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JOSEPH LA PIANA

Luke Brown meets New York-based artist Joseph La Piana at his studio to discuss poetry, 
sexting, and spatial disorientation.

REMIX_ARTIST

So this is your workspace? This is. Some of the larger pieces I do 

elsewhere just because this has kind of become more of my thinking tank. 

So I do small pieces, and the archive of my work is all here. There is a really 

good combination of lots of different things here and the work sort of builds 

on itself. There is a relationship between my initial work, from 15 or 16 years 

ago, through to the present.

:KHQ�ZLOO�\RXU�QH[W�VKRZ�EH"�I’m working on a project with another 

artist, Federico Diaz. We were at the Venice Biennale last year together and 

we have a similar conceptual processes. He is having a show that opens at the 

Brooklyn Museum in September and then he and I are going to coordinate 

an exhibition around our own project. 

What do you guys have in mind? It’s a combination of his project that 

was at Venice, which was dealing with gravity and suspension, and my text 

project, which is the exploration of dialogue. It’s a really interactive and 

conceptual piece that we are developing software for. There are going to be 

two people in a glass chamber who are separated by, like, an ‘etch-a-sketch’. 

They are communicating by messages that are being sent by the public as an 

interface, but they can’t see each other.

7HOO� XV�DERXW�\RXU� UHFHQW�ZRUN�DQG�KRZ�\RX¶YH� LQYROYHG� WH[W�

and poetry with sculpture. I think the text project, as it evolved at the 

Venice Biennale, really had to do with the exploration of Allen Ginsberg and 

Walt Whitman and the poetry that exists between them. So the sculpture 

is another extension of that dialogue. [Pointing to an artwork] I like to 

FDOO�WKDW�SLHFH�RYHU�WKHUH�D� µVH[WLQJ¶�SLHFH��LW¶V�UHDOO\�D�KDUQHVV�RI�GLDORJXH��

of information that’s being transferred from one person to another. My 

realization that this could be documented came when texting really began 

and I thought, ‘Are people really going to be able to communicate and 

relate in a way that’s honest and sincere? Or, are they hiding behind this 

instrument?’ And I think people have more of a tendency to be open, because 

they’re not looking at someone face to face. And especially when you’re 

talking about something like sex or your emotions, or you’re talking about 

what you’re into sexually, I think you’re more prone to say what’s on your 
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mind. Because of the distance, you’re not going to be judged or criticized or 

whatever, so it’s another extension of that exploration.

2I� SHUFHSWLRQ� DQG� WKH� GLVWDQFH� LQ� IRUPV� RI� FRPPXQLFDWLRQ"�

Right. And the text show at the Venice Biennale really had to do with that 

exploration. Because you know Allen Ginsberg was fascinated with Walt 

Whitman. And Walt Whitman in many ways had lots to say, but even then 

there was this screening mechanism. To this day, we don’t really know what 

his sexuality was. 

6R� WKH� WH[W� RQ� WKH� FROXPQV� RI� WKH� WZR� WRZHUV� LQVWDOOHG� LQ�

9HQLFH� IRU� WKH� %LHQQDOH�� ZDV� WKDW� WH[WLQJ� FRPPXQLFDWLRQ� RU�

was it more poetry-oriented? That was the poetry of Allen Ginsberg, 

Supermarket in California, and exploring the dialogue of Walt Whitman’s 

Crossing Brooklyn Ferry. The reason I chose those two poems is because 

there is a reference on both of their accounts in each one of the poems. It 

was just another exploration of how people communicate. People ask me if 

there is any reference to the twin towers, and for me it really had very little 

to do with the towers other than these two posts communicating with each 

RWKHU��$QG�WKHQ�WKH�FRQÀLFW�WKDW�RFFXUV�IURP�QRW�XQGHUVWDQGLQJ�RQH�DQRWKHU�

represents the demise, or the breakdown, of any relationship.

6R� WKHUH� LV� D� IUDJPHQWHG� GLDORJXH� FRQWLQXRXVO\� UXQQLQJ�

through your art? That’s a good way of putting it. My work, and the 

process of my work, is really all about fragmentation and breaking things 

down until they are unrecognizable and then building them back up. And 

genetically they’re still linked to that body of that work, yet they are part of 

something new.

,¶YH�QRWLFHG�D�WUDQVIRUPDWLRQ�IURP�WZR�GLPHQVLRQDO�WR�WKUHH�

GLPHQVLRQDO�IRUPDW�LQ�\RXU�ZRUN��DQG�DOVR�WKH�UHYHUVH��&DQ�\RX�

talk more about that? Yeah, I think that is a good observation because 

a lot of my work starts with a one-dimensional plane, and even though a 

lot of my work - in the kinetic paintings that revolve around the study of 

JUDYLW\�DQG�IRUFH�¿HOGV�LQ�VWRUPV�DQG�KXUULFDQHV�±�LV�RQH�GLPHQVLRQDO��,�OLNH�

creating space. Spatial disorientation, I call it. This optical illusion where 

LEFT: ARE YOU COMING OUT TO PLAY��������&KDUFRDO�RQ�FUDIW�SDSHU������[����LQFKHV�������[����FP�$%29(�%27720��

UNTITLED��������&KURPRJHQLF�SULQW�����[����LQFKHV��������[�������FP��*3%�������$%29(�0,''/(��Movement Untitled 

Study��������,QN�RQ�ZDWHUFRORU�SDSHU����[����LQFKHV�����[����$%29(�723��NUMBER: Lab + Joseph La Piana, Spring 2012
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you’re not quite sure if those forms are static or stable on a one dimensional 

plane. But then taking it one step further, and then one step further again, I 

like bringing those forms to life through two and three dimensional objects.

,Q� WHUPV� RI� PXOWL�GLPHQVLRQDO� ZRUN�� KRZ� GR� \RX� IHHO� DERXW�

the collaboration you did with the designer Luis Fernandez? 

When you think about the collaboration I did with Luis, he came to me and 

was fascinated by this body of work called ‘Refraction.’ For me, it was the 

¿UVW�IDVKLRQ�FROODERUDWLRQ�WKDW�,�KDG�GRQH��EXW�,�MXVW�IHOW�OLNH�LW�ZDV�D�JRRG�

starting point – it was a small capsule collection that we designed together 

and that was based on my work. It was about taking this one-dimensional 

surface and bringing it to life through another medium.

+DV� WHFKQRORJ\� DQG� WKH� DGYDQFHPHQW� RI� FRPPXQLFDWLRQ�

LQVSLUHG�RU��DW�WKH�YHU\�OHDVW��LQÀXHQFHG�\RXU�ZRUN" Well, it has 

allowed me to want to explore it. But I think I would say that I am very old 

school in my approach to my work. For me it’s about the material, it’s about 

the conceptual, the execution of the material and using it in a different way. 

It’s all about the psychology behind the way in which we communicate. 

,W�DOVR�VHHPV�OLNH�\RXU�ZRUN�LV�D�NLQG�RI�VFLHQWL¿F�H[SORUDWLRQ� 

Yeah, actually the curator for the contemporary art from the Brooklyn 

Museum was here yesterday and she asked me that same question. It is 

VFLHQWL¿F�WR�D�FHUWDLQ�H[WHQW��EXW�,�DUULYH�DW�WKLQJV�WKURXJK�WKHVH�PDWKHPDWLFDO�

equations that are very rudimentary.

So how did you come across the mathematician Benoit 

0DQGHOEURW� DQG� UHIHUHQFHV� WR� IUDFWDO� JHRPHWU\"� I was just 

fascinated by this whole fractal theory, subfractals. There was a scholar in 

Boston who had spoken to a dear friend of mine, Charlie Bergman, (who was 

the Chairman of the board of the Pollock-Krasner Foundation at the time) 

and he said, ‘You know Jackson Pollock? There were some studies based 

on trying to validate paintings that were ‘fakes’, forgeries of his work, and 

ZKHQ�WKH�VFLHQWL¿F�GDWD�ZDV�HYDOXDWHG�WKHUH�ZDV�D�IUDFWDO�FRPSRQHQW�WR�KLV�

work.’ So I came to Mandelbrot through having explored that study. There 

was a whole study of information that he sent me to look at, and when I was 

UHDGLQJ�WKH�VFLHQWL¿F�DQG�PDWKHPDWLFDO�DVVRFLDWLRQ�WR�ZKDW�IUDFWDOV�DUH�� LW�

was exactly what I thought in my head already. But I wasn’t applying any 

VFLHQWL¿F�RU�PDWKHPDWLFDO�VRUW�RI�WKHRU\�EHKLQG�LW��6R�RQFH�,�GLG�WKDW��WKHQ�,�

was fascinated. I thought, I can take any form and shape in my work and sort 

of create a refraction or fractals of that work. WORDS BY LUKE BROWN.
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LEFT: TROUBLE, 2010, Charcoal on craft paper, 8.5 x 11 inches, 21.6 x 28 cm RIGHT: THE VENICE TEXT PROJECT, Venice 

Biennale, 2011, Wood Panel, Pigment Ink on UV Vinyl with Audio CD ALL IMAGES COURTESY OF THE ARTIST AND ROBERT 

MILLER GALLERY.


