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J‘ULEIAN

The Most Contemporary of
Portrait Artists

Artist Julian Opie scrutinizes his
surroundings for subjects that appeal to him
on an individual basis and expresses them
in radically simplified images. Because they
capture the essence of the subject so well,
these images, once seen, can never be

forgotten.
text by Han Yeah Joon

“The things that ultimately remain in the memory from our past life
don’t show complex detail like a photograph; the afterimage that
remains in our mind is just a simple image, like a symbol,” according to
Julian Opie, an artist who expresses what he has witnessed in his daily
life through images that anyone can easily understand—like a sign in a
public place.

Born in London in 1958, Julian Opie graduated from Goldsmiths
College, and since the 1980s his main interest has been people, objects,
and places that are commonly seen in the city. His personal style can be
defined as a contemporary version of the portrait painting, in which the
distinguishing characteristics of the individual are boldly depicted in
vivid colors and thick black border lines. One need not hesitate to intro-
duce his work to those who are unfamiliar with his name, for there is one
representative work that is sure to meet with an immediate response: his
portrait of the four members of the British rock band Blur on the cover of
their 2000 album.

Although the strong character of Julian Opie’s works makes it
easy to read them as a unified oeuvre, they have also changed over the
years. Opie has a great interest in digitalized production and innovative
technology, and has applied these to his own work. He has also formed
a connection with Seoul, where his Crowd has been installed on the ad-
vanced LED media facade of Seoul Square. Recently, Opie has presented
a new series of paintings on the subject of pedestrians in Seoul. Though
based in London, Opie had asked a Korean professional photographer to
capture the look of Seoul at different times and places, and after a while
3,000 photographs arrived. Opie chose three images showing people
that particularly appealed to him. Similar to the side view of a marching
army in an ancient Roman mural, Opie emphasized the movement of his
subjects through side views of them walking. To him, Walking People
means something that defines us all: “In the image of people walking I
feel a dynamic movement. I see this movement as very human.” Among
his new works are some based on the tradition of the full-length portrait,
which in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries was only permitted
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for royalty. Larger than life-size and showing
the subject in a dignified pose, the full-length
portrait symbolized royal authority, but Opie
has brought its principles into the present day
by connecting it with the poses that tourists
adopt when having their photograph taken. In
his larger-than-life contemporary full-length
portraits, although facial detail is omitted,
the character of each tourist stands out all the
more clearly through their poses and clothing.
Opie’s greatest interest is in how to connect
and convey to contemporary audiences the
inspiration that he has drawn from history and
the classics.

The vinyl painting technique that Opie
likes to use is a special method using plastic
sheets to maximize the intensity of colors. The
sheets are ordered from the factory already
cut to shape, and assembled one by one on
a wooden panel to form the complete work.

To Opie, the automation of the process is
irrelevant: “To express exactly what I want to
make, it’s sometimes necessary to introduce
new techniques and production systems that
don’t even exist yet. But to me it doesn’t matter
whether this process requires innovative digital
technology or my own work by hand. What'’s
most important is the completed end product
and the expression of what I want to say.”

All of the pedestrians in Opie’s vinyl
paintings and LED animation works are going
somewhere at their own pace, engrossed in
their own thoughts and not paying attention to
anyone else, The characters in his other recent
works, for instance the giant 3D sculptural
figures that seem to leap out from some of his
portraits and paintings, are similarly looking
somewhere, absorbed in their own thoughts.
As Opie shows, on the outside people may seem
like anonymous beings within the larger socie-
ty, but on the inside, each one harbors a unique
and mysterious little universe. And the artist
himself is no different: “I think of an exhibition
as a place to show what the artist is interested
in at the moment. A single exhibition can’t
show everything about the artist. Rather than
trying to find a message in each work, I'd like
people to understand the background of what
the artist has been interested in.”

Opie does not put himself in a higher
position than the public, but as an individual
no different from them, he asks them to un-
derstand what he is currently looking at. That's
why his works have such human appeal. @

Images provided by Kukje Gallery / Courtesy of the artist and Kukje Gallery

Julian Opie, Julian, 2012 @ Julian Opie / Courtesy Alan Cristea (UK)
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Julian Opie, Walking in Sinsa-dong 1 & 2 & 3, 2014, Vinyl on Wooden Stretcher, 220 x 233.6¢cm (each)
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