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Attitude Problem
Painting a singularly whacked-out universe
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first tHiNGs first: set the scene. Maybe 
it’s a pair of pants that have committed 
suicide or a rabbit freaking out in a 
bathtub while the face of Jah peers down 
from the heavens. Maybe it’s a tomato-
headed girl in a hammock or a black 
woman with an anteater snout hiding 
her white lover in the fridge. Painter 
Jamian Juliano-Villani builds each of 
her canvases from a single absurdist 

vignette, rendering the setup with crisp 
lines and bold colors recalling Peter saul, 
John Wesley, or Lari Pittman, and with 
an attention to slick detail that she has 
picked up while working as Erik Parker’s 
studio assistant. she seems both amused 
by and obsessed with her own work, at 
one moment flippant about her comic 
subject matter and in another, stressing 
how intensely focused she is on the craft: 
“the paintings are pretty much all i do,” 
she says, “and all i want to do.” 

they are not polite, politically correct 
images. they are strange, aggressive, 
and overloaded. in Rec Room, 2013, 
everything competes for the viewer’s 
attention: two wildly clashing patterns  
on the wall, a retro jukebox, the sad  
pout of the dejected humanoid seated at  
a kitchen table, the gleefully erect nipples 
of her friend, a bag of potato chips. An 
image sampled from John Wesley’s Bird 
Woman, 1965, distorted with an iPhone 
app, is the centerpiece of her Native 
Woman, 2013, which is also crowded with 
a delft-style plate and a painting-within-
the-painting of a tiger smoking a cigarette. 
Third World, 2013, is Manet’s Le déjeuner  
sur l’herbe turned into a cartoon 
populated by vaguely “Asian” creatures; 
it’s partly based on Japanese mythological 
figures she found in a vintage sake 
advertisement, but Juliano-Villani has 
her characters drinking red stripe.  
the artist is clearly not very concerned 
with whom she offends—an upbeat “fuck 
it” could stand as her unofficial mantra—
and, as a self-identified “middle-class 
white girl,” she feels that everything is 
fair game, especially race and gender. 
she has an un-ironic love of rastafarian-
inflected reggae music and isn’t afraid 
to admit that she finds the work of most 
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female artists too “soft.” Because of 
her first name and her aesthetic style, 
people who know her only through her 
work often assume she’s a man; she has 
no problem with this. Juliano-Villani’s 
paintings, despite being lighthearted, 
are bold and cutting: if they’re jokes, 
they’re jokes with teeth. “they’re real 
nasty,” she says. “they have an attitude 
problem.” their energy comes, perhaps, 
from the swiftness of their execution. 
the artist says she would never spend 
more than two weeks on a single piece 
since overworking it would kill the initial 
momentum. “if i think, i’m gonna do  
a piggy bank in the jungle, i’ve got to 
do it right away. if i take too long, it 
becomes precious; it gets lost.”

Juliano-Villani, 26, was born in 
Newark, New Jersey; her grandfather 
was mayor there in the early ’50s.  
she earned her undergrad degree at  
the Mason Gross school of the Arts  
at rutgers University, where she studied 
with Marc Handelman, John Yau, and 
Thomas Nozkowski. At first she made 
assemblage-style paintings along with 
sparse sculptures: “imagine Dike Blair 
done by an asshole,” she offers. After 
answering an online ad, she landed  
a job as an assistant in Parker’s studio, 
where she’s worked for the past two 
years—painting a full day there, then 
returning to her bedroom studio in the 
Bedford-stuyvesant section of Brooklyn 
to finish her own canvases late into the 
night. Her work ethic is paying off: she’ll 
have her debut solo show in september  
at Brooklyn’s rawson Projects. 

in the meantime, Juliano-Villani is 
working out a flurry of ideas on canvas. 
On the last day we talk, she’s in the 
middle of a painting that features a man 
wearing boxing gloves who is trying to 
toss a pizza. the artist has also been 
considering the plight of the dodo bird. 
“these birds had no natural predators,  
so they lost their ability to fly and  
ate whatever fell from the trees. that’s 
nice,” she says. “And then settlers came 
in, and within 100 years these birds 
that were as common as pigeons were 
totally wiped out.” And so Juliano-Villani 
will investigate the pathos of the dodo 
in her usual style: by portraying the 
birds watching themselves on television a
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Third World, 
2013. acrylic  
on canvas,  
32 x 34 in.

oppoSitE, FRom top: 

Jamian Juliano-
Villani in her 
Brooklyn  
studio, 2013.

Native Woman,
2013. acrylic  
on canvas,  
30 x 34 in.

or flipping through a photo album of 
their once glorious past. (Her personal 
litmus test for success: “if my 23-year-
old brother is high as hell and likes the 
paintings, then i’m doing a good job.”) 
Manic yet focused, the artist is intent  
on translating non sequiturs and 
surrealistic umbrella-meeting-a-sewing-
machine ideas into fully realized, 
expertly executed pictures. it’s a project 
that is seriously unserious, yet deeper 
than it looks.  MP

“anyone that paints is an asshole. You could 
be doing things that help people, but  
you’re gonna make pictures, you selfish prick.”


