
37

Ariana Vaeth hits pause on the expectant moments in her life, just when events are about to start or 
are nearing an end. Her large-scale oil paintings depict the artist’s intimate moments with friends and 
lovers—people coming of age.

They hang out on sofas, in bathrooms, and they pile into bed. Vaeth shows them in conversation,  
painting, putting on makeup, or lounging after sex. Some of her scenes take on a composed,  
Instagram-like quality, while others evoke raw memories. Vaeth demonstrates her skill as a visual 
storyteller by positioning her figures among the commonplace: a window looking onto a Milwaukee 
street in winter, an open computer screen, makeup scattered on the floor, leftover food in bed, tea, 
art supplies. She invites the viewer to meet and grow intimate with the places, things, and characters 
that compose her life.

Vaeth’s work can be traced back to artists who use painting to reveal the underbelly of human  
relationships and everyday life—painters like Eric Fischl, Mary Cassatt, and Lucian Freud. As in  
Fischl’s early works, Vaeth plays with themes of youthful sexuality and voyeurism. Like Mary Cassatt,  
Vaeth works to draw attention to the social and private lives of women, and to reveal intimacy.  
Vaeth evokes Lucian Freud in her thickly impastoed oil portraits depicting friends, family, lovers,  
and other artists. They share an expressionistic use of line and color, psychological acumen, and 
emotional intensity.  

Vaeth is part of a fresh figurative art movement, championed by artists like Marlene Dumas and Mira 
Dancy, known for reimaging the female nude with electric colors and a feminist gaze. The figure has 
also emerged as a rich vantage point from which to explore race, from Kerry James Marshall’s recent 
traveling retrospective to the portraits of Barack Obama and Michelle Obama by Kehinde Wiley and 
Amy Sherald—some of the this year’s most talked-about paintings.

Vaeth’s work is unique in the way she leverages her relationships in service of her art. She poses 
her friends and lovers in ways that reveal the nature of their connections. This knowing infuses her  
images with authenticity. To look at Vaeth’s paintings is to witness a young woman seeking to  
celebrate, to understand, and to construct her relationships and herself. 

Claire Stigliani (b. 1983) received an MFA (2010) from the University of Wisconsin, Madison and has 
been active in solo and group exhibitions at numerous venues including: the Madison Museum of 
Contemporary Art (WI), the Dean Jensen Gallery (Milwaukee, WI), Russell Projects (Richmond, VA), 
and the Jenkins Johnson Gallery (NY). She was a 2015 recipient of the Joan Mitchell Foundation 
Painters and Sculptors Grant.  
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Sugar, Spice, and Everything Nice, 2018



Midnight Delight (detail), 2018

Artist Statement

Comprised of figures, furniture, and props, my autobiographical paintings chronicle relationships 
rooted in intimacy. These personal narratives memorialize my interactions with the people who form 
my character. Portraying my closest friends and myself, I celebrate the generous closeness allowed 
by those I am privileged to know. Preparatory photoshoots capture gesture and expression and are 
used as source material. By including myself in the paintings, I restrict my agency: I can never fully 
be director or actor when building a composition but occupy both roles simultaneously. I trade this 
loss of control for the serendipity found in exchanges among trusted friends. 

About the Artist

Ariana Vaeth was raised in Baltimore and graduate from the Milwaukee Institute of Art & Design in 
2017. As an undergraduate, she returned to Baltimore for an exchange program with the Maryland  
Institute College of Art. Vaeth recently completed an artist-in-residence program at her alma  
mater. She has shown her work locally, including at the Portrait Society Gallery and the Museum of  
Wisconsin Art at Saint John’s on the Lake, and in Chicago at Woman Made Gallery and the Museum 
of Science and Industry.  
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