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INCONVERSATION

JOANNE GREENBAUM with Phong Bui
On the occasion of Joanne Greenbaum’s second one-person exhibition at Rachel Uffner Gallery (May 20
– July 1, 2016), which features both recent paintings and sculptures, Rail publisher Phong Bui paid a visit
to the artist’s Tribeca studio to discuss her life and work just a day before the works were transported to
the gallery for exhibition.

Portrait of Joanne Greenbaum. Pencil on paper by Phong Bui. From a photo by Zack Garlitos.

Phong Bui (Rail): I thought it would be good if we would pick up where we left off last time.
Joanne Greenbaum: I remember when you were here in my studio last winter, we talked about Elizabeth
Murray, who was my teacher at Bard College.
Rail: Exactly! How remarkably she was able to embrace her particular stubborn and eccentric brand of
speed of execution and unusual paint handling techniques, which were all sensible aspects of how she
made shapes, forms, and images on her idiosyncratically shaped canvases. Her work and yours are vastly
different, yet there is a similar reference to urban energy packed into a compressed space, despite an
apparent subject matter of still life and domestic interiors.
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Greenbaum: I shared that interest in still life, but whereas her paintings contain visible domestic
interiors—tables, cups, and so forth—my work tends to detail the architectural space of interiors, like
stairways, scaffolding, and other ambiguous geometric structures. And I don’t care about the grid. But
there are things in architecture or urbanity that you can play with.
Rail: I meant the pace of the energy generating from the work. In other words, both your and Elizabeth’s
paintings couldn’t be made outside of New York City.

Joanne Greenbaum, Untitled, 2016. Oil, acrylic, flashe, ink, marker on canvas. 82 × 80 inches.
Courtesy the artist and Rachel Uffner Gallery.

Greenbaum: One thing I can say about myself is that I don’t ever stay still. It doesn’t mean I’m always
moving forward, I could be moving back. Sometimes I want to go back to something I did earlier and
then bring it forward. But the paintings are a sort of exploration. I don’t really like that word because I
don’t think about it like that at all, but somehow I think it’s more about being true to whatever your
energy is at that moment and tapping into it as a source, which essentially makes the painting.
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Rail: What about an unconscious level of predictability that becomes habitual without you necessarily
noticing it?
Greenbaum: I won’t work. I’ll stop because I get bored. I don’t want to know where I am or where I’m
going in a painting. I have no idea and I need to keep it open and alive for that to happen. And it’s not
always joyful, sometimes it’s very hard. Being something of a workaholic myself, I need to keep that
channel fresh in a painting so that I can feel I’m keeping pace with the journey. If it’s going somewhere
I’ve been before, I won’t go on.
Rail: And change gears—
Greenbaum: —by making a drawing, a watercolor, or sculpture! One important thing I learned from
Elizabeth was love and respect for art materials. I used to talk to her about different things I found in art
supply stores, and I thought I was too much of a materials nerd. I admit that I love being in those stores.
And Elizabeth always made me feel good by saying, “That’s what artists do.” I think it’s really important
to get the right paper for the type of pencil that you’re using, for example. Nowadays, I use all kinds of
new materials, Flashe paint, oil crayon, Magic Marker, acrylic and so on, partly because I want the
paintings to be very alive with different temperatures.
Rail: And space.
Greenbaum: Yes. And I like to think of different stages of the painting as some sort of performance with
the materials.
Rail: That makes sense. I mentioned the undeniable urban energy and how it affects the way artists, being
sensitive to their environment, make their work. Mondrian is a good example. He started out as a
landscape painter, in the Dutch Impressionist manner of the Hague School, before ending up making
drastic changes after developing a deep interest in theosophy, and H. P. Blavatsky, and the whole issue of
spirituality in art—
Greenbaum: —where he thought of trees as verticals and landscapes as horizontals, among other things.
Rail: Right, but between 1911 and 1914 when he was in Paris—Mondrian was nine years older than
Picasso—it was remarkable that he allowed a younger painter to influence him. It was through Cubism
that he arrived at his mature works, which refer to the opposite of naturalism—artificial, architectural
structures—through which some thought Mondrian brought Cubism to its logical conclusion. When he
came to New York in 1940, he even covered the windows in his studio. The results were works like
Broadway Boogie-Woogie (1942 – 43) and Victory Boogie Woogie (1942 – 44), which could have only
been made in New York. Wouldn’t that be cool, to make a show of painters whose work changed in
response to their mental and bodily experience of New York City’s energy, which would include
Mondrian and Elizabeth Murray, among others? Mondrian is calmly sitting on a bench, Elizabeth is
leisurely walking, and you are frantically running. The pace is interesting. I don’t know whether it’s
conscious or subconscious, but it’s definitely very visible in the way the work appears.
Greenbaum: I don’t think it’s that conscious. Though lately I’ve gotten so over sensitive to noise and
construction due to the neighborhood’s inflated popularity. I also have a house out on the North Fork,
Long Island.
Rail: Since when?
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Greenbaum: A little under two years. Spending time there, going back and forth, I feel an element of
nature. It may be very subtle, but I feel it’s there. It’s also nice being away from the studio for two or
three days a week—sometimes more, sometimes less.
Rail: You get recharged.
Greenbaum: You also get distance. I come back with a fresh eye. I’m not in that forced mindset, which
is very important to me because my work changes all the time, from one show to the next, one body of
work to the next. I’ve never made the same type of thing. I’m not that kind of artist. I have certainly have
never branded myself, that’s for sure.
Rail: Let’s talk about your drawing, because I feel that it plays a major role in your painting and
sculpture. When I look at the way the lines function, I notice in each drawing they often have no more
than two characters of line. One seems to be swirly, in billowing spiral formations, while the other tends
to conform to quasi-geometric structures. Sometimes the distinctions between them are very clear,
sometimes not. It all depends how each line is allowed to build up. Either way, the lines are consistent in
their pace and insanely free in their repetition. It’s like trying to make a structure out of a group of live
tornadoes—
it’s almost impossible. I can understand why some of your critics are puzzled about what you do. Roberta
Smith referred to your painting as “nicely abrasive” and “inharmonious in color.” Ken Johnson thought of
them as “dances between opposite personalities.” There’s a kind of nervous impulsiveness that makes
viewers feel as though you are working out some kind of inner conflict.

Joanne Greenbaum, Untitled, 2016. Gouache on polymer air dry clay. 10 × 10 × 10 inches.
Courtesy the artist and Rachel Uffner Gallery.
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Greenbaum: I think that’s true. I think, on the one hand there are two types of drawing: One is almost
like analytical cubism, where I’m trying to figure out structure, figure out context. I need that scaffolding
to work on. The other kind of drawing is almost like a physical negation of that. There’s this bodily
wiping out. But I think it’s possible to do both simultaneously, at least for me. You don’t have to be one
or the other, you can be both. You can be structured and loose at the same time. You can be serene and
angry at the same time. Those things all work together, it’s not like you’re one or you’re the other. I think
my paintings and drawings really speak to that without being schizophrenic.
Rail: And there is an inherent order without calling it order as such.
Greenbaum: Yes, absolutely.
Rail: Take the biggest untitled painting you’ve made, for example, which measures 145 × 135 inches.
Greenbaum: I’ve never worked that big before.
Rail: Can you share with us how you begin with such a large format? What gets painted first?
Greenbaum: With this particular one I started with a large, broken shape that functions like a structure. I
started with blue—very slowly. Then, at some point, I worked with the palette knife to lay on different
colors while making the drawing right on the surface, simultaneously. At the end of a painting the whole
thing somehow pulls together. Also, the way I use paint now with a palette knife is a kind of drawing
which functions like the skeleton of the painting. And the physical layering of paint on the surface makes
the painting feel like it’s a physical object.
Rail: You use that same technique in other paintings as a way to interrupt or rupture the harmony of the
structure.
Greenbaum: Sometimes I’ll look at a painting, almost at the end, and say to myself, “What’s working
here?”—whether the painting is too rigid or too pretty—“that I need to interrupt or ruin?”
Rail: Is the ultra-marine blue in oil?
Greenbaum: Yes, it’s ultra-marine, but in Flashe paint. I’m sort of embarrassed to say that the blue is so
Matisse-like that I feel uncool about it.
Rail: You should feel cool about your blue because Matisse was once asked why he used so much black
in his paintings and responded that it was to cool down the blue. It’s interesting because blue is the hottest
part of a flame, not the red.
Greenbaum: That’s an interesting fact. Sometimes I have to hold myself back from using black because
everything looks good with black. It’s very seductive.
Rail: In the interview with Jeremy [Sigler] you talked about how important the MoMA was to you as a
kid.
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Joanne Greenbaum, Untitled, 2016. Oil, acrylic, flashe, ink, oil crayon, and marker on canvas. 145 × 135 inches.
Courtesy the artist and Rachel Uffner Gallery.

Greenbaum: Because I was such a miserable child, and an awkward teenager. I grew up in Westchester,
in the suburbs of New York City, so it was easy to get to the city. The MoMA was my only savior.
Rail: It was your equivalent of the mall.
Greenbaum: Yes! Everyone went to malls. I went to MoMA. I grew up there. Every Saturday, from the
time I was twelve to the time I went to Bard College, I would go and sit at MoMA and draw in my little
notebook. I don’t even know what I was doing there, maybe I wasn’t even looking, but something just
sort of seeped in that became my backbone. Maybe it is the same for a lot of people. I think for many
people it’s television or films or something else from their childhood that they internalize. I think for me
it was Cubism and Surrealism and all of those things. Picasso and Miró, I think about Miró sometimes
even more than Picasso. There’s part of me that’s still fighting that as well, because I certainly don’t want
to be labeled. It’s important for me not to be labeled.
Rail: You and Mary Heilmann both share that kind of resistance.
Greenbaum: Don’t put me with a group of artists, because I don’t belong there. I’ve always been allergic
to groups. When I was coming up in New York as a young artist I was never really part of a network of
artists.
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Rail: You moved to New York immediately after graduating from Bard in ’75.
Greenbaum: Yes, as soon as I moved here I started working jobs. I always had to work. I just lived my
life. I had a few good friends but I was very isolated for the most part. And I wasn’t part of the East
Village thing that happened in the early ’80s. I was there, I went to galleries, I went to shows, I tried to
show my work, but I was very peripheral. I didn’t participate. I think I feared participation. I had a lot of
social anxiety.
Rail: We all have to overcome our old habits in order to grow.
Greenbaum: That was what I did between 1986 and ’92 when I basically threw everything out from my
past. I was so frustrated. I wanted to show my work, I wanted to participate but I just couldn’t. I didn’t
have the facilities or connections. So I really just retreated and did some soul-searching with my work and
realized that I needed to just start from scratch. When I first started showing I made these really simple
paintings on white ground by not using a brush, just using stains, pours, which was inspired by a big
Morris Louis show at MoMA in 1986. It was a way out from the thick paint, from the many layers that
built up, creating this claustrophobic feeling.
Rail: They were labor-intensive and had no air.
Greenbaum: Yes, and I threw them all away. Meanwhile, I was making these very attractive paintings
that were based on the concept of lightness and transparency, though they eventually came to a dead end.
I felt if I kept going in that direction, I would be moving towards Minimalism or total idea-based painting,
which just wasn’t for me. There was no room for my personality. I really felt the need to put my
personality back in the paintings.
Rail: Was that the time you began to incorporate drawing, which I see as the obsessive part of
personality, and painting, which I see as the formal part of your rational thought?
Greenbaum: The two were separate for a long time. But yes, when I put them together as one activity,
that’s when I actually began showing my work. First I was invited to be in some group shows in the early
’90s and then I had my first solo show with Arena Gallery in 1996, then at D’Amelio Terras in 1997. That
was the moment when the drawing and painting started playing around together.
Rail: Instead of arguing with each other.
Greenbaum: Right.
Rail: Like in Borges’s famous prose poem, Borges and I, which has no plot whatsoever. The narrator,
who can be identified as Borges though he remains unnamed, seems to know Borges the writer in the
same way he knows the streets and the architecture of Buenos Aires. What is so interesting about this
perplexing, ambiguous story is that it explores the concept of identity and the differences between the
private and the public persona, between Borges the writer and Borges the person. It’s like going through a
labyrinth—which is unlike a map (I know you refute it when viewers make that comparison to your
work)—you might end up in the same place without understanding how you got there. In other words, to
move through a labyrinth is to explore a new or unknown space.
Greenbaum: That’s how I feel every time I approach each painting.
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Rail: So in this regard, painting and drawing, and Joanne the hermetic, reclusive person and Joanne the
driven, ambitious painter, are only separated by a tiny strand of hair.

Joanne Greenbaum, Untitled, 2016. Ink on porcelain. 16 1/2 × 11 × 9 inches. Courtesy the artist and Rachel Uffner Gallery.

Greenbaum: It’s like the painter saying to the person, “You better get it together! Get yourself together,
girl. You got to get out there. Show your work. That’s the only way to make really good paintings
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because your personality is not going to get you there.” You’re not going to get yourself there when
you’re shy, or have anxiety in groups. You can’t just do your work, make great paintings, and expect to
get where you want to go.
Rail: And that gave you confidence?
Greenbaum: Yes, that gave me confidence to participate in life a little bit more. It took me a really long
time.
Rail: Do you have any particular feelings about the sense of scale as opposed to size, especially in regard
to your off-square format, which can be seen as a stable configuration, and in regard to this big painting
you’ve just painted, which is the biggest you’ve painted up to date?

Joanne Greenbaum, Untitled, 2016. Oil, acrylic and marker on canvas. 12 × 12 inches.
Courtesy the artist and Rachel Uffner Gallery.

Greenbaum: I feel very free making big and medium-sized paintings even though they require much
more physical stamina. Running up and down a ladder makes you feel as though you’re moving in the
space instead of standing before it. When I work this big, I can incorporate all of the things I do, as in a
big novel, whereas smaller paintings are more about little scenes in a novella, in a sense.
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Rail: That’s a good comparison. Do you think starting to make ceramic sculptures in 2003 changed your
thinking and feeling about form and color?
Greenbaum: Yes, because of the nature of clay—soft, loose, malleable—which to me functions like
three-dimensional drawing. There is this reverie that I get when I draw, and I transferred that into the
sculpture. What inspired me to make sculpture was that I felt like my paintings were fictional sculptures. I
think that working with clay has loosened up the line in my drawing. The drawing sometimes becomes a
silhouette of a sculpture.
Rail: Do you think that your sense of color has changed since you started making sculptures?
Greenbaum: I think so, partly because I’m not that interested in glazing, which is a major part of
ceramics as a medium. For me, I basically make the pieces, fire them, and bring them back to the studio
and use my own materials to color them. So, in a way they’re like three-dimensional paintings. I
essentially treat them as another surface to paint on.
Rail: What do you do when things don’t come together in a drawing, a painting, or a sculpture?
Greenbaum: When I make a work, the goal isn’t resolution, it’s more irresolution, even though you can
say some are probably more resolved than others. For those that don’t come together, I just let them be. I
don’t really believe in forcing anything in my work.
Rail: When did you really develop that confidence to allow things to argue among themselves in the
work?
Greenbaum: I think showing my work gradually gave me confidence. Over the years of showing in
different parts of the States and abroad, I’ve learned that I may not be a confident person, but I’m a
confident artist.
Rail: Who says Joanne the artist and Joanne the person have to be reconciled?
Greenbaum: They’re still arguing, and it will probably always be like that.
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