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“I’d never put this shit in my house, ever,” Jamian Juliano-Villani told Hans Ulrich Obrist during a Frieze Week artist talk. 
She was referring to her own paintings, installed around the audience at Studio Voltaire. There is nothing pretty about Ju-
liano-Villani’s garish, and slightly disturbing, cartoon paintings—no offence to the artist, and probably none taken.

Juliano-Villani began painting four years ago, after leaving New Jersey and moving into an apartment in New York City. She 
taught herself how to paint, learning from internships at artist studios, YouTube videos, and books. “They weren’t meant for 
anyone to see,” she told us. “It was like my actual diary, my embarrassing diary from middle school.” 

Studio Voltaire presents a new series of work by the artist, in a show with a title as 
loud as her paintings: The World’s Greatest Planet on Earth. The large paintings 
on display morph the language of visual culture, inciting the audience to recon-
sider the meanings that are usually attached to images. Juliano-Villani composes 
her paintings from personal photographs, other artworks, and appropriated im-
ages from comics, random books and the internet. Using projectors, she layers 
images onto the canvas, working in the dark and often through sleepless nights. 
She paints and repaints directly onto the canvas, constantly editing and adding 
new elements, an anxiety-ridden process which plays itself out in her work. Her 
paintings have an incongruous and open-ended quality to them, as if trying to 
fit pieces of a puzzle together that just don’t quite connect. How do a blue ted-
dy bear, a violin, and a dead lizard fit together? “I try and think of the smartest, 
dumbest thing ever,” she told us, explaining her compositions.

In another painting, The Sirens (2016), an Olympic swimmer blows on a cheap, 
plastic recorder as he breaks the surface of the pool’s water. “I love the recorder; 

I actually bring it out with me to parties,” Juliano-Villani jokes. “Have you ever played one? It clears the room immediately.” 
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But the instrument also deals with early development and childhood, themes which re-emerge in her other compositions. 
She refers to Mike Kelley as one of her big influencers, the American artist whose 2005 project, Day is Done, reconstructed 
“repressed memories” of American adolescence in unsettling film installations. Kelley’s work deals with the relationship be-
tween cartoons and trauma directly, something that Juliano-Villani is interested in doing through her paintings. “Everyone 
has experienced something traumatic in their life, whether they like it or not, and whether they want to define it or not,” she 
says. For Juliano-Villani, cartoons are a medium through which childhood trauma and violence can be dealt with.

Alongside the new paintings, the show also features a pair of sculptures—a new 
development for the artist, who has never worked in sculpture before. Same Time 
Next Year (Part One) (2016), is a 1955 J-L Seeburg jukebox that has been adjust-
ed to imitate ASMR, a form of binaural therapy that uses audio to relieve stress and 
anxiety. The viewer is invited to follow the instructions on the jukebox, selecting 
from a list of songs. I chose Ginger Davis and the Snaps’ “I’m No Run Around,” its 
chirpy tune pairing abrasively with the show’s disconcerting paintings. Also in the 
jukebox selection are recordings of the artist’s mother reading from scripts given 
to her by Juliano-Villani, mocking “ASMRtists” on YouTube. Her low, distorted New 
Jersey accent—almost inaudible—produces the opposite of calming effects.

Certain buttons (the viewer isn’t told which) trigger a theatrical curtain opening, 
revealing Law Talk (Part Two) (2016) nearby. The painting depicts a court scene: 
the judge, jury, and attorney have giant US coins for heads, and the jukebox is on 
trial. In the bottom right-hand corner are a set of framed documents, which repro-

duce the scripted conversations between Juliano-Villani and her mother that play from the jukebox. The artist had them 
notarized by lawyers in the US and the UK, which is part of the reason for the piece’s big, theatrical reveal. Together, the 
juke box and notarized conversations play into the major themes running through The World’s Greatest Planet on Earth: 
the repression of childhood memory, the way trauma surfaces over and over again, and the anxious desire to both conceal 
and expose it.

“I’m not done with it,” Juliano-Villani tells us about Law Talk (Part Two). In fact, most of the pieces at Studio Voltaire, apart 
from The Sirens, are unfinished, still tied up in the artist’s anxious process of repainting and editing. “Right before you guys 
got here I was still fucking painting, I still have paint on my hands... I can tweak on these fuckers forever.” Her paintings 
don’t look unfinished, though—it’s the process of adding images, which could go on forever, that gives her paintings the 
unfinished quality she draws attention to. But this is also an aspect of her character: “I’m really not good at being subtle, 
restraining myself is very difficult. I will paint erratically whether or not I have something happening, or a deadline—I kind 
of have to.”

Juliano-Villani’s paintings and sculptures are an amalgamation of things she likes, facets of her character, together forming 
a kind of self-portrait; and the self, as Juliano-Villani shows us through her work, is multitudinous, sometimes distressing, 
and never that simple to understand. It isn’t surprising, then, that her paintings are taking longer to finish, and that they are 
also becoming more complex and ambitious: “I know how totally trashy and garish they are, but at the same time hope-
fully they can transcend themselves and function on some higher level. Or that’s what I’m interested in getting at, at some 
point.”
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