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Joe Mama-Nitzberg works in a studio in 
Greenpoint, Brooklyn.  Though I’d visited 
Joe’s studio before, I recently was lucky 
enough to spend time one-on-one with Joe 
on a snowy Saturday morning.  Working in 
photography, design, video, painting, and 
what I would loosely call digital collage, Joe 
examines the problematics of taste and style 
by juxtaposing or manipulating found 
images.  His works lure the viewer in with 
their elegance and sense of care; once 
drawn in, they upend the viewer’s 
expectations and call into question the 
viewer’s relationship not only to the specific 
works at issue, but also to broader cultural 
values as a whole. 

I knew Joe personally before I first saw his 
work in an exhibition at Andrew Edlin 
Gallery.  Later, I became mildly obsessed 
with a video of his, Style is Everything, 2010, 
via the web.  That work, embedded below, is 
emblematic of certain trends and strengths in 
Joe’s work as a whole.  Taking the form of a 

music video for a house track over which the artist repeats lines from Susan Sontag’s Notes on 
Camp, the video cuts between or juxtaposes the interpretive (literally or figuratively) movements 
of sign language and voguing.  (Subcultures in general, and particular subcultures – musical, 
aesthetic, sexual, political – are common reference points for Joe.)  On one level, the video 
is stylish; it presents, in almost deadpan fashion, two attractive individuals in stylish black and 
white, elegantly cut together in a restrained but very compelling, chic way, over a pleasant 
musical arrangement.  On another, its juxtaposition with an urtext of cultural theory calls its 
stylishness into question, with Sontag’s lines insisting on the need for aesthetic judgment 
founded in something other than pleasure, detachment, or style – in other words, for a politically 
informed sense of taste.  In this work, as in many others, Joe offers the viewer both pleasure 
and a critique of that pleasure, all the while presenting his reference points with varying degrees 
of sincerity or irony (or sometimes both). 
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Sontag wrote, “Camp sees everything in quotation marks.  It’s not a lamp, but a ‘lamp’; not a 
woman, but a ‘woman.’  To perceive Camp in objects and persons is to understand Being-as-
Playing-a-Role.  It is the farthest extension, in sensibility, of the metaphor of life as 
theater.”  Joe’s work, despite and often in fact because of its occasional humor, reasserts the 
presence of the real in the (cultural) unreal.  It exists at the place where sincerity and artifice, 
politics and pleasure, meet.  By examining the way images gain currency or become iconic 
(both double entendres deliberate), often by utilizing the images’ own charge, Joe implicates the 
viewer in the cultural conditions that create their power.  Joe reveals how even the smallest 
changes in taste – such as how the type-font of a  book cover changes between editions – 
depend on unstable aesthetic criteria that are themselves influenced by political and economic 
forces.  Joe, often by following personal interests, obsessions, or history, thus offers a visual 
and poetic examination of potency that implicates every viewer – including, happily, the artist 
himself. 
 
Q. Tell me a bit about your studio.  How long have you been there, and how did you find 
it? 

A. My studio is in Greenpoint and is 
approximately 170 square feet.  It’s a five 
minute walk from my home.  It does have a 
window.  I got my studio through a referral 
from the artist Sarah Bedford. 

Q. What does a typical day or session of 
making work look like for you?  Do you 
have any habits, rituals, or practices that 
help you work?   I know, for example, that 
you generally conceptualize or begin 
executing work outside of your studio, 
and then bring the work into the studio 
when it has evolved to a certain point. 

A. I wish I had more of a formula, or at least one that I could recognize in myself.  I basically 
read, look, and think … pretty much all the time.  A thought, phrase, or image comes to me that 
I find interesting, and I go from there. 

Q. Some of the works I saw in your studio are not finished pieces, but are like sketches 
or mock-ups of projects you will execute in a different medium or at a different 
scale.  When you’re working on a piece, do you generally have an idea of a precise size, 
medium, or installation strategy?  In other words, what role does creating and hanging 
the preliminary sketches/images/mock-ups serve for you? 

A. I used to have more of an idea of what a finished piece would like like from the start.  That 
was often a dead end and a way to discard a piece if it did not live up to my initial 
expectations.  I am trying to be more open and live with the first version of the work for a while 
until it reveals itself as to what form it should end up with/in.  I am trying to have more of what is 
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often referred to as process.  Hanging things 
together helps me see how they are relating 
to one another … which piece is screaming 
too loud and/or which needs more of a voice. 

Q. On the one hand, much of your work 
incorporates highly specific reference 
points; on the other, you’re usually 
addressing larger questions such as the 
role of taste or memory. How do you try 
to balance these goals?  How do you 
know when you’ve successfully done so? 

A. That is the hard part.  Having studio visits 
helps.  I definitely am very interested in how 
different viewers with different relationships 
to the source material read the work. I don’t 
believe there is just one correct read.  I am 
more interested in how our own agendas 
inform all we see.  I hope I implicate myself 
and my own ideologies in the work and also 
leave space for the viewer to address their 
own. 

Q. You’ve worked extensively in the commercial realm in art direction, design, and 
photography.  Have those professional experiences informed both the work itself as well 
as the way you approach it?  If so, how? 

A. Absolutely.  I always think about how these strategies are used both inside and outside the 
context of “Contemporary Art.”  I am very interested art historically in classic postmodern work 
where simply re-contextualizing a commercial process was a critique.  I love and am informed 
by that work, but I think we can agree that it can’t still be that straightforward.  That said, I don’t 
believe we are finished with that critique.  We may need it now more than ever.  I believe so 
much of the original critique has been perverted or become dated in its canonization.  And you 
know I love to push the “dated” button. 

Also, I probably have more years experience “making” things in a commercial setting than I do 
in a classic studio art practice, so I have to cop to it.  That said, I think it adds a positive insight 
to my approach as well as what I hope is a “healthy” cynicism. 

Q. You often work with found images.  Do you search out specific images, or do you also 
file things away as you come upon them thinking that they may, at some point, provide a 
jumping off point for a piece? 
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A. They find me.  It is a combination of coming across an image that sparks an idea, and having 
an idea and then looking for an image to enhance it.  I do want some of the work to have a 
residue of Google Image Search and refer to these contemporary tools.  But, I don’t want to 
make Google Image Search art.  That is someone else’s job. 
 
Q. Much of your work engages with questions of value or taste by mimicking or utilizing 
some of the structures or tropes that you also critique.  There’s obviously some risk 
there that a viewer might gloss over the underlying critique you’re offering.  Is that 
something you keep in mind when you’re making a piece, or would doing so perhaps get 
in the way of what you’re trying to accomplish? 

A. Yes. I am knowingly taking that risk.  My thinking is so informed by that type of questioning 
that I don’t believe I could make work without it.  I do want the work to seem very legible.  I don’t 
want it to have an initial read of “difficult work.”  But, I do hope that there is enough play, humor, 
rupture, and slippage to clue a viewer into thinking about both the form and the content of the 
work on another level(s). 

Q. Some of the work engages with aspects of your own personal history, but in a fairly 
allusive or non-specific way.  Knowing you personally deepens my experience of some 
of the work, but it doesn’t feel like it would be necessary for a viewer to appreciate 
it.  How do you find the right balance with that? Or is that not something you’re 
particularly concerned with? 

A. Again, I don’t know how to not include those 
parts of myself in the work.  I do ideologically 
have a love/hate relationship with the artist 
biography and the psychologizing that comes 
with it, but I absolutely do participate in it and 
find it helpful in appreciating the work of other 
artists.  It is not always necessary, but can 
really make me understand work in a more 
positive manner.  I guess if they like my work 
enough they might want to know more about 
it.  I personally am more moved by and 
connected to work that feels like it has a real 
investment/commitment to the artist’s life, 
history, and thoughts.  Just a clever strategy or 
a pretty thing doesn’t usually have a great 
impact on me.  I’m tough. 

Q. I think there are ways in which your work 
is examining the moral or ethical issues 
that lurk behind, say, the role of taste in 
contemporary culture.  Is that intentional – 
that is, is it something you hope a viewer 
picks up on or feels implicated in? 
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A. Yes. I don’t know what else to say.  Either the viewer has morals and ethics or they do 
not.  They may or may not be the same as mine, and mine could definitely be misread.  I do not 
want to be didactic but I really hope that there is some aspect of this that comes through in the 
work. 

Q. Your partner is also an artist, and you have collaborated together in the past.  Any tips 
for those of us whose partners are artists who are sometimes asked for our feedback 
about their work? 

A. I really doubt I would be making work again if it were not for Marc.  He has challenged me 
and encouraged me from the day we met.  We are very honest with each other about each 
other’s work.  I hope we are kind, but honest.  It is the loving thing to do.  That does not mean 
the other always likes it or agrees, but I know that Marc wants me to be the best artist I can be, 
so I listen.  And believe me, I dish it out way better than I take it. 

Q. What makes a good studio visit?  Is there anyone you have by on a regular basis to 
discuss your work?  Or any particularly important conversation partners who have 
informed your practice? 

A. The same thing that makes a good artist.  Curiosity, engagement, rigor, intelligence, humor, 
compassion, etc.  Maybe a little sass too. 

Marc is definitely my most frequent studio visit.  He helps me tremendously. 

I really would not have started making art if it were not for the artist Larry Johnson. He was the 
first person to tell me I could and should “go for it.” 

Joe Mama-Nitzberg lives and works in Brooklyn, New York.  He received an MFA from Art 
Center College of Design in Pasadena.  His work has been featured in exhibitions at Marc Foxx 
(solo exhibition and group exhibition), the Seattle Museum of Art, Bellwether Gallery, Gavlak 
Projects, Andrew Edlin Gallery, the Salzburger Kunstverein, Los Angeles County Exhibitions, 
Gavin Brown’s Enterprise, the Renaissance Society, the Lousiana Museum of Modern Art 
(Denmark), David Zwirner Gallery, and White Columns, among others. 

 


