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Claudia Keep, Central Park in the Snow, 2025, Oil on Masonite
panel, bespoke artist frame, 10 x 12 inches. Courtesy of Claudia
Keep & MARCH

On pushing through even when you don't feel
inspired

Painter Claudia Keep discusses the importance of practice,
working with the personal and universal, and making work in
the way that works for you

As a painter, I think about painting as a site
where anything can happen. I also feel that way
distinctly in New York City more than any oth-
er place. Your recent show New York consists
of intimate oil paintings of various scenes—the
skyline, a bedroom at night, a piano player on
stage, clouds over the Hudson. How did you get
started painting, and how did you come to New
York?

Painting is something that has been a part of my
life for a really long time. I always drew pictures
and was very visual, but I think my first paint-

ing as an attempt at something artistic instead of
entertainment or part of a game or some story was
when I was 11. I started taking plein air painting

classes and that was the first time that I did observational painting from life, and I kept doing that. I was
taking art classes in high school, [and continued] to take classes outside of high school up until college. In
college I thought I would major in art history because I just didn’t know what I wanted to do, and major-
ing in art seemed so uncertain and just an impossibility. So I started as a history of art major, and then my
painting professor was like, “Claudia, what are you doing? That’s such a bad decision. You should change

it” So then I was like, “okay;” and I changed it.

I really liked painting but I didnt really see myself as doing it professionally until, I guess, after gradua-
tion. I felt lost. I moved to Maine and was working for this friend who’s a sculptor, and I hadn't painted
for a year and a half or something. He was having success as an artist, so I was like, maybe I should try
doing this. And then I felt like I had to reteach myself to paint again after school.

I’'m struck by plein air painting at 11! What was your landscape back then?

I grew up primarily in Pennsylvania, so it was a very Pennsylvania landscape impressionist school. So it
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was not formal but your standard impressionist—realist, but a little smushy. I think as a young person, so
many people are captivated by trying to render something. I remember just being like, “I want to make

it look real” And then that once you realize that’s just a skill, then you're like, “I need to make it look like
my vision.” I think the benefit of starting so early was that a lot of the technical things of painting became
reflexive and second nature, so then I could focus more on what I wanted to paint and the hand instead
of thinking about “how do I mix this color?” Not that I don’t think about those things, but I wasn' like,
“how do I make oil paint behave?” because I had been doing that for a long time.

I grew up mostly in the easternmost part of Pennsylvania, so it’s an hour and a half away from New York.
My father and mother were really into cultural things, so we would come to the city a lot when I was
young. For as long as I can remember, it struck me as somewhere that made me feel really alive and really
good. And I didn’t know exactly what that was, but I guess I felt part of something in a way that I didn’t
where I was growing up. And of course it was glamorous and anything that I could imagine myself doing
was sort of New York centric. I was like, maybe I'll be a fashion designer, as so many young girls want to
do, or work with magazines, museums, all of it. I think I just was enchanted with it early on. Then once

I got into painting, that is so obviously New York centric, it became a goal to save money and move to
New York and try to make it.

I relate to visiting the city as a kid and feeling that way, too.

Totally. I've always felt oppressed in more suburban rural areas by expectation and people’s feelings of
safety. New York is somewhere where I felt like people didn't have to adhere to those things. And I guess
I never had goals of the house and the kids and the car, so New York was some identifiable place where
people did other things and achieved amazing things.

Now you're painting it from the inside. Some of them feel like love letters.

Yeah, very much so. I don’t have any illusions about it. It’s also a very difficult place, and I've struggled
here in different areas, but I think it still remains a very aspirational place. I think even though I see the
things that make it difficult, I still maintain this love for it, and I see the beauty. Something I like about
it also is I've always been very drawn to contrast and everything all at once. It’s super abject and really
terrible in ways here, but then all of that misery or dirtiness or whatever is next to something that’s in-
credible, some amazing painting or something that’s so beautiful and luxurious. It’s painful, but it’s also so
interesting to me.

Yes, and there’s contrast in the public and private, inside and outside happening within your work,
and you as the painter inhabiting both of these realms, too. How do you contend with the alone
time and solitude required to make your work?

I dont know that I'm doing a good job of it. I think that’s something that’s so difficult about painting, but

that’s also intrinsic to it. Both the physical act of making the painting in the studio and then also the con-
ceiving of it and just having that time to think about it and decide what I'm going to paint. It’s difficult to
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contend with the solitude. It can be uncomfortable. Painting is hard and I don't even know why it’s hard,
but I think a lot of it has to do with the solitude and being by yourself and having to make every decision.

It’s not collaborative.

Yeah. I like that about painting and I do like being alone, and I like the freedom of it. But yeah, it is a
challenge and I think it might be an inherent discomfort, and I dont know if there’s anything to do about
it. [laughs] Of course I try to see people and it’s nice when you have a show or something and people see
what you've been working on in solitude.

Yes, like “oh, that’s where you’ve been!”

Yeah, exactly. That’s very satisfying and it feels like a completion of your thoughts and your work. But
yeah, I think it’s just a difficult thing about it and it’s hard to describe to people who don't experience it
themselves. I don't know, maybe it’s sick, but sometimes I feel like it makes the painting better. [laughs]
Maybe that’s perverse, but sometimes a little bit of distress...gives it some poignancy, or something.

It better! [laughs]

Yeah, it better, because it’s hard! I don't really know why. It just is. I think it’s really difficult to be gen-
erative all the time. And I think to be a painter and not just somebody who makes work when they’re
inspired, is to push through not feeling inspired at all, and to do it anyway.

Yeah, what do you do on those days?

I try to have an album of to-do pictures on my phone, so if I'm feeling uninspired, I'll go through that. Or
I'll go through my whole photo roll.

Eek!

Yeah, it’s really upsetting, actually, to relive your life over and over again. [laughs] And then when I'm feel-
ing really stuck, I'll return to certain subjects that I know always make me feel good for whatever reason.
Painting a road is always going to make me feel good. It’s satisfying, it’s easy, it always comes together
compositionally. Then there are some days where it’s just not working and I try and fail. There’s a lot of
failure.

And then you go to the movies or something?

No, but that’s such a good idea.

Yeah! Go sit in the dark.
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I wallow. But I should do that.
Do you have a typical routine?

Yeah, I guess it’s not super strict. But I usually get up and eat breakfast, listen to the news. Sometimes I'll
go for a run and then start painting late morning and usually paint until five or six. I'm really not a night
person. I just think it’s so unsustainable and all my decisions really slow down. If I'm in the middle of
something, I have pulled all-nighters for paintings if I have to, but I think it’s better to do during business
hours.

I get that. I do sort of enjoy the delirium of a few late nights toward the end of a deadline.

I get that, too. It feels really romantic or something, and you feel like you have the freedom and that
ability to do whatever you want. I think it’s nice to have the intensity sometimes. I think it depends on
what the painting is, too. If you really know what youre doing, I think it’s fine to work later, but it’s hard
to make a lot of decisions.

Claudia Keep, Borzoi, in the West Village, 2023, oil on Masonite panel, bespoke artist frame, 10 x
12 inches. Courtesy of Claudia Keep & MARCH
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One thing I have noted in your work is both the specificity and generality across your titles. For
instance, some scenes include the time of day, like Bedroom, 11:10 PM. But there’s also the pan-
orama of the NYC skyline titled Cityscape.

That specificity and generality are two things I'm very interested in. And yeah, I do work all from photos
I take on my phone that gives us a time stamp. I was even thinking, how I would like to attach the tem-
perature to a picture? I wish our phones had that as a feature. I feel like I never want more features, but
that’s something I would like, a time stamp with the temperature.

I'm really interested in how the more specific and the more personal I get or one gets, it becomes almost
counter-intuitively more universal and more general and more relatable because my work is about the
thing that’s painted, but it’s also about a person, me, seeing the thing and experiencing it. I think that my
life is not really so different from other people’s lives. My experiences are shared, and I think that in that
hyperspecificity, people find points of connection. You'e like, yes, on Wednesday, in February, I've seen
the sky like this before. Or when I'm in bed at 10 A.M., this is how it looks. And I think that’s interesting,
or that’s what I've been drawn to in other work, I guess, or just in the world.

I love that. The work is different, but On Kawara comes to mind immediately.

I love that. I think it’s a similar spirit. As painters, were playing on this world of known entities because
weTe in culture and society where everything has a connotation, everything’s loaded. And even if it’s not
specifically about something, when you put it in there, then it gives somebody an opportunity to make
something out of it. With On Kawara, people want their birthday. Dates become so loaded: the day
someone died or the day someone was born or your anniversary. Maybe I'll have a feeling about some-
thing, but I think people really project things into work, and I think that’s interesting. I do the same.

Me too.

My camera roll is the closest thing to a sketch practice I have. I don't really draw. I'm not very good at
planning in advance.

In general?

In general. I'm never going to print something out or make a list of exactly what I want to do.

There’s something interesting about the speed and immediacy of the phone snapshot in prepara-
tion for painting versus the slower painting process. What is your painting set up like?

I make my work on the floor. I work at home in the second bedroom. So I have a drop cloth and the
palette box that people say is too small. And then I work on panel and I'll prop the panel on the lip of the
palette box, and I sit on the floor usually on my knees and paint, so it’s down, downward over the surface.
I work at a small scale, so that helps it be immediate. But I think the technical effect that I aim for ne-
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cessitates painting quite quickly because I want the paint to be wet on wet, and the way I want the paint
to smoosh together, for lack of a better word, needs to be all at once. So I think that speed and physical
closeness to the work comes across.

Claudia Keep, Tes, 2025, Oil on Masonite panel, bespoke artist frame, 10 x 12 inches. Courtesy of Claudia
Keep & MARCH

Definitely. Another thing I really respond to in your work is the limited palette.

I think coming from a foundation of plein air painting that was really heavy on impressionism, youre
taught to put color in everything and everybody’s like, “the shadow isn’t blue, it’s purple. That’s actually
red, the ocean is red, and the blue is so red”” [laughs] That was such a great education, but then I realized
I actually wanted to pull it way back and be so much more thoughtful. Learning to paint, I was very re-
active. Youe just putting the color in as you experience it. Actually composing an image and being more
thoughtful about it-to me, it’s just stronger to have fewer colors.
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I think the strongest is to just have three colors and then to really reserve the color for where you need
to or for emphasis. And I think it’s reductive chromatically, but also my style is reductive. I am simpli-
tying. It’s not hyper-realism by any means. So I think it’s part of that, of reducing the composition and
reducing the color to really essential elements.

I’'m thinking back to your 11-year-old plein-air painting self. What would you say to younger art-
ists?

I think you just have to do it a lot. You have to do the thing that you want to be good at a lot. And I think
that seems so obvious, but it’s not. It’s practice. I think people are always like, “I'm not good at painting,’
or whatever. And it’s really practice and it’s also training for your eye. The way I see things now and the
way that I process an image now is a skill that I've practiced. You really have to look at things, and I think
where youre looking and where youre putting your time is what youre going to be the best at. I think

in school, I felt so uncomfortable with how the professors are always like, “You have to explode this....so
this is a nice painting.... so what?” Always “so what?” Which, it is good to be pushed, but having to come
up with a concept feels so false. I think that maybe starting with some point of familiarity or what you
like, I feel like that’s a more true way to get to whatever you'e trying to say. I don't know if that’s right.

I went to Catholic school my whole life until I went to art school. It took me a while in art school
to realize I could push back against whatever the instructor suggested. I was so used to another
way.

It took me forever, and then you really revel in it. Therere so many rules that I was taught that I break
now, and I guess I'm thankful for the rules because it’s a good education. I think people don't realize how
important it is to have something to push against. [ Laughs] Growing up with liberal parents, for instance,
you don't realize that boundaries are really important, and then when you get to break them, you can
break them in really important intentional ways.

Working from photographs was something we were told not to do, it always had to be from life. So many
rules about color and size and even material, even back to the way I'm set up—it is absolutely not what

I was taught to do, but it’s what works. You don't have to have the rabbit skin glue and the glass palette—
whatever works so that you can do it. Because also, nobody cares if you do it, so it has to work for you.
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