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According to artist Julian Opie (b. 1958), there’s a complete shift in the way ONIEW

people understand imagery today. Often, Opie notices viewers reaching for Lisson Gallery
their pockets in search of their phones, in hopes of documenting the art they Julian Opie:

s 5 i . OP.VR@LISSON/London
observe. Yet, with work that incorporates virtual reality (VR), photographs March 3—April 15, 2023
can’t be taken because the work isn’t truly there. Those who are curious about Tencen

the implications of this are invited to fasten their portable headsets and
immerse themselves in Opie’s unique take on VR. In a show titled
OP.VR@LISSON/London currently open at Lisson Gallery in London, the
renowned artist is showcasing both virtual reality and non-VR works in a
groundbreaking multiroom experience, blending the body, architecture, and
space in a manner that forces the viewer to focus on the story unfolding
before them. In addition, Opie has also revisited older works—repurposing

drawings, sculptures, and installations to mirror the VR he’s expertly crafted.






business logos. The black, blue, green, and gray color selection illustrates the
country road by which the work is inspired—a scene from rural France—
leaving the viewer dwelling on the stark contrast between the personal and
the corporate. Linger for a moment, and you might expect a BP or Shell

station to appear.
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Julian Opie on VR, shuffle dancing and obsessive art
collecting

We interview artist Julian Opie on life, work and his new playground of VR at
Lisson gallery, and peek behind the scenes of his London studio

Julian Opie's art is a language of its own. Its vocabulary is the essence of

everyday human experiences; its grammar is sensation.

The acclaimed British artist’s name is synonymous with Pop Art-
contoured, heavily-lined figures in motion, landscapes and architecture.
Boiled down to states of pure reduction, they appeal to our most

fundamental capacity for perception and recognition.

Ever the embracer of technological innovation, Opie has recently been
immersed in the world of virtual reality. In 'Julian Opie:

OP.VR@LISSON /London', until 15 April 2023, the artist has conceived a
playground of colour and movement via an ambitious new VR work and a
dynamic series of animated sequences based on a high-energy, TikTok-viral

dance sequence.



Julian Opie, Dance 1, (2022), Animated poster, © Julian Opie; Courtesy Lisson
Gallery

Wallpaper*: Where are you right now?

Julian Opie: I'm sitting on the stairs at Lisson Gallery, London, installing a
new exhibition. Many of the artworks are Wi-Fi-connected so my team and
I can work on them remotely. I'm also installing a show in Changsha,
China, this week, which has been done remotely. To work like this and plan
complicated installations, I developed a VR system to allow me to visualise

works in new spaces.
W*: Describe your studio

JO: It’s a building in Shoreditch that I bought back in the 1980s when it
seemed a very remote and run-down area. Now it’s super lively and I'm

usually the oldest person around.

I set up a 9m by 5m empty cardboard space in my studio to allow me to
look at works in VR and move freely around them with goggles. I found
myself enjoying just being in this alternative world and set about making
an exhibition that would share this experience. The cardboard room takes
up the top floor of my studio — where I work alone with a computer, a
double-screen display and a digital drawing pad. The floor below has an
office and a room for the technical digital team. I hang other artists” work
on these two floors and battle the tide of samples and tests that covers most
surfaces. The ground floor is usually full of crates and works coming in
from various factories and workshops. I hang my own works here to test,
judge and photograph. The basement has a workshop with a large digital

printing machine.

The whole building feels like home and when I arrive on my bike each
morning an hour or so before anyone else I feel a sense of calm. [ have been

there for so long that the space and my work seem locked together.



JO: My mother, who always painted for pleasure, had wanted to go to art
school but her father felt it inappropriate for a girl, so she studied singing.
But her brother went to art school and opened Cranks health food
restaurant on Carnaby Street in the 1960s. Cranks was very involved in
ceramics and classical music and I grew up surrounded by [20th-century]
English art prints on the wall by Julian Trevelyan, Paul Nash, Kit Wood
and Graham Sutherland. My father always said he couldn’t draw a straight
line but he was keen on furniture and had Charles Eames and Robin Day

chairs in his college rooms where he taught economics.
W*: Where and when are you most productive?

JO: I'm productive in my studio but the ideas begin outside. I'm
particularly aware of the world when I'm passing through it. On foot or
bike, plane or car, train or boat. Perhaps the mundanity of travel opens my
eyes and the movement through and around objects and places brings
them to life for me. I gather images, materials and methods of fabrication
in museums and temples, airports and motorways. The way the world is

put together and the languages that are used become my palettes.
W*: What'’s the most important object you own?

JO: 1like my Orbea electric bike and my now-vintage Peugeot 505 estate,
and I always carry my father’s penknife in my pocket. I'm not that
attached to objects, but I'm obsessed with owning art by other people. I
have been buying and swapping art for years now and have many more
things than I have walls to hang them on. Owning art gives me ideas and a
justification for my own work. It makes me feel connected to the world and
history and people. If I feel challenged by other art, at least I can buy it. If

you can’t beat them, collect them.



W*: What's the last thing you read, watched, or listened to?

JO: A Short History of China (which is not short at all). I'm working a lot in
China and wanted to know more about the place. My education seemed to
assume that history only happened in the West so I'm pretty ignorant. I
have been looking a lot at tribal art from Borneo, Sulawesi and Vietnam,
the Austronesian cultures which originated in China. My wife Aniela and I
just finished the Happy Valley police thriller: a gritty story and great acting.
We also watched all of Doc Martin, which my daughter appears in.

Music-wise, I'm mostly listening to dance music, such as Armin van
Buuren and Paul van Dyk. I like the upbeat energy and emotional longing
in techno music. I also just received Max Richter’s album, Sleep — I love his
music and we once worked together for a ballet by Wayne McGregor. |
swapped an album cover image for a looped piece of his music that I used
in an artwork. Hania Rani and Nils Frahm are also great in a similar

ambient contemporary classical vein.

W*: How do you switch off? Do you switch off?

JO: Headphones and sci-fi books at home. Moped rides in the French
countryside and walks along the coastal path in Cornwall and on

Hampstead Heath.



W*: Do you collect anything?

JO: I avidly collect art. It started with Japanese prints, then moved back in
time to English and French Old Master portraits and then Roman and
Greek art and Egyptian art. Then sideways to Austronesian art, wooden
statues and bead work and, more recently, contemporary art. When I see
something that makes sense to me, I can’t resist. It's mostly images of
people. I'm not sure why. I justify the expense by believing that it helps me

make my work.
W*: What's your most memorable career moment to date?

JO: I go from waves of great excitement and belief in what I'm doing to a
sense of rejection and a desire to move on and away. This applies to the
artworks I produce and the exhibitions I make. I tend to think the next
work and the next exhibition will be the best and will blow people away.
Generally, I then feel it wasn't so great but the next one will be. I was lucky
enough to have a one-person show at the Hayward Gallery in my mid-
thirties just when I had my first child, Elena. The show seemed to define
what I had done and where [ was going. I have been rethinking and
replaying those themes ever since. Maybe that was the moment I felt T had

a solid base from which to work.



W*: If you weren't an artist, what would you have been?

JO: An anthropologist maybe. From an early age, I have read a lot about
early humans and I had a place to study anthropology at university — or a
primary school teacher like my mother perhaps. I'm better with little kids
than adults really but I'm not sure I have the energy for teaching. My
favourite job I ever had (apart from making art) was driving a tractor
collecting rubbish on a kibbutz in the Golan Heights.

W*: You've just debuted a new VR work at Lisson gallery. Why VR, and

where will you transport viewers?

JO: The whole show is about looking, navigation and ways of reading the
world. Some of the show is in VR, some [works] are in the gallery spaces
and some are outside. Additionally, we have also presented work at Bond
Street Tube station and created a sound and image invitation card. TVR
gaming goggles use technology to allow one to wander around a space and
see drawn objects and images as if they were in the space with you. It’s a
crude and simplified version of what we all do all day — exist as reflections
of our plotted world sensing ourselves against what we perceive via sound
and touch and vision. Although the goggles are a bit like snorkelling, your
brain soon gives up and accepts this new reality. It allows me to make an
exhibition that physics and practical limitations would not normally allow,
and literally enter an imagined world. From Masaccio to Miyazaki (Studio
Ghibli), this has been the dream of many artists.
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Julian Opie, "'OP.VR' detail
(Image credit: © Julian Opie; Courtesy Lisson Gallery)

W*: What role does social media play in your work?

JO: I don’t know anything about social media except what I see over my
kids’ shoulders. But like everyone, I use the internet to find things and I
came across a homemade high-energy dance called ‘shuffle dancing’ that
accompanies 2010s dance music. When I see something that I can use I feel
a snap of recognition. [ have drawn people walking for decades and was
hungry for an alternative human movement that was easily recognisable
and sufficiently short and repetitive to animate in an endless loop. With my
second daughter, Imogen, an actor and dancer, we isolated five simple but
fluid movements from the videos that could be danced and repeated. She
taught three other dancers the moves and I filmed them at 50 frames per
second to 100bpm dance music, then drew them in colours taken from
nylon ski wear I photographed on a ski trip with my son, Paul. The project
turned into five dances in a series of multiple films and paintings with

tracks composed by a young musician, Archie Wingate.



W*: What do you love most about exhibiting art in public spaces?

JO:1love the idea of being out in the real world. Museums and galleries
are fantastic places to show and see art but it's a captive audience and a
step away from the rest of the world. A public commission is a chance to be
out amongst everything else, to reflect and merge into the real world where
the works originated. I have a moving sculpture on Carnaby Street that
depicts a walking shopper in the electronic language of traffic signals and
shop signs. [ wanted to bend the surrounding languages into my own
drawing. In Melbourne I have 30 animated Australian birds pecking and
walking along a long traffic island as if the fabric of the road merged with
the wildlife. People who pass don’t know what it is and only interact if
they are interested. The work is not bracketed by an institution, it’s just
there amongst the clutter of the street. I'm aware that public art can be
pretty annoying, like someone else’s loud radio on the beach, but I try to
ingratiate and amuse like a street juggler and disguise what I do in the pre-

existing language of the environment.



W*: What are you working on at the moment, and how’s it going?

JO: It's going well thanks. At some point, I might like to slow down but not
until I have to. I'm pretty busy this spring with the London show, two
exhibitions in China, one in South Korea and another coming up in Rome.
Exhibiting is very much a part of making the work for me — that's where I
really get to see them and feel they exist. I photographed and drew 20
people in Busan for the South Korean show and I'm working on a live
work that will use real people on walking machines to make living
paintings. It sounds ridiculous, but it might work. I'd also like to draw
some toddlers walking to make some very small sculptures based on

historical Indonesian sculptures. After that, it’s a bit of a blank. VR 2?
W*: What piece of advice would you give to the next generation?

JO: I'm 64. The next generation is already nearing retirement. I'm not big
on advice. I just get on with what I enjoy and throw my energy into

whatever is on offer.

Julian Opie: 'OP.VR@LISSON/London’', until 15 April 2023. lissongallery.com
*
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https://shows.acast.com/scaffold/episodes/79-julian-opie

LISSON GALLERY

Art Sense Podcast
7 March 2023

A conversation with artist Julian Opie. Opie is an artist known for distilling the world around us into its
simplest forms, reducing people, animals and architecture into shapes and lines that capture their
essence instead of their details. In the conversation, we discuss his inspirations, his process and his new
show at Lisson Gallery in London that includes his continued experimentation with virtual reality.

https://www.lissongallery.com/exhibitions/julian-opie-op-vr-hem-london

https://www.julianopie.com/


https://podcasts.apple.com/us/podcast/ep-89-artist-julian-opie/id1574394526?i=1000603127430
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Viewing Julian Opie:
OP.VR@LISSON/London

Head to Lisson Gallery’s Bell Street spaces and bear witness to an
ambitious new series of works by artist Julian Opie, including the UK
premiere of a groundbreaking new VR experience. Known for his
distinctive distilling of imagery from everyday life into pared-back symbols
- people, animals or buildings - Opie has been incorporating movement
and light into art since the 1980s. “Everything you see is a trick of the
light”, says Opie. “This exhibition presents an expansion of Opie’s practice,
with the artist delving in to the different ways images are received in the
world. Using portable headsets, visitors are invited to journey through a
new dimension, encompassing multiple realms spanning from intimate
interactions to multi-layered experiences. OP.VR@LISSON/London will be
the first time Lisson presents a VR experience in its 50 year history - not
one to be missed!
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ulian Opie introduces an ambitious new series of works across Lisson Gallery’s Bell
Street spaces this March. The exhibition begins with the UK premiere of a ground-
breaking new virtual reality experience: the first time Lisson Gallery has presented a
VR work in its 50+ year history. Using portable headsets, visitors are invited to
journey through a new dimension, encompassing multiple realms spanning from intimate
interactions to multi-layered experiences. The presentation also includes the reveal of a new
fast-paced dance sequence, life-size and large-scale portraits, as well as landscapes and

architectural works, both indoots and out.

Opie is known for his distinctive distilling of imagery from everyday life into pared-back
symbols, be it of people, animals or buildings, focusing on depicting our experiences,
observations and sensations, remembered and then recreated. While there are familiar
motifs and materials, in this exhibition we see a recent expansion of Opie’s practice, with
the artist delving into a different way in which images are received in the world - via social
media platforms. Since Opie began introducing movement into art in the 1980s, new
innovations and technology have revolutionised the possibilities of doing so, developing
from early computer monitors to wall-based flat screens, and onto LED public signage.
Recently, Opie has expanded into capturing movement in a faster, shorter-form tempo,
discovering a high-energy dance popular on TikTok and YouTube, seen as both a mark of
celebration as well as an antidote to the quiet periods of lockdown. Collaborating with his
daughter, a professional dancer, Opie gathered a group of performers to replicate the
sequence, and commissioned a series of dance tracks to accompany it. This series can be seen
as both two-dimensional vinyls and LEDs, with imprints of larger- than-life figures frozen

in time on the gallery walls, as well as through four-sided computer animations.

Alongside this is a series of landscape paintings, captured by the artist initially while driving
through rural France. Depicting scenic panoramas with the vibrant colours of a European
summer, these images merge the sensation of being both in motion and static, embracing
the evolving view of nature from the windscreen of a car, with the processed features of

stop junctions, such as highway service stations.



Opie also utilises both of Lisson Gallery’s outdoor courtyards. The centre courtyard houses
four stainless steel tubular sculptures, inspired by observations of people in London parks
during lockdown. Featuring figures lounging on the grass, reading or looking at their
phones, these portraits represent not just the wide variety of ways in which we configure
our body naturally, but also how the body can itself interact with space and gravity while
populating and energising a landscape. In these works, the precise pose is formed by
bending the metal, an idea influenced by the art of the Jorai, Toraja and Dayak
(Austronesian) people, who migrated from mainland China through Taiwan and out into
the Pacific area c.5,000 years ago, in particular the sculptures found in Sulawesi, Vietnam
and Borneo. The carved wooden statues of this period are often portrayed bent or
crouched, taking imagery that was largely flat and extending into the three-dimensional.
The process, using round tubes such as those used for hand rails and bicycle stands,
combines the compositions of the historic Austronesian statues with everyday urban

objects.

The further courtyard houses a new architectural installation, inviting visitors to walk

through the labyrinth of drawn structures based on French medieval buildings.



January 2023
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Using portable headsets, visitors are invited to journey through a new dimension,
encompassing multiple realms spanning from intimate interactions to multi-
layered experiences. The presentation also includes the reveal of a new fast-

paced dance sequence, life-size and large-scale portraits, as well as landscapes

and architectural works, both indoors and out.



Opie is known for his distinctive distilling of imagery from everyday life into pared-
back symbols, be it of people, animals or buildings, focusing on depicting our
experiences, observations and sensations, remembered and then recreated. While
there are familiar motifs and materials, in this exhibition we see a recent
expansion of Opie’s practice, with the artist delving into a different way in which
images are received in the world - via social media platforms. Since Opie began
introducing movement into art in the 1980s, new innovations and technology have
revolutionised the possibilities of doing so, developing from early computer
monitors to wall-based flat screens, and onto LED public signage.

O o O o o o

Julian Opie Figure 1dance 4., 2022 Vinyl on wall Dimensions variable Courtesy Lisson Gallery

Recently, Opie has expanded into capturing movement in a faster, shorter-form
tempo, discovering a high-energy dance popular on TikTok and YouTube, seen as
both a mark of celebration as well as an antidote to the quiet periods of lockdown.
Collaborating with his daughter, a professional dancer, Opie gathered a group of
performers to replicate the sequence, and commissioned a series of dance tracks
to accompany it. This series can be seen as both two-dimensional vinyls and LEDs,
with imprints of larger-than-life figures frozen in time on the gallery walls, as well
as through four-sided computer animations.



Alongside this is a series of landscape paintings, captured by the artist initially
while driving through rural France. Depicting scenic panoramas with the vibrant
colours of a European summer, these images merge the sensation of being both in
motion and static, embracing the evolving view of nature from the windscreen of a
car, with the processed features of stop junctions, such as highway service
stations.

Opie also utilises both of Lisson Gallery’s outdoor courtyards. The centre courtyard
houses four stainless steel tubular sculptures, inspired by observations of people
in London parks during lockdown. Featuring figures lounging on the grass, reading
or looking at their phones, these portraits represent not just the wide variety of
ways in which we configure our body naturally, but also how the body can itself
interact with space and gravity while populating and energising a landscape.



About the artist

The work of Julian Opie is known throughout the world. With public commissions from New
York to Seoul, London to Calgary, and an uninterrupted flow of international museum
exhibitions, Opie's distinctive formal language is instantly recognisable and reflects his
artistic preoccupation with the idea of representation and the means by which images are
perceived and understood. “Everything you see is a trick of the light,” Opie writes. “Light
bouncing into your eye, light casting shadows, creating depth, shapes, colours. Turn off the
light and it’s all gone. We use vision as a means of survival and it's essential to take it for
granted in order to function, but awareness allows us to look at looking and by extension
look at ourselves and be aware of our presence. Drawing, drawing out the way that process
feels and works brings the awareness into the present and into the real world, the exterior
world.” Always exploring different techniques both cutting edge and ancient, Opie plays with
ways of seeing through reinterpreting the vocabulary of everyday life; his reductive style
evokes both a visual and spatial experience of the world around us. Drawing influence from
classical portraiture, Egyptian hieroglyphs and Japanese woodblock prints, as well as public
signage, information boards and traffic signs, the artist connects the clean visual language
of modern life, with the fundamentals of art history.

Julian Opie was born in London in 1958 and lives and works in London. He graduated from
Goldsmith's School of Art, London in 1982. Exhibitions have been staged at Berardo
Museum, Lisbon, Portugal (2020); Tokyo Opera City Art Gallery, Japan (2019); Gerhardsen
Gerner, Oslo, Norway (2019); The National Gallery of Victoria, Melbourne, Australia (2018);
National Portrait Gallery, London, UK (2017); Suwon Ipark Museum of Art, Korea (2017); Fosun
Foundation, Shanghai, China (2017); Fundacion Bancaja, Valencia, Spain (2017); Kunsthalle
Helsinki, Finland (2015); Museum of Contemporary Art Krakow (MoCAK), Poland (2014);
National Portrait Gallery, London, UK (2011); IVAM, Valencia, Spain (2010); MAK, Vienna,
Austria (2008); CAC Malaga, Spain (2006); Neues Museum, Nuremberg, Germany (2003);
Ikon Gallery, Birmingham, UK (2001); Kunstverein Hannover, Germany (1994) and Institute of
Contemporary Arts, London, UK (1985). Major group exhibitions include ‘| Want! | Want! Art &
Technology” at Birmingham Museums and Art Gallery, Birmingham, UK (2017); ‘This Is Not
The Reality. What Kind Of Reality?’, 57th Venice Biennale, Venice, Italy (2017); the Victoria &
Albert Museum, London, UK (2016): Barbican Art Gallery, London, UK (2014); Tate Britain,
London, UK (2013); the Shanghai Biennale (2006); 11th Biennial of Sydney (1998); documenta
8, Kassel, Germany (1987); and Xliéme Biennale de Paris (1985). Public projects include
‘Walking in Taipei’ Taipei, Taiwan and ‘Walking in Hong Kong’, Tower 535, Hong Kong (2016):
Arendt & Medernach, Luxembourg (2016); Heathrow Terminal 1 (1998); and the prison
Wormwood Scrubs, London (1994); as well as public work for hospitals, such as the Lindo
Wing, St. Mary’s Hospital, London (2012) and Barts & the London Hospital (2003). His design
for the band Blur's album ‘Best of Blur' (2000) was awarded the Music Week CADS for Best
lllustration in 2001.
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Exhibition of the week

Julian Opie

This stylish and scientific student of perception playfully
reveals how simply art can suggest the real.

@® Lisson Gallery, London, 4 May to 12 June.
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JO: I wouldn’t say I have made a show in response to lockdown. The work for
the show was conceived two years back, before lockdown. The process of
drawing, planning, fabricating, re-fabricating takes about two years. Some of
these works, though, like the figures, have been drawn since lockdown began.
For me, art is not the most sensible language in which to comment on
immediate current affairs as they move very fast. I guess I look at something
that you might call the bigger picture. I don't tend to draw things that are not

yet the norm.

200%: You don’t comment on immediate current affairs because
the work will date?

JO: Inevitably it will. If I would have drawn everybody with a face mask a few
years from now that is going to look very specific. It would be difficult to look
at anything else in the work — it’s going to be all about the fact that people are
wearing those masks. Also, face masks are too small for me. At the moment the
way I'm drawing, I don't draw peoples’ feet and fingers because they are too

small — a face mask is also too small to fit on my level of abstraction.



200%: Which buildings in London did you draw for the show?

JO: Actually, they are Norwegian. I was working on an upcoming show in
Norway and I wanted to draw buildings that no one would definitely go and
see. There are some nice buildings in Oslo and beautiful buildings around
Norway, but I wasn't interested in them. I wanted to draw the most
unappealing and unspecific buildings I could think of. Due to lockdown I
couldn’t travel to Norway so I drew the buildings from Google Earth. Normally
I avoid doing that because I feel there is some value in actually seeing and
walking around the building and photographing it from the ground, but with
Google Earth you can actually see the buildings from the air which makes it
easier to draw. During the first lockdown, I spent a lot of the time in the studio
circling above Oslo from Google Earth and these Norwegian buildings are
actually here in the show. It seems a bit odd, but these suburban apartment
buildings are so generic that I would challenge anybody to locate where they
are. These 1960s and 1970s modernist post-war tower blocks are so ubiquitous.

You'll see them in suburbs all across Europe.

200%: I’'m a big fan of your book ‘Portraits’ (2z003) featuring Mark,
the writer on the cover, and the portraits of each member of the
Britpop band, Blur, for their Best of album cover. What makes a
good successful portrait for you?

JO: What I was interested in during that period was the notion of the history of
portraiture and looking at someone who's looking back at you. What it feels



like to go into the museum and view portraits and know that those people were
looked at by the artist and they are looking back at the artist, and now you're
looking at these people and they are looking back at you. There is a triangular
dynamic going on which is very powerful. When I started drawing portraits in
the 1990s I looked at 17th and 18th century English and French portraiture,
Kitagawa Utamaro's Japanese woodblock prints and also Hergé's Tin Tin and
Japanese Manga. [ was trying to figure out if I could re-engage in a new way
with portraiture just like artists such as Chuck Close and Thomas Ruff have
done.

200%: When I look at the portraits I'm fascinated by how you
managed to capture someone’s character or personality with a
minimal amount of lines.

JO: I don’t want to go beyond what is needed. If vou start to over-embellish,
you're often lost. People talk about minimalism or paring things down, but I
tend to see it as building things up. My inspirations for drawing people have
been lavatory signs, road signs and public signs. In that case humans are
depicted pretty much as stick figures with a circle as a head and I thought that
was an interesting place to start. Almost like a pictogram of a person. Rather
than minimising the information, I look at what I can add to that basic circle.

In the 1990s, I started with a couple of circles, the eyes, the lines of the mouth.
In ‘Portraits’ I was trying to find out what I could add. Add a bit of highlights in
the hair, a bit of shine in the eyes, some colours in the clothes, some patterns
on the shirts. I'm not sure that any of that added to the quality of the portrait,
but it was an interesting experiment to see what I could add and what I could

take away.

Currently, I don’t do these type of portraits anymore that you will find in the
book. The people that feature in my shows now are captured in digital
photography and then drawn on the computer, and they don’t know that
they're being drawn. They are not portraits, they are heads, they are passers-by
captured in public spaces, mostly seen in profile. These are not portraits, they

are an image of human beings.



You mentioned Thomas Ruff who studied at the Diisseldorf Art
Academy. He was taught by the artists Bernd and Hilla Becher who
are known for their monumental black and white photographs of
German industrial architecture. Inspired by this objective form of
documentation, Ruff made a series of large-scale passports
portraits of his friends and colleagues. He portrayed them with
blank expressions. In ‘Portraits’ you depicted the people without
any facial expressions as well. Is that because you wanted to create
a certain ambiguity?



JO: When you first start drawing peoples’ faces you tell them to hold still. The
reason for that is because it takes quite a while to draw someone. If they are
moving around it is difficult to draw them as you can'’t focus on their features
properly. If you look at portraits in a museum on the whole, apart from the
notable exception of Frans Hals, people are not laughing or in action. They are
looking back at vou and therefore you draw them as if they are an object. I
think, though, Thomas Ruff’s depiction of people is a little bit different. His
choice of people, the camera angle and the framing [of the picture] is very

specific.

With my portraits I didn't feel that I was following such a tight set of
parameters. I have drawn people from the side, from a three quarter view and
full frontal. I've made films of people smiling, blinking and nodding their heads
for yes or no. I wanted to see what all of these things did. I think in retrospect,
the still, straight gaze back at the viewer was the strongest of all of those
positions for various reasons — technical and emotional. I wasn’t trying to say
something specific by having a lack of difference as in Ruff’s portraits. My
approach was “put anybody in front of me”. You just have to hope that they

haven't got curly hair!



When the sunlight is hitting the facade of the gallery you get a shadow of the
buildings in the street and the shadow of buildings that I drew on the front
window across the floor of the gallery. There’s a kind of confusion between
what is real and what is imaged, what is reflected, and I feel that is my point.
Rather than talking about how cities change or the pandemic, that’s not the
way I approach talking about the world. I approach it more from the
perspective of what it feels like to look at a shadow and feel like it’s part of you.

Interview written and conducted by Thierry Somers, 200%
Installation view of Julian Opie at Lisson Gallery @© Julian Opie, courtesy
Lisson Gallery, Self-Portrait by Julian Opie

Julian Opie, until 12 June, Lisson Gallery, 22 Cork Street London.
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... his love of Japanese woodcut prints by Utamaro and Hiroshige
"They're just stunning. To be able to evoke so much sense of presence and
existence by this fluid line, which is cut from wood. They make sense to me
given the way that I draw. I've always drawn using a line from the time that
I was a teenager—it always seemed to me a very obvious, sensible and
satisfying process to have my hand on a piece of paper holding a pencil or
felt-tip pen and to look at the world, and to just allow that pro to flow.
It's something that I can do and seems to come naturally to me. I can move
my hand and look at your face and when I look down on the piece of paper,

you'll pretty much be there. That's always a good party trick when you're a

teenager to impress people.”
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ﬁ\ PA INOPIE'S STUDIO,

HIS MODEL FOR A METAL
STATUE IS SURROUNDED BY
IECES FROM IS OWN ART
COLLECTION, INCLUDING, LEFT
A PAINTED ECYPTIAN WOODEN
HEAD (€ 16001100 BC) AND.
SECOND FROM RICHT, A
TERRACOTTA BUST OF THE
COMPOSER CHRISTOPH
GLUCK 1Y JEAN-ANTOINE
HOUDON IC 1770)

OPPOSITE. CARMODY
CROARKE'S STEEL-CLAD
ADDITION INCREASES THE
SPACEHY SOME 109 40 M
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Legacy: Opie’s new works will go on
show with Van Dyck’s self-portrait, inset

Opie in frame
to welcome

the return of
£10m Van Dyck

Robert Dex Arts Correspondent

JULIAN OPIE has created a series of
new works to welcome Van Dyck’s
celebrated self-portrait back to Lon-
don, three years after it was saved for
the nation following a high-profile fun-
draising campaign.

The 17th-century work will go on
show at the National Portrait Gallery
from October with paintings by Opie,
whose trademark style is familiar to
millions of music fans after he designed
the cover of Blur’s greatest hits compi-
lation in 2000.

The self-portrait has been on a UK-
wide tour since it was bought for
£10million in 2014, with almost
£1.5million in public donations.

Catharine MacLeod, the gallery’s
senior curator of 17th-century por-
traits, said placing the two artists’
works together showed the influence
of Van Dyck on Opie and the great court
painter’s “lasting legacy in Britain”.
W Julian Opie After Van Dyck is at the
National Portrait Gallery from October
6 to January 7.
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Ancient and modern: Opie creations come
face to face with his own private collection

Big differences between

old and the new make

similarities more Intriguing tendency to go, ‘Wow, look at that
Mark Brown amazing craft’, and it seems to be out-
Arts correspondent side anybody’s imagination quite how

Julian Opie is best known for his ultra-
modern portraits with thick black lines
and very little detail. So it may surprise
museum visitors to see he is a keen col-
lector of grand 17th and 18th century
paintings packed full of frilly and intri-
cate fussiness.

The secret passions of Opie are
explored in a fascinating exhibition
opening today at the Holburne Museum
in Bath in which the artist displays
examples of his own work from the past
20 years with works from his private
collection. That collection includes por-
traits by Sir Peter Lely, Joshua Reynolds
and George Romney, and ancient sculp-
ture from Egypt and Rome.

It is Opie’s first show in a UK museum
for 10 years and the artist said he
thought long and hard about whether to
do it. “I was anxious about how it could
be read and what it could mean. I have
seen examples of, say, a contemporary
work next to a Vermeer and it’s just, ‘No,
it doesn’t really help either’. I hope it
will be read generously, rather than ‘that
lot’s better than that lot’.”

The Holburne’s director, Xa Sturgis,
said the theme was a natural fit for his
museum. “What I like is that I’ve never
seen anything like it. I hope that is a
good thing. It is slightly provocative; it
provokes thought and looking, and that
is always key with exhibitions.”

Opie has divided the gallery space
in half - his works on one side, his col-
lection on the other. It looks and feels
different to what we are used to with
old master portraits hung on white walls
with natural light streaming through.

Opie hopes visitors will make connec-
tions, perhaps go around and go back to
different works. Yes, they are very dif-
ferent but perhaps they are also similar.

“With old masters there is a slight

the flowers are painted. But actually it
was a fairly standardised system as to
how to do cloth, how to do flesh and
so on. People would have learned it in
workshops.”

Opie has always used the latest tech-
nology so it is perhaps no surprise to see
works from 2012 where he has explored
3D printing.

Two larger-than-life busts sit on
plinths created using a 3D printer -
hand-painted because the technology
does not yet allow colour. Opie said he
had not hand-painted for a long time but
was helped by a 2,000 year old Egyptian
funerary mask from the late Ptolomeic
period that is in his collection.

“I often run out of nerve. I think, ‘I
can’t do this’, and my hand is shaking
and I think I need my glasses,” he
said. “The idea of what I'm doing ... it
makes me nervous.” So it helped to

look at his mask and think some bloke
in Egypt on a Wednesday afternoon sat
down and did a whole load of them. “If
he candoit thenIcandoit.”

Some visitors will be able to spot
more direct connections. The blue cur-
tains in a portrait of an unknown woman
by Cornelius Johnson - a court painter to
Charles I before Van Dyck - inspired the
blue curtains in a 2008 Opie work, Maria
Teresa with sequinned dress. Opie said
he often used the poses of sitters in old
masters as templates for his own works.

Many of his collected works are on
display in his east London converted
warehouse studio. “I find myself feed-
ing off them as I’'m working. You never
know what you need or will find, so I do
learn alot.”

There are many wonderful and strik-
ing works in Opie’s collection, not least
a bust of the 18th-century composer
Christoph Gluck from the studio of Jean-



Xa Sturgis studies
the finish on the
two larger than
life 3D-printed
busts that

form part of the
exhibition at
the Holburne
gallery of works
created by,

or collected

by, Julian

Opie (below)
Photograph:
Adrian Sherratt
for the Guardian
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‘I'mnot sure what artis’

Known for slick images like his portrait of Blur, Julian Opie is now the
subject of a major retrospective. He takes Stuart Jeffries through it

ne evening, Julian Opie

went toa Soho strip club.

Hehad a polein his studio

and needed a dancer. “I'd

bought the pole on the

internet,” Opiesays, as
takesmearound a new retrospective of
hiswork. “IthoughtIcouldget more
dynamic poses from models.”

What was he looking for? “Someone
who danced well.” A stripper called
Shahnoza, originally from Tehran, fitted
the bill and, a few days later, shearrived
at Opie’s east London studio with
various outfits and her own music.

For the next two days, Opie took more
than 2,000 photographsand filmed
asshe dancedand stripped.

Opie had been commissioned to make
a series of drawings for the Art Gallery
of Ontario in Toronto. He dedded his
Shahnoza pictures would appear on
the walls of a room full of Henry Moore
sculptures, mostly reclining nudes: “I
wanted to complement and contrast
with theimposng, sedate and serious
white sculptures,” he explains.

Opie made the pictures by drawing,
with his computer, over digitalimages
of Shahnoza. He then emailed these
toavinyl-cutter in Canada who
turned them into stickybacked plastic
shapes thatwere stuck to the gallery
walls. Moore's nudessit on plinths,
while giant images of Shahnoza
now slinkaround the walls, pulling

off her knickersin one pose. Her
head wasreduced to a simple circle
-a customary Opie riff that, in this
context, seemed toallude to Moore's
trademark holes.

Opiehasoften made suchartstic
rejoinders. Asa studentat Goldsmith's

in London, he copied famous artworks
for a series called Eat Dirt, Art History.
He'd draw an El Greco very loosely and
write underneath it: “Eat Dirt El Greco.”
Ashetold an interviewer: “It wasan
acknowledgement of the hopeless
position of the art student in light of
art history, butalso a rallying callnot
to feel overwhelmed by it.”

Opie, bornin London in 1958,
graduated in the early 1980s,a

generation before the likes of Damien
Hirst and Tracey Emin arrived. He
revelled in the punk sensibility of the
time, the rebellion against traditon. He
denies, however, any lewd intent with
his Thisis Shahnoza series. “I don't
start with an agenda - it’s possible to
start thatway, but I don't.”

Instead, he says, he setsout to strip
things down, the purpose being to
reflect and play on not just other art,
but on the artifice thathe thinks frames
contemporary experience: how whatis
seemingly naturalin human behaviour
ismade up of learned performance
codes, how artistic conventions
constrain artistic practice. Butwhy a
poledancer doing a striptease? “Idon’t
take responsibility for what'sout there,
butI use it nonetheless.”

Thisis Shahnoza exemplifies many
Opie themes: engagementwithart
history, use ofnew technology,
obsession with the human body. It also
shows how Opie loves towork with
one idea across different media.
Shahnoza has now been immortalised in
painting, granite, slkscreen and LED
animaton (in which she dancesin bra
and pants or in skimpy white dress). In
atleastone portrait, her headis
represented by something other thana

circle. But even then, she’s stll strippec
down: the schematicimage of her face
in flat colours and minimal detail is
poised between genericand particular.
She’s more Opie than Shahnoza.

The drawings appear ina new
catalogue published by the Alan Criste:
gallery in London, to gowith the
Opie retrospective it has just opened.
Called Editions 1984-2011, the show
charts Opie’s development from early
reductive landscapes and portraits, to
silhouettes, animations, lenticulars,
LCDand LED animations. For all this,
Opie may be best known for his blandly
homogenised portrait of Blur for the

cover of their 2000 The Best Of album.

Doeshe ever find thisarray of
possible media discombobulating?
Afterall, inainterview for an
exhibition of Utagawa Hiroshige
woodblock prints he curated in 2008,
he seemed envious of the narrow range
of options available to hishero, the
19th-century Japanese artist: “I think
Hiroshige would have had much more
of a sense of what hisrolewasand
what thejob entailed. Now whoknows
what an artist should do?”

“Istill feel that,” he saysnow, as
we stand in front of his 2009 work
View of Mount Fuji with Daisies from
Route 300. “For artistsatart school,
the freedom must bea burden. There’s
no traditon of bronze or oil painting,
no tradition you can embed yourself
in - which was what Hiroshige was
able to do. At the same time, [relish
the range of options available because
Idon’t want to be tied down. Iwant to
embrace good-looking options.”

Like Shahnoza, this lapanese
landscape also comesin different
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