiograph.

NW: I haven’t heard of that?

CA: It’s a pen whose line is consistent in size: it doesn’t get 
narrower or wider.

NW: In England those are called Rotring pens. And what were 
you thinking at this point? This seems almost psychedelic, and 
this has a kind of obsessive aspect to it.

CA: Well, it was in the 60s.

NW: So it was tuned to the times, but it also shows incredible 
facility.

CA: I think I was sixteen. 

NW: What happened after that?

CA: I got married very young and had these amazing kids.  
The whole time I was raising them, I took art classes once or 
twice a week. It was always an academic class. There was always 
a model posing; and we drew. 

NW: Your real training was life classes.



76

There’s a balance that I’ve reached now that combines the 
energy of the large gesture and the specificity and craft that I so 
value in traditional painting. There’s energy in there and I love 
doing the physical thing. 

NW: And why circles? Why this compulsion to rotate and 
enclose?

CA: Certainly easier than drawing a straight line. [Laughter]

NW: Yes, but do you see the world as being made up of radii?

CA: Absolutely. Everything is circles. 

NW: So you’re not a flat earth person?

CA: No. I remember drawing figures when I would do quick 
gestural studies of a model before I would sculpt, the form 
always began as a set of circumferences and arcs. It’s simple:  
the body is made up of curves. It just is.

NW: Do you see the two traditions in opposition: one hard-
edged abstraction, which obviously comes from architecture 
and geometry, and the other, gestural abstraction, which comes 
from the body?

CA: No, because there are paintings that combine those two 
impulses. One of the things about my work is that I’m aware of 
each painting being an object. When I started painting, it was a 

challenge for me because it was the toughest thing that I’d ever 
done. I mean, I really thought I was going to sculpt. Then I hurt 
my back. I had a disc removed and I wasn’t allowed to pick up 
heavy things, so I decided to pick another medium and stick 
with it, and I decided to pick the toughest thing, which for me 
was painting. I think it’s a quote from Degas that I saw the other 
day, “It’s easy to paint until you know how.”

NW: Right.

CA: For me, the biggest challenge was to have a canvas, a 
stretched canvas and no other gimmick. I didn’t want canvases 
put together in all different kinds of crazy ways. I wasn’t into 
making collages. The challenge was paint and canvas. And I did 
it over and over, and then I thought, “Okay, I can do this.” But 
the essential ingredients for a good painting are its bones. The 
basic drawing determines the difference between a good and a 
great painting. But I still like to be confined, and the edges do 
that—my paintings don’t usually run over the edges. They’re 
within the canvas, all of them.

NW: Compositionally, you like enclosure?

CA: Right. It’s my restriction. It’s like my life.

NW: You like a bounded existence?

CA: No. Well, maybe I like it. I like to burst free a little bit, too. 
But that’s just been the story of my life.

like this I developed a cough. I was working rather large, and 
the cough was from all the dust. I looked it up, and I found the 
book Artists Beware, and contacted them. Of course, pigment 
dust is one of the worst things to inhale. You need to wear 
a mask and you need to wear gloves, you need protection. 
Fortunately, black and blue and white were the safest of the 
pigments. Because of the dust, I figured out how to do it in oil 
paint, and I switched mediums. 

NW: And when you were doing the larger, more gestural works, 
were you thinking about calligraphy?

CA: No.

NW: Not even in the sense that that someone like Brice Marden 
engages with it?

CA: Well, I looked a lot at Marden and Jackson Pollock. I love 
Brice Marden and can feel the influence, but I’m not as calm 
as he is. I would do all the little circles to calm myself down, 
but there’s a part of me that needed to break out—I needed the 
larger gesture, and with the little circles it was just too tight.  
I needed to get bigger. It’s difficult to get away from who you 
are, so I needed to find another type of expression. 

NW: And you liberated yourself from this obsessive aspect by 
engaging the body and broadening the gesture?

CA: Yes, as I said, it’s difficult to get away from who you are. 

CA: Life classes, but it was always black and white. Everything 
was always black and white. The color thing never entered into 
what I was doing. I never felt I had a place to do color and I 
really think it worried me to do color. 

NW: And at what point did you drop life and the figure?

CA: In 2000, I went to France and bought these very large 
pastels and I had a garage that I painted white. I got these 
large sheets of paper and went at the paper to have fun with 
it. Suddenly, I started turning a pastel in a different way, and it 
made a circle. The pieces were rather large and I loved the way 
they looked. I started going with these small circles, and I just 
fell in love with making them. They were my very first action 
paintings in the sense that they were about movement.

NW: At what point did you expand the gesture to include the 
body and not just the hand?

CA: Every so often, having been so tight with it all, I would 
need to loosen things up. I started doing these very large circles 
that were really about total body motion. 

NW: So you were doing these two different types of mark-
making simultaneously: one very precise and related to the 
hand, and one to do with the body and the radius of the arm?

CA: Yes. With the small circles I was working with dry pastels, 
which have a tendency to crumble. After months of working 
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NW: Would you say that’s the closest experiential analogy to 
what you’re trying to create within a painting?

CA: Probably. For me, it’s all about making a painting work. 
Each individual painting has to work within the set of problems 
and rules that have already been established. I consciously set 
up all these problems and rules that act as guidelines within 
a work—the edges, the circles, colors and so on—and then I 
break them occasionally and dig myself into holes. Sometimes 
I don’t know what to do and that’s the best part of it; figuring it 
out. It’s a challenge. If it were easy, it wouldn’t interest me. 

NW: I think that that makes sense in terms of classical music, 
the math analogy. Which is a rule-bound form of notation . . . 
and I think what I see in the paintings is a similar sort of thing. 
It’s almost as if you’re making chords, at least coloristically.

CA: Yes. Somebody else said relationships, so it’s really the same 
thing. Circles and curves for me are agencies of color and line. 
The line’s the thing. Perhaps the line is the melody. 

NW: Do you think of the paintings as being in different keys?

CA: They are in different keys, but I hadn’t thought about it 
in this way. They’re totally in different keys. And I’m not sure 
if they are in different keys simply because of the color . . . I 
did a painting three times, the same painting, painted in three 
different ways and in different colors. It could be that they are in 
different keys.

NW: Right.

CA: It was an interesting experiment but I’m not Morandi. I was 
going to continue on, but, you know, “You’re getting obsessive 
again, Claudia. This is getting boring.”

NW: What makes you want to paint? 

CA: I’m not sure really what it is that drives me, but I know 
I need to do it. It was my girlfriend’s birthday last weekend. I 
went and had breakfast with her, and she said, “Why don’t you 
just take the day off?” I said, “Yeah, why don’t you take the day 
off?” She said, “We can go and have lunch.” I looked at her, and 
we both laughed. I said, “Oh well, goodbye!” I had to be in the 
studio by one o’clock. Whatever it is, there’s a drive there. I need 
to do it. I need to be there. I feel good in my studio. I feel good 
when I’m working. That’s just the way it is.

NW: And maybe that’s what the paintings are about; the very 
thing that eludes identification. 

CA: Maybe.

NW: Well with Morandi, they’re both literally and figuratively 
collecting dust. Do you feel a sort of love-hate relationship with 
that idea of stillness and energy? 

CA: I have to. I slow myself down so that I can paint or draw 
like that. For me, what’s interesting is where stillness and action 
are combined, where Morandi meets Haring.

NW: So therapeutic values aside, is painting for you just about 
slowing down, slowing down life to some extent?

CA: No, I don’t think so. It is also about energy.

NW: But it certainly seems to me to be composed according to 
internal rhythms. When I look at these, I think about cadence, 
balance, tempo.

CA: I listen to music.

NW: How would you say the music feeds into your process or 
into the result?

CA: It’s very funny, because Schubert really makes me want to 
paint, and so does Mozart. Forget Wagner . . . no way. Popular 
music I don’t paint very well to either. For me, the classical 
music is most akin to abstraction—maybe all music is an 
abstraction—but more so for classical music.

NW: Whether by design or circumstance we’re all bound in one 
way or another. With the more gestural works are you trying to 
relinquish the kind of control that went into the figure drawing 
you grew up with? 

CA: In the more recent paintings, I have my release at the 
beginning and only afterwards does it get tighter. To begin with, 
it’s about moving liquid paint, which is something you have to 
do quickly. But you still have to know what you’re doing—it’s 
like anything else. Some things are easier after you’ve done 
them over and over, but it is hard maintain the freshness.

NW: How long do you work on individual canvases?

CA: It varies. Sometimes for a couple of weeks, sometimes 
much longer.

NW: Tell me a little about the influence of Morandi. How does 
the stillness and muted color relate to what you do?

CA: I find it fascinating that somebody could spend his life 
doing the same thing over and over again. It’s such an obsessive 
thing to do. And they’re wonderful. I respond to the color. I like 
the wholeness, the totality of the vision. I like the tranquility 
they command. It’s a calming thing to look at and perhaps, 
because of that, it demands that you really think about it. At the 
same time, it’s something I tried, but for me it was simply too 
repetitious.
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33. 
Untitled, 2004
Oil on linen
44 × 88 inches

34.
Untitled, 2003
Oil on linen 
76 × 64 inches   

35.
Untitled, 2003
Oil on linen
56 × 64 inches 

36.
Untitled, 2003
Oil on linen
72 × 48 inches  

37.
Untitled, 2003
Oil on linen
72 × 64 inches

39.
Untitled, 2004
Oil on linen
64 × 48 inches

40.
Untitled, 2006
Oil on linen 
56 × 72 inches   

41.
Untitled, 2006
Oil on linen
56 × 72 inches
    
43.
Untitled, 2006
Oil on linen 
64 × 64 inches

44.
Untitled, 2004
Oil on linen
64 × 64 inches   
 
45.
Untitled, 2004
Oil on linen 
44 × 39 inches

47.
Untitled, 2006
Oil on linen
44 × 64 inches

49.
Untitled, 2004
Oil on linen
27 × 27 inches

51.
Untitled, 2004
Oil on linen
48 × 48 inches

52.
Untitled, 2004
Oil on linen
45 × 64 inches   

53.
Untitled, 2005 
Oil on linen 
64 × 56 inches

55.
Untitled, 2004
Oil on linen
44 × 88 inches

56.
Untitled, 2005
Oil on linen
64 × 64 inches 

57.
Untitled, 2005
Oil on linen 
64 × 64 inches

58. 
(left to right)
Untitled, 2005
Acrylic and graphite  
on cotton paper
72 × 45 inches 

Untitled, 2005 
Acrylic and graphite  
on cotton paper   
72 × 45 inches
      
59. 
(left to right)
Untitled, 2005
Acrylic and graphite  
on cotton paper 
72 × 45 inches  

Untitled, 2005
Acrylic and graphite  
on cotton paper 
72 × 45 inches        

List of Works

11.
Untitled, 2001 
Oil on linen 
72 × 64 inches

12.
Untitled, 2002
Oil on linen 
64 × 64 inches 

13.
Untitled, 2002
Oil on linen
64 × 64 inches 

14.
Untitled, 2000
Pastel on paper
66 × 60 inches   
  
15.
Untitled, 2004 
Oil on linen
12 × 18 inches

16.
Untitled, 2002 
Charcoal on cotton board 
12 parts: 6 × 4 inches each 

17.
Untitled, 2002
Charcoal on cotton board 
12 parts: 6 × 4 inches each   
                         
19.                                                                                                  
(left to right)
Untitled, 2002
Oil and chalk on primed 
cotton paper, 
60 × 40 inches     
        
Untitled, 2002, 
Oil and graphite on primed 
cotton paper
60 × 40 inches

Untitled, 2002
Oil and charcoal on primed 
cotton paper
60 × 40 inches
     
21.    
Untitled, 2003
Oil on linen
72 × 48 inches 

22. 
(left to right) 
Untitled, 2003
Oil on primed cotton paper
60 × 40 inches

Untitled, 2002
Oil on primed cotton paper
60 × 40 inches
 
23.
(left to right) 
Untitled, 2002 
Oil on primed cotton paper 
60 × 40 inches
       
Untitled, 2002
Oil on primed cotton paper
60 × 40 inches

24.
Untitled, 2002, 
Oil on primed cotton paper
64 × 44 inches  
 
25. 
Untitled, 2002 
Oil on primed cotton paper
64 × 44 inches

26.
Untitled, 2003
Oil on linen 
64 × 64 inches  

27.
Untitled, 2006
Oil on linen
64 × 64 inches

28.
Untitled, 2004
Oil on linen 
44 × 48 inches

29.
Untitled, 2004
Oil on linen
56 × 64 inches    
     
31.   
The Web, 2003 
Oil on linen 
64 × 56 inches 

32.
Untitled, 2003
Oil on linen
44 × 64 inches   
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94. 
Ode to Albers, 2013
Oil on linen
36 × 36 inches

95.
Esther’s Halo, 2013
Oil on linen 
72 × 72 inches

97. 
Schubert‘s Fountain, 2014
Oil on linen
72 × 144 inches

99.
The Fall, 2013
Oil on linen
72 × 72 inches

101. 
The Blues, 2013
Oil on linen 
40 × 60 inches

103.
Bue Horn of Plenty, 2014
Oil on linen 
44 × 66 inches

105. 
The Ladder, 2014
Oil on linen 
84 × 30 inches

107.
Moby’s Spout, 2014
Oil on linen
72 × 129 inches

109.
Brown Study, 2014
Ink and chalk on cotton paper
29½ × 42 inches

111.
French Kissed, 2014
Oil on Linen
48 × 54 inches

113.
Ode to Al, 2013
Oil on linen
44 × 50 inches

60.
Untitled, 2008
Acrylic on paper
45 × 45 inches 

61.
Untitled, 2008
Acrylic on paper
45 × 64 inches 

62.
Untitled, 2008
Oil on linen
39 × 39 inches   
 
63.
Untitled, 2008
Oil on linen
48 × 48 inches

64.
Untitled, 2008
Oil on linen
72 × 45 inches

65.
Untitled, 2008
Oil on linen 
64 × 64 inches

67.
Untitled, 2008
Oil on linen 
45 × 72 inches

69.
Untitled, 2008
Oil on linen 
45 × 72 inches

71.
Untitled, 2008
Oil on linen 
36 × 64 inches 

73.
Untitled, 2010
Oil on linen 
36 × 64 inches 

75.
Untitled, 2010
Oil on linen 
64 × 64 inches 

77.
Ode to Mondrian, 2010
Oil on linen 
64 × 64 inches

78.
Lyrical II, 2011
Oil on linen
44 × 66 inches   

79.
Lyrical III, 2012
Oil on linen 
44 × 66 inches

81.
Lyrical, 2011
Oil on linen 
44 × 66 inches

82.  
Untitled, 2010
Watercolor on cotton paper
7 × 5 inches    
    
83. 
Untitled, 2008
Watercolor on cotton paper
9⅝ × 4 inches 

84.  
Untitled, 2008
Watercolor on cotton paper
8¼ × 4 inches   
 

    

85.
Untitled, 2008
Watercolor on cotton paper
8¾ × 3 inches

86.
Untitled, 2009 
Oil on linen
64 × 64 inches  

87.
Untitled, 2009 
Oil on linen
64 × 64 inches 

89.
Pink and Yellow Dance, 2013
Oil on linen 
72 × 45 inches

91. 
Ode to Andy, 2013
Oil on linen 
60 × 108 inches

93. 
Tumbleweeds, 2013
Oil on linen
44 × 66 inches
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