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I love flowers Id love to have the whole place swimming in roses
God of heaven theres nothing like nature the wild mountains then
the sea and the waves rushing then the beautiful country with the

fields of oats and wheat and all kinds of things and all the fine cattle 
going about that would do your heart good to see rivers and lakes
and flowers all sorts of shapes and smells and colours springing up

even out of the ditches primroses and violets nature it is

James Joyce, Ulysses
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My first glimpse of a Joan Snyder painting occurred a couple of 
decades ago – not in a gallery but on the page of a book or magazine. 
Here was little more than a glossy, miniaturised reproduction of the 
real thing, and yet I was immediately drawn to its strange abundance. 
Who knows which painting it was; after so many years, and seeing 
so many other paintings since, I have a composite Snyder preserved 
in my memory, still churning away with all the fleshiness, energy, 
control, freedom and entropy characteristic of her work. In my 
mind’s eye I see flowers floating on a river of cold magma, pouring 
forward from a dark, greenish background, as if erupting from some 
lush underworld, a tiny, flat rectangle surging off the page like a dark 
celebration of life, or maybe more than life, pulsing with its own 
distinctive force.   
 In her conversation with Mary Schneider Enriquez, published 
in this book, the artist describes how she gets many of her ideas –
or maybe it’s more a state of being than an idea – while at concerts, 
filling sketchbooks with marks and words while the music flows 
through her consciousness. The description of her process brought 
to mind Debussy’s wish for his scores to sound as though improvised 
while performed, a sensation you might also get in front of one of 
Snyder’s canvases: the work seems to come into being while you look 
at it, growing organically across the canvas.  
 Look at Heart of the Fugue, where a burgundy heart – 
fluttering, as if animated with lines of scraped paint – occupies the 
centre of a diptych, its energy echoing into a range of tones, colours, 
splodges, flowers, and all the little uneven rectangles, sharp sections 
of colour that dot the painting like notes rising from the background 
rumble of the orchestra. Rose & Vine shows, at the far right, a square
of pinkish-purple pigment with the worlds ‘THE END’ scrawled 
into its wet surface. Even if the painting looks like a summary of 
Snyder’s life as a painter, with the full repertoire of gesture and 
image, including roses, grids, drips, grapes, burlap, circles, this 
painting is manifestly not ‘the end’, nor does it really have an 
endpoint. Everywhere it hints at the fragility of our mortal flesh 
while celebrating its pleasures, and the work continually renews itself 
with a vibrantly unstable energy. A Snyder painting eschews a single 

viewpoint or focus, opting instead for a shifting, fertile plane, which 
the viewer reassembles in his or her memory and imagination. I see 
now, decades later, that the strange abundance I detected in that flat 
rectangle on the page, a painting I’ll never remember, depicted a 
fusion of flesh and courage. 
 After the triumphant appearance of Joan Snyder’s early 
‘stroke’ painting Smashed Strokes Hope (1971) in Epic Abstraction 
at the Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, and with it her 
acknowledgement as a hugely important voice in contemporary 
American painting, it’s a great honour for everyone at Blain|Southern 
to present Rosebuds & Rivers, Joan Snyder’s first solo exhibition
in the UK. 



Ecce Femina: Joan Snyder
Rhonda Lieberman

Rhonda Lieberman, a Contributing Editor at Artforum, is a NY-based 
writer and artist.  

Edited by Sarah Lehrer-Graiwer, Pep Talk 7: The Rhonda Lieberman 
Reader (2018) is a big fat compilation of her work in the trenches 
in and around the Art World, Academia, Consumer Culture and 
Inequality since 1989.
 
Critic Gilda Williams opines in Frieze: “Long-awaited binge-read 
(from a) virtuoso wordsmith ... The Rhonda Lieberman Reader is the 
answer to our prayers … I never want to meet her.”
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I love how Painters, instead of slowing down (like say, figure skaters) 
can really kick ass in their ’70s.  They know their way around the 
block - and the picture plane! –they have learned, as Nietzsche 
exhorted to all free spirits: “How to become what you are”.  There’s  
a depth that draws from decades of practice.  And a sprezzatura: 
 “To become what one is, one must not have the faintest notion what 
one is.”  (Ecce Homo) 

Ecce Femina:  Joan Snyder! Strong, witchy, and fresh, these recent 
tableaux (made between 2010 – 2018) are cherries on the sundae 
of Joan Snyder’s formidable career.  And promise many more 
confections to come.

(Oh g-d I hate art blather, don’t you??  Thomas Bernhard notes in 
Old Masters: “Listening to an art historian we feel sick, he said, by 
listening to an art historian we see the art he is twaddling about 
being ruined, with the twaddle of the art historian art shrivels and  
is ruined….” Yes, the author’s mouthpiece is a grouch.  But what 
about Dore Ashton?  the big-name critic opined in a late interview: 
“I never read art criticism, ever … They were just sort of pseudo-
writers, me included, I guess.”)

The more effective the painting, the more superfluous the 
commentary.

My plight in Snyder’s Brooklyn studio, when she showed me these 
gorgeous pieces.  I drank in the luscious colors, the sensuous drips 
blobs and gashes of paint, the juicy brushstrokes: their magisterial 
thing-ness.

 “What you want with a painting,” I blurted out, “is a complete failure 
of language.  Then you hire some shmoe to apply words to it ... ”  

 “ … like music.  Like writing about B-flat,” she sympathized, “It’s a 
completely different language.  How do you talk about this?  I have  
no idea.”

Yet one presses on.

(I can usually rely on peevishness to motor me (if need be) - but  
this must be positive …
The paintings are beautiful.  Plus I don’t dislike Joan at all!  She 
couldn’t be nicer.  
I don’t even have a political axe to grind here.  I’m afraid this piece 
has to be way more discreet than my usual, v. appreciative and 
without my usual, um, malice - which adds the spice … ) 

Since the early ‘70s, Snyder’s singularity and her position in art 
history have been well-documented by mavens like Marcia Tucker, 
Carl Belz, Hayden Herrera, Roberta Smith, Jenni Sorkin, and 
Norman Kleeblatt, who deemed JS’s oeuvre: “a trajectory that is at 
once intimate diaristic and overtly operatic”.  Reviewing Snyder’s 
survey at The Jewish Museum (1969-2005), Mark Stevens wrote: 
“She’s one of our pagans … she seems to call upon something 
visceral, vital, and ancient, as if she just doesn’t have time for the 
ironies of the moment.”

Most recently, Molly Snyder-Fink, Snyder’s daughter, offers a 
heartfelt memoir that is hard to beat as an indispensable guide to 
her mother’s ‘journey as an artist’ in the Woman’s Art Journal (Fall/
Winter issue 2018): “My mother has spoken of being at an altar when 
she paints. “It is the altar I go to face myself.” And “Art,” she says, 
“became a form of worship.  Those were my shrines.”  As I write,  
a Snyder (Smashed Strokes Hope, 1971) commands a wall in the  
Valhalla of post-war largescale abstraction, the current survey of  
Epic Abstraction at The Metropolitan Museum in New York, taking  
her place amongst the blue-chip set (with the odd omission, we 
agreed, of the superb Lee Krasner). 

Informed as always by the early grid paintings, this latest selection, 
Rosebuds & Rivers serves up Snyder’s strong assertion of the picture 
plane and the materiality of the paint with an overall pastoral vibe.  
Motifs like roses, rivers, breast-blossoms, blood red gashes, and 



hearts, child-like scrawls of the female body, a sprinkling of words 
(‘really’ ‘me’ ‘you’ ‘you’re fucking kidding me’), confuse abstract Art 
with an earthy idyll where ripeness is all (and death looms lightly, in 
one work, as a sketchy skeleton).  Exalted sentiment is apostrophized: 
‘OH FATAL CURSE OF RAGE’ (in Really), ‘OH TERROR AND 
ASTONISHMENT’ (in Powdered Pearls).  

Each painting a complicated event like a tree, running water, or a 
fugue -- makes you feel the passion and pathos of embodiment; the 
surface roils with non-human incident (strokes, drips, splotches) that 
moots any attempt to translate its oomph into language.  One can 
only use metaphor.  It would take a Proust to be up to the task here.  
Surely enough, after she painted Summer Fugue, Snyder read a passage 
from Swann’s Way where she recognized the ‘dark underworld’ she 
had depicted (in the last panel of that triptych).  A flowery passage, 
where Proust’s narrator describes the ‘aquatic horticulture’ of a 
shimmering country stream.  There, in his perma-revery: “ … 
I learned there was another precise spot on the earth where the 
opening lay, in ancient times, of the entrance to the Underworld.” 

As Proust conjured a riverbank of words, Snyder’s paintings are 
not depictions, but their own reality.  The materiality of the paint 
and references to flatness (appended doodads, the drippy hand-
prints) assert themselves through Snyder’s earthy motifs to weird 
and powerful effect.  In the micro-climate of each piece thrive 
ambiguities where a blob can be an abstract blossom or a boob, a 
soul, an orifice, a word, as well as just paint.  Snyder’s post-minimal 
chops remind us: the canvas can be figurative and literal: the picture 
plane, a landscape and/or a grid; a depth, as well as a surface.  For 
extra literal-ness: hand-prints mark the surface on some canvases, 
others are affixed with witchy stuff like herbs, papier-mâché bits, 
burlap, dried flowers and dirt and glitter, textured bulges (that might 
be fruit or seeds). 

On Floating Soul, Snyder said, “These are all Chinese herbs.  It felt 
like a wailing wall.  Little notes attached to the painting, like a 

performance almost.”  In Amor Matris white blossom-breasts budded 
with sanguine nipples might flower, or spew blood instead of milk: 
mother-love indeed.

A glossy blue wave wiggles across the canvas in The River Becomes A 
Room.  We are reminded the picture is ‘a river’ and a wall, as well as 
painted marks, playfully including the artist’s hand print: a ‘room’ 
is pictorial space (and vice versa).  Artificial and real.  Proserpina or 
Persephone, Snyder says, “comes from a Kate McGarrigle song, 
her last, about the myth of Proserpina. In that myth Hades forcibly 
abducts Proserpina and brings her to the underground 1/3 of the 
year.  Ceres, her mother, searches in vain, turning the fields into 
stone and threatening to destroy the earth in her desperation to get 
her daughter back.”  Proserpina uses scrawled words to moving effect, 
invoking ‘EARTH’ and ‘STONE’ – as the grieving earth-mother-
goddess neglected the crops – in a lush layered field of drips and 
brushstrokes: the world of mourning is the paint world (that  
we share, as viewers), where beauty can flower from sadness.   
In Wallflowers, rosy blobs and splotchy rectangles playfully refer to  
the picture plane and the frame.

A key to Snyder’s oeuvre, the through-line really, is what she said 
about Lines and Strokes, 1969:

“I knew while I was doing it that I had made a breakthrough. I was 
painting paint strokes.  The strokes became a physical reality, not an 
illusion.”  (Hayden Herrara, Joan Snyder: Seven Years of Work, Purchase, 
NY Neuberger Museum, State University of NY, Purchase, 1978, 8.) 

With that, it was easy to imagine the mature artist, white hair 
and spectacles, at work with the seriousness of a child at play, 
investing her marks with abstract ‘narrative’.  This Art Altar Snyder 
enters, this sacred space she conjures, is the ‘transitional space’ 
between outer and inner worlds described by psychoanalyst Donald 
Winnicott: the undefined zone between the child’s imagination and 
the ‘real world’ that is the wellspring of creativity.  Wielding the 
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formal chops of a modern master, she invites us, too, to experience 
this palpable zone between inner and outer life.  A strange and 
generative place where the stuff of revery comes from the depths – 
and the surface - and retains its mystery.  It might be orchestrated 
into a wish, e.g.  Can We Turn Our Rage to Poetry (1985).  The paintings 
invite us to contemplate.  Not to explain them!

As I sat with these gorgeous paintings, loathing art-speak (are you 
still with me?), I recalled a great comment by an analyst friend, Peter 
Canning, who observed:  “It’s the artists who teach themselves how 
to wipe the ‘screen’ clean of clichés and images and get down to 
‘rendering sensation’ – like an antidote to media sensationalism.”   
A hotline to the ‘real’ – whatever that is.

Back on planet earth…
On a crystalline day in January, I shlepped to a studio visit in Park 
Slope: echt-Brooklyn, now precious and gentrified.  Advised to take 
‘the prettier route’ from the subway, I passed enviable brownstones, 
to Snyder’s cozy house still enviable, on a slightly funkier block, 
where her studio, a former carriage house, ‘will make you weep’, 
as promised by a mutual artist-friend, who was only half-kidding.  
Snyder’s manner: open, solid, hospitable, forthcoming about past  
and present struggles with the art world, and the art world boy’s 
club.  (I should be so under-recognized as this MacArthur Fellow!)   
It is clear her kind eyes are focused on the work at hand (this show, 
this catalog, taking the temperature of our conversation … sensitive 
to my hesitation.  I arrived already daunted: what could I possibly add 
to the impressive pile of catalogs she had provided documenting her 
decades-long practice? Plus the icing on the cake: Molly’s memoir 
about her feminist artist-mother, raising her as a single parent in a 
Little Italy loft, as she ‘delivered’ herself, as well, through her work: 
“when I read Molly’s essay, I cried,” Joan kvelled, “Now I can die.”

A few steps behind the house, the airy, white, sky-lit studio: Snyder’s 
sanctum sanctorum.  One passes through a pretty rock garden with a 
koi pond (“there when we moved in”.) Brilliant orange fish darted 

about under netting to repel local Brooklyn raccoons.  The resident 
cat, a grey senior named Atticus, checked me out and padded along.
Indeed an idyllic set up – the fruit of years of practice, focus, 
determination, and devotion -- where the artist, in her vigorous  
‘70s, reaps an abundant harvest in life and in art.

At the Altar

Often while listening to music in the studio or at a concert: “I go 
into a deep state –” Snyder explains, “figuring out what I’m going 
to be doing next.”  She communes with the sublime: Bach cantatas 
are a favorite.  Pulls out a sketchbook to show how she gets started: 
curlicue scribbles with notes for color, and little notations that are 
dated, e.g. ‘Nov. 17, yes’, ‘yes, Dec. 17’, etc.  She goes back again 
and again to evaluate the sketch and only goes forward if she gets  
like five ‘yesses’ on different dates: “I don’t have words for them.   
It’s coming from a whole other place – certainly not intellectual.”

Of course, we talked about ‘the art world’.

When we first met at a symposium to honor curator Norman 
Kleeblatt, we had bonded as fellow hermits. 

She goes to friends’ openings: “When I met Maggie I’d say ‘I really 
should go to more openings.’ ”  

Maggie said: “On your death bed, will you really ask yourself ‘should 
I have gone to more Leo Castelli openings?’ ”

(Molly’s other primary parent is Maggie Cammer, a retired NY State 
judge, Snyder’s partner for 31 years). 

We chuckled.   

The glass ceiling (the art market, and the art world) can be a 
bummer.



JS: “When I walk into the studio that all vanishes - doesn’t mean  
I’m not aware of it.”

Molly, who lives nearby, joins us for lunch.  We eat take-out sushi 
at the long solid table in the open kitchen. Cloth napkins. Lovely 
ceramic dishes.  

It seemed apt to discuss feminism – for the record.

As forthcoming as her mother, Molly brought up her father (Larry 
Fink, the photographer, Joan’s ex-husband), who cannily observed: 
Snyder’s feminism is “not coming from an intellectual place.  (It’s 
more) personal, organic – (it comes) from an inside place, a very 
organic place.” 

Like her painting.

She told a story about travelling to Massachusetts in the 70’s, staying 
with her art dealers, plus four male painters.  
The guys took a day trip to the museum in Boston and didn’t think  
to invite her: “That says it all.”

Amused, Molly said her father told her that back in the day, men 
approached him re: Vanishing Theatre/The Cut, a painting with a 
vaginal-like wound and fake fur. 
They asked him if she was good in bed!

Joan laughed and said it wasn’t about that.  They never got it.

In Lipshtick a sketchy grid vivified with lips, vaginal gashes hearts 
crimson stains plus ‘grapes’ (a bunch of purple circles as well as the 
word), Snyder points out an incongruous note: ‘you bastard’ scrawled 
amidst the airy composition. While working on this piece, Snyder 
said, she’d been distressed about a family drama: “And then (I’d go 
into the studio) and end up making the most sublime paintings.  
Very happy I am able to do that.”

Snyder sees her paintings as ‘narratives’.  She likes to ‘put everything 
in’.

While Snyder’s altar is a sanctuary from worldly cares, it taps them 
for fuel.  ‘That’s my child’ scrawls the worried mother on her 
abstract tableau, more grist for the painting mill.  A paradoxical 
affirmation. 

Like Nietzsche’s Dionysus, who says ‘Yes’ to life, and with it, every 
pain and pleasure: ‘amor fati’.  Snyder includes it all in her dance –  
and is grateful.  

(I envy that!  How wonderful, to take your pain and mishegoss –  
and instead of kvetching, craft it into a beautiful and pricey objet.)

These paintings are beautiful, I tell her.  I really have nothing to add!

“Visual language, it’s not a verbal language,” Snyder adds herself,  
“It comes not without a lot of discipline and focus.”
 
Perhaps my favorite painting, Rose & Vine reminds me of Florine 
Stettheimer, I tell her.  The goofy gay roses, the panoramic wide-
angle format, somehow decorative, frou frou colors and antic space 
filled with incident.  Powerful push-pull surface is pure rock ‘n roll: 
like a femme Hans Hofmann.  On the farright side: a red square 
designates ‘The End’, as if the abstraction reads like a text.  

Snyder: “She (Florine Stettheimer) puts everything in – very 
cinematic.  Doesn’t want to leave anything out” (delayed reaction):  
“I guess that was a compliment?”

I would say so!  I smile.  (Is there a non-flattering way to interpret 
a comparison to Florine Stettheimer?)  She’s great.  And so is Joan 
Snyder!

*
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“You can’t avoid the formal issues.  I deal with them all the time.  
But that isn’t what my work is about. It’s always about something 
else.”  JS from (Michael Walls, Joan Snyder, SF: San Francisco Art 
Institute, 1979, 16.)

*
Checking in with me days later.  Snyder sounds genuinely relieved 
when I tell her I love the paintings:  

“That is so terrific and wonderful to hear! As artists we live with a 
lot of insecurity, I go between being madly in love with the paintings 
and then wondering...what the hell am I doing? Well it’s a longer 
conversation than this...a lot going thru my mind these days as I seem 
to be one of those almost 80 year old women who people seem to be 
acknowledging...like the Met museum, etc ... the work, even more. 
I can never complain about my career. It’s been steady and really 
enviable and the work has been steady … my paintings are can be 
tough and people really have to fall in love w them. They don’t buy 
them to decorate or invest...bla bla bla.
Can’t wait to read what you write!! 
xxxooo

Ecce Femina, Joan Snyder!



Summer Fugue
2010
Overall dimensions: 182.9 x 331.5 cm
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Proserpina
2013
Overall dimensions: 121.9 x 304.8 cm



17



Winter Rose
2013
137.2 x 76.2 cm
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Rose Grid
2014
121.9 x 137.2 cm
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Small Rose Altar
2014
Overall dimensions: 22.9 x 81.3 cm
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Really
2015
91.4 x 304.8 cm
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Amor Matris
2015
Overall dimensions: 167.6 x 214.6 cm
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Heart of the Fugue
2016
Overall dimensions: 106.7 x 274.3 cm
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Womansong
2016
152.4 x 137.2 cm
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Wallflowers
2016
Overall dimensions: 167.6 x 193 cm
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Song Cycle 6 for Molly
2016
137.2 x 152.4 cm
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Take 5
2017
Overall dimensions: 25.4 x 50.2 cm
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Yellow Figure
2017
127 x 96.5 cm
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Fragments of A Soul
2018
Overall dimensions: 127 x 396.2 cm
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Floating Soul
2018
121.9 x 132.1 cm
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Little Bark Beach
2018
61 x 76.2 cm
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Milk & Rosebuds
2018
127 x 96.5 cm
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The River Becomes A Room
2018
127 x 177.8 cm
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Rose & Vine
2018
Overall dimensions: 81.3 x 325.1 cm
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Celadon & Silk
2018
Overall dimensions: 121.9 x 182.9 cm
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Mary Schneider Enriquez
and Joan Snyder in conversation

Mary Schneider Enriquez is the Houghton Associate Curator of 
Modern and Contemporary Art at the Harvard Art Museums. 
Exhibitions curated at the Harvard Art Museums include Fernando 
Bryce: The Book of Needs (2018); Nam June Paik: Screen Play (2018); Doris 
Salcedo: the Materiality of Mourning (2016) and Mark Rothko’s Harvard 
Murals (2014). As an independent curator, Mary co-curated Geometric 
Abstraction: Latin American Art from the Patricia Phelps de Cisneros Collection 
in 2001 at the Harvard Art Museums and Robert Matta: Making the 
Invisible Visible in 2004 at the McMullen Museum at Boston College. 
She received her Doctorate in the History of Art and Architecture at 
Harvard writing her dissertation on the work of Colombian artist, 
Doris Salcedo.
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Joan: Let me talk a little bit about my 
own process. Rose & Vine. That painting 
was inspired by a Philip Glass concert that 
we went to in Amsterdam in 2014. I knew 
Philip many, many years ago when he was 
our plumber on Mulberry Street. 

Mary: How utterly fantastic, and indicative 
of both your world and the nature of NYC. 

Joan: Maggie and I were flying to 
Amsterdam and Philip ended up sitting in 
the seat next to me and invited us to this 
absolutely fabulous concert. I was thinking 
about it this morning, there’s something 
about going to concerts, and usually it’s 
classical and vocal, or, as in this case, Philip, 
the minute I’m there I tap into something 

deep inside. I tap into my painting process 
in a way that I can’t do anywhere else. I 
bring my sketchbooks or I draw on the 
programme. I start from wherever I was 
last; often my small sketches are a few years 
ahead of what’s going on in my painting. I’ve 
known that for years. Somehow the minute 
the music begins, I’m sitting and listening, 
and painting ideas start flowing. That’s really 
what happens to me. 

Mary: May I interrupt? When you say you 
come back to your sketchbook perhaps after 
a year, do you return to the same drawing 
that you had started before and add to it as 
you listen to Philip Glass or whomever?  
Or is it a new page in the book? 

Joan: I will open a new page in the book 
and start with an idea from the music. As 
I sit and listen, I often go through almost 
every drawing in that book. I go to concerts 
and I actually am working although for me 
it’s pure pleasure. I’m in a meditative state. 
My paintings may look totally spontaneous, 
which they are once I am in there working. 
But it often takes a few years before I actually 
can begin a painting.

Mary: Which I notice you date and add 
notes to. 

Joan: I look at the sketches again and again, 
I write ‘yes’. I look again at a later date, I say 
‘yes’, all the yes entries are dated. In other 
words, if I haven’t said yes to something 

many times I don’t make that painting … 
I’m just not ready to make it. The painting, 
Rose Grid came from this sketch. 

Mary: Which is over at least three years.  
I see dates from 2013 to 2015. 

Joan: Rose & Vine was originally going to 
be called ‘Endless Roses’ because of the 
endless repetition in Philip’s music … it 
inspired me to think about what a painting 
of endless roses would be like. The concert 
in Amsterdam, aside from a lot of Philip’s 
music, had an amazing poet, Mike Garry, 
performing, reading his own work … and a 
magnificent harp piece. 

Mary: I’ve noticed that the titles of some 
of the pieces you were listening to are also 
in here. Do you title your work in process or 
before or does it really depend on the work? 

Joan: The titles are sometimes hard to 
conjure up. And often one will come easily. Philip Glass program sketch, 2014

Rose Grid sketch, 2013



Many years ago, when I was married to 
Larry Fink, we used to sit in my studio in 
Martins Creek, smoke pot and make up titles 
for paintings. We came up with Heart On, 
a painting that had valentine candy boxes 
glued to it. Titles happen in different ways. 
Maybe something I’m reading will inspire a 
title. Sometimes I don’t want a title to give 
too much away. Yellow Figure, for example. 
It’s really three figures with a story attached. 
But I decided to call it Yellow Figure. Just leave 
it at that, don’t need to say more. 

Mary: There’s a lyricism to that, a kind of 
poetry because by not being too deliberate in 
the title you’re allowing this nuance for the 
viewer to determine what you are sharing. 

Mary: May we go back to the process again? 
As you were doing sketches and preparing 

for whatever work you create over a couple 
of years, or more, do you also choose your 
materials? Because one of the especially 
fascinating things about your work is that 
there is this mix of the unexpected, whether 
it’s herbs and dried plants or pigment or 
burlap or fluids you pour on the surface. 
There’s this surprising and totally seductive 
mix of materials. Are these deliberate 
choices considered over time or do they 
evolve as you create? 

Joan: If you look at the drawings closely, 
I often name colors and I often will write 
burlap or silk, rosebuds, rose hips; I do 
pre-think the feeling of a painting and what 
it might have in it. That doesn’t mean that 
things don’t change, that I won’t substitute 
materials; it won’t be exactly the way I might 
have thought about it. But when I’m thinking 
about a painting and making sketches and 
in the early process, I do have an idea that 
this is going to have dried flowers and this 
is going to have some silk lying beneath the 
dried flowers or this painting is going to 
have glitter. At the beginning, sketches do 

have the whole flavour of the painting for 
me. I can look at the sketch and almost see 
the painting. And then of course different 
things happen once I’m working large and 
once I’m working with the real materials. 
Things change. Then I just go with the flow 
with whatever is happening. But I often 
look back at a drawing and remind myself of 
what I wanted to accomplish. That’s really 
the way my process works. When you think 
about all the different materials I use, it does 
seem kind of crazy. And the palette is not 
only figured out in the sketches but it’s often 
figured out at the art supply store. 

Mary: Really. 

Joan: Oh yes. From the very beginning, 
shopping at Pearl Paint on Canal Street, fifty 
years ago, when it was just a house paint 
hardware store with a few tubes of oil paint. 
I would go in there and see colors I would 
want for a particular painting, which in the 
early days included canned spray paint … 
and really figure out the palette right there at 
the store. To this day, I continue to work like 
this which is probably why I have so much 
paint. Even now, I buy a new batch of paint 
for maybe every three or four new paintings. 

Mary: So, for example, in the painting 
that we have at the Harvard Art Museums, 
Summer Orange, were the vibrant oranges and 
greens that enliven that canvas, chosen at 
the art supply store? Do you take pigment 
samples home and try them out? 

Endless Roses sketch, 2014

Heart On, 1975
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Joan: No, you just buy paint, you spend 
money and go home and use them. That’s 
the way it works. I’m sure I chose my colors 
for Summer Orange at Pearl Paint. It has quite 
a bit of spray paint in it.

Mary: So when you look at your different 
canvases, in each case, back to your point 
again about the sketchbook, you’ve thought 
in advance about the colors, just as you’ve 
thought about the image? Or does some 
of that change as you start describing, 
for example, the three different bodies 
in Yellow Figure. Had you decided your 
colors in advance? I ask because the central 
figure is described with a crusty, palpable 
pigment and the other figures are rendered 
in a more fluid paint. Each hue conveys 
these figures as distinct but gently blurred 
together. 

Joan: I didn’t have a sketch for that 
painting. The central figure comes straight 
from the Giacometti show that I saw at Tate 
Modern in London. 

Mary: The resemblance is vivid. 

Joan: I placed the Giacometti figure in 
the middle on top of a bigger figure in 
the background. This wasn’t planned 
beforehand. And then suddenly I am painting 
a figure with a skeleton head, which is the 
yellow figure. I notice that behind the yellow 
figure there’s that fleshy larger figure. I look 
at it. And what do I think? Well that’s got to 
be me and Molly and Giacometti. I realize 
that the Giacometti figure is Molly as well, 
of course. And I’ve written something … 
which is blurred out. I can’t read it.  

Joan: And then with Floating Soul, while it 
looks like a normal landscape or a normal 
floating soul … [laughs] ... 

Mary: Normal! [laughs]

Joan: It has little pieces of paper all over it 
with notes.

Mary: I see the notes.

Joan: It became like the Wailing Wall for 
me, where I was making little notes and then 
pinning them on and just being caught up 
in that process, not thinking about it, not 
editing myself … not saying: what are you 
doing, who does that? It’s just happening. 
When you step back and look at it what 
you see is this round mandala shape, which 
is something that appears in my paintings 
quite a bit. And which I learned about 
when I was making a series of prints, with 
round configurations. I asked myself why 

am I making round shapes ... what’s going 
on? This was in 2000, right before 9/11. I 
then read that Carl Jung says that we make 
mandalas in times of great disorder, and 
that became the name of a series of prints, 
In Times of Great Disorder. So Floating Soul is 
a mandala with a floating figure with notes 
all over it and the strokes are (musical) 
notes as well. This painting also happened 
spontaneously, no sketches before.

Mary: When you look at your canvas, is 
there a focal point? Or are there many focal 
points to your canvases regardless of scale? 
We were just talking about Floating Soul: it’s 
obvious there’s a central focal point, but in 
the works we previously discussed, your eye 
is drawn everywhere, the grid for which you 
were known is gone, your eyes move over 
the painting and don’t rest. The recent essay 
by your daughter Molly, talks about that too, 
the way in which the entirety of the work 
draws you from one place to another, as 
opposed to pulling you towards a single focal 
point. Is that your intention? 

Joan: How to even address that issue,
it’s so huge. 

Mary: We can pare it down. 

Joan: For me it’s as if every painting is like 
a piece of music. It has different needs and 
different moments and different sounds and 
different expressions. That’s how I move 
through a painting. Like with Rose & Vine,  

Summer Orange, 1970



it has so much information on it. It 
reminded me of the expression horror vacui, 
fear of the vacuum or fear of empty spaces 
and the need to fill those spaces with 
detail which outsider artists are known 
for. When I read about that I totally related 
to it because in that painting it seems I’m 
putting in every image possible. I wrote 
the words ‘the end’ spontaneously. There 
was something there that I didn’t like and 
I covered it over and suddenly I had this 
blank piece of space that could be written 
on and so I wrote ‘the end’. 

Mary: To me a piece of music ends, the 
piece is done at a certain point. When I 
look at the entirety of the canvas there is no 
end it just continues to be something new 
for me to see and experience and feel and 
ponder. 

Joan: Well, depending upon the kind 
of music you listen to, music could do 
the same thing for you. What happens to 
me with music is that when I’m making 
a painting I will listen to the same piece 
over and over and over while working on 
the same painting … same painting, same 
music. I can listen to it fifty times, exact 
thing every day. Before I left Woodstock 
in the fall and then when I got back to the 
Brooklyn studio, I was listening to Arvo 
Pärt. His music moves me deeply. There’s 
a piece of his that I absolutely adore, 
Für Alina, which I literally listened to all 
summer, over and over while working. The 

astonishing thing is that I learned today, 
reading Wikipedia that this piece is about 
a mother longing for her daughter. When 
friends of Pärt separated, their 18-year-
old daughter went to live in London with 
her father, leaving her mother bereft. Did I 
intuitively pick up that subject matter from 
hearing the music? My painting Proserpina 
comes from a Greek myth, the story of a 
mother searching for her daughter who was 
abducted to the underworld. Mothers and 
daughters! There was a time when I listened 
to Strauss’ last four songs over and over and 
over again. One summer I listened to Bach 
cantatas, over 60 of them. And when my 
mother, with whom I did not have an easy 
relationship, died in 1992, it was as if the 
armor came off and I could suddenly feel 
things about her that I hadn’t allowed myself 
to feel for so many years, because she was so 
difficult. I would go into my studio, which 
at the time was in the woods in Willow, NY, 
every morning for a year … this shocked 
me more than anybody … and turn on 
Mozart’s Great Mass and weep. It’s not like 
I would do this for hours. I would cry for 
fifteen or twenty minutes and then continue 
to work. It surprised me. You don’t know 
how you’re going to deal with grief until 
it happens. That’s just another example of 
my relationship to music. It doesn’t answer 
your question about how things appear to 
be random. Heart of the Fugue, which we’re 
sitting in front of, is much more orderly, not 
random, and simpler in many ways. Maybe 
more beautiful with the poppy pods and 

delicate pieces of pink silk running through, 
and like the stroke paintings with patches of 
paint moving across the image. That’s what
I was into that year.

Mary: You were into ... 

Joan: Into making things simpler, trying 
to make a beautiful painting instead of a 
complicated anguished painting. And then 
of course thinking of The Art of the Fugue 
by Bach, I called it the Heart of the Fugue. 
And Womansong was made during the same 
period. I began it by drawing a figure of a 
woman in purple underneath … which is
not easily seen and then the dried flowers 
and stems with thick white paint poured 
over them … and the colored marks
running through.

Mary: You have a number of paintings that 
have grapes in them. Would you explain a 
little bit? 

Joan: Yes, grapes are an image and symbol 
that I came to love and use often. It all 
started one summer when I was working on 
an intense, dark painting Love’s Deep Grapes, 
about a woman in my life who was driving 
me crazy. My friend Ardele showed up with 
plastic grapes that she had just picked up at a 
yard sale. 

Mary: We all know them. 

Joan: I thought, plastic grapes … aren’t 
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these amazing. I immediately put them in 
that dark painting. My paintings can at 
times be deadly serious but humor can be 
mixed in.

Mary: As in life. The other thing that I 
don’t see as much of in those works that we 
just looked at is your use of text or writing, 
which often figures in your work. It’s very 
interesting in these recent works, there isn’t 
a lot written, not that there needs to be, but 
that’s a striking difference I note. 

Joan: I only write in paintings when I feel 
like I have to write in a painting. It happens 
when there’s no other way to say what I want 
to say. Like in the painting Lipshtick that is 
quite funny – that painting says ‘you bastard’ 
on it, it also has other written words like 
‘my child’ … words taken from torn bits 
of an etching. In the painting Really, I just 
had to write ‘really’ on that, sarcastically, 
and I also had to write ‘really, you must be 
fucking kidding me’. Maggie might have 
made me cross that out! There was a time 
when I was very conscious about writing on 
paintings because the implication became 

‘She’s writing on her paintings, she’s a 
feminist’. A guy writes on his painting and 
the world says, ‘Oh my God, he’s so sensitive 
and tender’ … even ‘heroic’. When women 
write on their paintings, they are labelled. 

Mary: They are ‘defiant’. 

Joan: One does become self-conscious about 
things like that. I try not to be but it’s out 
there in the atmosphere. 

Mary: But again, there’s this open void that 
is often in your paintings in which I’ve read 
as the void in art but it also could suggest the 
vagina. It is the place that is behind and is 
within creating tension from what is hidden. 
This gives me pause and unsettles me 
because I read it in many different ways. 

In Celadon & Silk you have these little berries 
or mini grapes within patches of silk and 
burlap, frankly, a vaginal shape. There’s a 
lovely spring quality to the work, it conjures 
up fresh regrowth in my mind. 

Joan: That’s interesting. Probably that is 
what this painting was getting at, fresh starts 
perhaps. For me, honestly, I never think 
about vaginal shapes. 

Mary: Art historians tend to find these 
similarities! 

Joan: Everyone sees that. It’s an opening. 
It’s filled with little glass beads. 

Mary: That’s also what a papaya looks like 
when you cut it open. 

Joan: If you want to get figurative, I suppose 
that’s what they are, they’re parts of the 
figure. These are what I’ve called ‘seed 
catchers’.

Mary: I like ‘seed catchers’! It resonates on 
various levels. 

Joan: Seed catcher could relate to the 
body as well: the woman’s body has a lot of 
seeds in it. This painting followed The River 
Becomes A Room. I love that painting and I 
wanted to make another river-type shape 
in this painting. Then lo and behold a little 
stick figure family appeared. This was not 
something I planned, not something I was 
thinking about, with a rabbit and totems. 
My grandson Elijah could tell you the 
whole story of this family. When I made 
the big figure in the painting, it began to 
look like Orlando, my son-in-law. I said, 
‘oh no, he’s appearing in this painting, I’ll 
just put breasts on that figure’ which I did 
… however then Elijah comes along and 
still says “that’s papa” (the big figure with 
breasts), that’s mommy, that’s me.”

Joan: I love this painting … it’s very 
beautiful … also very simple. I love the light 
green, the aqua pond and the different colors 
of silk. 

Mary: The celadon is ethereal; it’s beautiful 

Love’s Deep Grapes, 1974



juxtaposed with the unexpected marks of 
red or deep rose.

Mary: So it came out of The River Becomes A 
Room. The title alone completely drew me 
in. But seeing the painting before me, it both 
flows then stops. 

Joan: Not sure where this painting came 
from. Obviously it’s quite intense, it’s got 
red handprints all over it and the big yellow 
handprint. 

Mary: It’s so interesting having this 
conversation with you. We can make this on 
or off the record. So much has been written 
about you, there’s just no comparison to 
being able to sit and talk about what I see 
and what you’re creating; no matter what 
someone else has written it’s not a full 
window into you and your work. Having this 
time with you allows me a perspective like 
no other. I know that there are things I will 
say or think based on my knowledge of art 
history, I have that perspective, but there’s 
nothing like the energy and the freshness of 
having you, the creator, say, I don’t know 
why people see that, or that didn’t matter to 
me, or this is what I really care about. It just 
opens this incredible window. 

Joan: I was thinking about it this morning. 
I believe in the collective unconscious. 
People look at the images and they like to 
label them, they see red paint and say oh 
that’s blood. I don’t think about blood, ever. 

I just think that the openings, the circles 
and the ponds and the totem, these images 
or symbols are all part of our collective 
unconscious; they’re there inside all of us. If 
people would just relax and go on automatic 
pilot … it happens, it comes out. I had a 
late miscarriage many years ago right before 
Molly was born. I always called it a sweet 
tragedy. It was deeply upsetting. Right after  
it happened, I was making a painting of a 
huge pine tree and then trees became totems 
and I began reading about symbols of death 
and realised that totems are a symbolic 
part of our collective unconscious. People 
can name all this stuff whatever they want 
to name it, but to me it’s really coming 
from the inside out. I love landscapes and 
when I paint bean fields it’s coming from 
looking at bean fields. But then I use all the 
other imagery that I’ve gathered over the 
years, completely relying on the collective 
unconscious to conjure up the shapes and 
symbols and marks. The materials all make 
perfect sense to me. I use them. I don’t even 
know if that gets close to answering your 
question. 

Mary: That explains you well. It makes 
complete sense. Being with you in your 
studio and seeing what you’ve created as a 
space, as well as literally what you’ve created 
on canvas, paper and board, and how you’ve 
developed your process from the sketchbook 
up through the canvas, as well as what I 
see upon the floor here – splatters of paint, 
glitter, broken stems, dried herbs and flower 

petals. It’s something almost primordial. 

Joan: Like the Mark Stevens quote, “She’s 
one of our pagans.” which Molly used in 
her essay. 

Mary: Molly’s essay is so powerful and 
eloquent. 

Joan: Many people have told me, and this 
is kind of amazing, that when they read the 
article by Molly they understood my work 
better than they’ve ever understood it by any 
other writer. I thought … Molly, how did 
you do that? It wasn’t as if Molly was paying 
that much attention or so it seemed, to my 
work. She was always there. She was always 
around; she was always in the studio. But it 
shocked me that she was able to do that … 
talk about the work and talk about me and 
talk about herself and her own pain. When 
I first read an unedited version this past 
summer I wept and said to myself … now 
I can die. I mean that was my reaction: now 
I can die. Not that I’m ready to die now but I 
felt like I hadn’t lost my daughter in any way 
… that she was so strongly there and present 
and loving and caring and brilliantly writing 
about my work. There is a whole body of 
work, maybe ten or twelve paintings, that 
will not be in this show, that told of difficult 
things in our lives, mine and Maggie’s and 
Molly’s life. I would come into the studio 
and be transported, literally be transported. 
I had no idea how it was that I was making 
what I felt were absolutely gorgeous 
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paintings, in the midst of what was going 
on. That was magical. If you want to get 
surprised when you’re in your late seventies, 
that experience truly surprised me. It was 
during this time that I painted Love, Mom.

Mary: That’s huge and an enormous statement 
about you and your creative process/refuge. 

Joan: It really was a lot about mother love 
and then somehow allowing myself to go 
somewhere else. 

Mary: You’d come into the studio and you 
were able to thrive and create outside of 
yourself or else so deeply inside yourself that 
you could escape and produce, through the 
pain. 

Joan: The experience I was going through 
at the time made me want to make beautiful 
paintings. These paintings specifically 
are not landscape based. They are Other, 
different. They’re internal landscapes of 
the soul and referencing a lot of pain that 

I was feeling. That was when I learned the 
definition of the word ‘sublime’. 

Mary: In Song Cycle 6 for Molly, I see a lot of 
the circles, I see the grapes. 

Joan: It’s a breast totem. It was me as mom 
trying to work some magic. That’s how I 
felt when I was making it. It had a lot of 
other writing on it. It says ‘mom’ right in 
the middle. Some of the writing got painted 
out. One of the things I do when I paint is I 
often photograph as I go … different stages 
of a painting in progress. I have pictures of 
this painting probably from the very first 
mark I made through the end. I don’t do it 
all the time but often while working I’ll take 
a picture and then the next day I’ll paint 
another few hours and take another picture. 

Mary: Do you look at the pictures and then 
reflect on the changes? 

Joan: I do. It helps me in the middle of the 
day when resting to look at the photos and 
get an idea of what I might want to do next, 
what needs to be done. 

Mary: It’s so interesting to add that to what 
you already shared about your sketchbook 
process and how you just sketch over a 
couple of years and write ‘yes’ and ‘yes’. 
And then actually as you create on canvas 
you’re doing the same thing. Not the same 
thing, but the next step … recording and 
reflecting. 

Joan: They’re carefully conceived and 
worked on. But then I do go on automatic 
pilot and completely trust my process. I’ve 
been building a vocabulary for fifty years, a 
visual vocabulary, and with that I’m able to 
say almost anything I want in a painting with 
symbols and marks and colors and material. 
Maybe that’s where we should stop. 

Mary: We came back to the sketchbook 
beginning. 

Joan: Now we need to go sit on the beach 
and have a piña colada. 

Mary: I have to say this is really emotional 
for me, as you could tell when I cried earlier.  
I so deeply feel art. Being with an artist, 
for me is a gift. I’m going to be completely 
exhausted after this in the best possible way 
too. But a real gift in life. 

Joan: I think we did what we had to do. 

Love, Mom, 2017
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