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Rita Lougares. Julian, it's a pleasure 
and an honour for us to hold an exhi-
bition of yours at our Museum. First 
of all, thank you very, very much for 
your hard work during the last year, 
for the magnificent work you did here, 
for the Museum. I also wish to say it 
is a pity that your opening and the 
scheduling of your exhibition coincide 
with these difficult times we all are 
living. But I'm sure that in the very 
near future—I hope so—if people 
have a sense of responsibility, we can 
open the exhibition, and you'll return 
to Lisbon, and then we will do a real 
opening, like you deserve.

Julian Opie. Thank you. 
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RL. So, this is your first exhibition in 
Lisbon, and you decided to include 
many sculptures and works outside 
the Museum. We have these three 
fantastic figures [Sonia 1.; Mark 1. 
and Kiri 1.] on the square of the 
monastery, but there are others in the 
Museum's courtyards and gardens. 
Can you talk us through your decision 
of having these works here?

JO. Well, you remember I came here 
a year or so ago, when you invited 
me to do the show, and took some 
photographs, looked at the place, 
tried to imagine how my works could 
fit into the gallery and best use the 
spaces available. I always find that if 
you can push the exhibition out of 
the designated exhibition halls—into 
the hallway, onto the invite card, 
the catalogue cover, maybe outside 
the museum, on the street—it's a 
more inviting and inclusive way of 
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making the exhibition. It means I get 
more space for my work, which is an 
advantage for me, but I also like to 
not always have the works against the 
backdrop of a white box. This is a very 
quiet and clean environment, which is 
great for looking at art, but it's… not 
like the rest of life—it's taken away 
from the rest of life. If you can get 
out into the real space, with the red 
bikes and people with shopping bags, 
it feels like a better communication. 
And what could be a better spot than 
in front of one of the most beautiful 
buildings that I've ever come across. 
I think the Jerónimos are a beautiful 
piece of architecture…

RL. And it's a great way to start.

JO. It's a great way to start. It's an 
iconic position, and amazingly you've 
allowed me to put my work at the 
front, here. You know, when I first 
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came here I saw the Tower of Belém, 
and then the Jerónimos Monastery, 
and you'll see some reflections on that 
visit inside the show later. 

RL. And our building is built with 
the same stone as the monastery, 
which creates a parallel between these 
two buildings.

Kiri 1. (2019), Mark 1. (2019), Sonia 1. (2019)
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JO. Yeah, I tried to echo that a little 
bit with the plinths, which also echo 
your flag poles on the other side of 
the piazza here. This piazza has this 
amazing sense of sky and space… The 
plinths are not actually that big but by 
being up high, they feel like they have 
scale.

RL. Yes, they have presence. Shall we 
go?

[they move forward]
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RL. Here you use movement. 
Movement is important to you, isn't 
it?

JO. Yes—also capturing the move-
ment of visitors as they come in. I 
often think that, with a film, the 
audience is sitting down—they are 
still, they are static—and what you 
are experiencing is a projected, flat 
film image. But art is different. Art is 
engaging you physically; you are the 
one who moves, who makes those 

Sonia, Elvis, Elena, Paul. (2019). RC
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decisions. And the art is around you: 
you look to the right and see some-
thing, you look to the left, you walk 
past it. I try to play on this, and make 
that very much part of the experience. 
 So, you've seen one work down 
there, and then you have to walk quite 
a way, and as you come up the steps, 
even though the sculpture is quite 
small, because it is a bright LED, it 
catches your eye like a traffic sign. It's 
almost like a symbol to say "Hurry up, 
come this way. There's more art to be 
seen this way." I've used a work that 
includes one of my children and some 
other people I invited to the studio. 
I filmed them running, turned that 
into a series of drawings, animated it, 
and put that into a programme that 
allowed me to move them around 
this kind of traffic symbol sign box, 
which also mimics an ancient statue. I 
thought this area [spanning] feels a bit 
like a kind of Roman auditorium—it 
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has a real sense of scale and history. 
Having a statue on a high plinth 
would be the natural thing to see. 
Normally, it would be a king on a 
horse, or a famous soldier, but in 
this case it's just normal people from 
around.

RL. So, let's visit the garden before 
we go into the exhibition.

[they move forward]
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JO. So, when I'm making an instal-
lation, I'm always thinking about the 
points of entry and the first impres-
sion you get. So here, as you come up 
and look across—again—to the mon-
astery, you see one work that is placed 
in order that, as you move along, you 
get a sense of movement between 
the sculptures as if they're moving 
themselves. 
 Then we have a slightly earlier work, 
Towers 1.: this is about two years old, 

View of the installation at 
Museu Coleção Berardo's Jardim de Água
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I think, and relates to a series of works 
that I made quite a long time ago in 
the 90s. But I found this way of revi-
talising that conversation. They're just 
presented as boxes, but by the painting 
on their outside it obviously refers to 
buildings. Fortunately, we have some 
modern offices on the top of the hill.

Towers 1. (2018)

RL. It looks great. I'd like to keep it. 
For a long time. [chuckling]



11

JO. You're on film saying that, so… 
[chuckling]

[they move forward]
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JO. I'm playing here with drawing, 
two dimensions, three dimensions, 
what is flat, what is real, what is sug-
gested. Here we have five crows…

RL. You play with the complexity 
of our world, with what's virtual and 
what's real. 

JO. Yeah, I like to pick up on the 
things I see around, whether they're 

Crows. (2018)
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people walking on the street outside 
my studio, or the crows that hang 
around in the park as I get to work. I 
see the way they move, and the way I 
imagine I could ever make them and 
give them a sense of reality…

RL. They seem so real, indeed. It's 
incredible.

JO. Thank you. In fact, they only 
have four or five different animated 
movements. By making each one have 
a random programme going through 
those series of movements, they feel 
like they're alive and independent—at 
least that's the hope. [smiling]

[they move forward]
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RL. Do these sculptures [pointing] 
have names?

JO. They do have names, but because 
these are strangers on the street I 
don't know who they are. So, they're 
not names as in Rita and Julian—I 
think there's [pointing] Water bottle, 
Hair band, Hat, Head scarf… I give 
them the name that you would say if 
you were trying to describe someone 
to somebody. 

Water bottle (2018), Hair bun (2018),
Head scarf (2018), Split dress (2018)
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 These people were photographed 
in Australia—I had an exhibition a 
couple of years ago there. I hired a 
photographer to photograph people 
on the streets. 

RL. You do that often.

JO. I have done that often, I have 
done that a number of times, because 
I thought it might be interesting to 
see how the different moods of differ-
ent countries came across in a simpli-
fied drawing. You know, these people 
are obviously kind of casual, quite 
young.

RL. Are there many differences 
between countries? Did you notice 
them?

JO. You do, yeah. I did a series in New 
York, and another in Boston, Tokyo, 
Seoul, Mumbai. In Mumbai you get 
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beautiful saris and flip-flops; Boston 
you get a lot of very casual sportswear; 
New York's a little more stylish.

RL. Did you photograph people here 
in Lisbon?

JO. No, I haven't done that. I moved 
a little bit away from the idea of a sort 
of touristic visit to different towns. At 
the moment I've got a different pro-
ject going, which you'll see downstairs, 
which is to photograph people in the 
same place but at different times of 
the year. You have summer outfits, 
winter outfits—and that gives me 
another kind of language and palettes 
and different styles.

RL. Let's go inside?

JO. Yes, it's getting cold.

[they enter the museum]
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JO. So, I've installed here, as you see, 
a set of six LCD screens. I use these 
screens a lot; when I was young, you 
couldn't make something move with-
out very clunky technology, but these 
screens—they're so flat and so bright 
that they feel a bit like a painting.

RL. It's great. I think it's a very good 
start for your exhibition.

Coloured Runners 1–6. (2020). RC
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JO. Thank you. This group of people 
are running but not running athlet-
ically—they're running more like 
they're a bit late for an appointment. 
I asked a lot of people I knew to run 
like this, to make a slightly more 
abstracted movement than the nor-
mal walking, something a little more 
active.

RL. It's like they're jogging in the 
morning.

JO. Yeah, maybe jogging, or maybe 
they're just crossing the road and 
showing the drivers they're making 
a bit of an effort. It gives more of a 
strong dynamic and a slightly more 

Coloured Runners 1–6. (2020). RC
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abstract movement that I wanted to 
use. 

RL. This was one of the first works 
that we installed. And, last week, the 
Museum was open, and when people 
entered they would stay here for a 
while seeing your works. I think it's a 
very good start. 

JO. I came with that sense of timing. 
I wanted a work that you didn't per-
haps stop for too long, because you've 
got a whole exhibition to see. It's a 
kind of introduction that you can pass 
and see a lot of different characters.

[they move into the exhibition]
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RL. This is the first room, and we 
have this fantastic wall with people. 
People, I think, are the main subject of 
your work, but you also include in this 
exhibition animals, buildings… Have 
you got any particular messages you 
wish to convey to our visitors, or is it 
just a necessity you have—a way to 
see the world, the way you explore our 
world?

New York Crowd. (2019),  
Street 2 (2019), Street 3. (2019). RC



21

JO. I think it's probably the second 
example…

RL. I think so too, but I'd like you to 
confirm. [chuckling]

JO. Exploring, experimenting, draw-
ing, playing: these are the things that 
I love to do and I find myself doing. 
You see people stand in front of some-
thing and immediately find their cam-
era to take a photograph. And that 
sense of wanting… something from 
what you see—some engagement, 
something that you can do with it; not 
just the act of looking but something 
more than that—is something that 
I've always felt as a person looking 
around at the world. I wanted to take 
what I could see and engage with it, 
communicate with it, play with it.

RL. Sometimes it is difficult to see 
everything, so we have to reflect a lot 
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to understand things. We are now 
talking about one thing I think is 
important in your work. In your work 
you use many technologies, many 
media—you paint, you use drawing, 
photography, video, LEDs, everything. 
Is this diversity of technologies and 
techniques important for your work? 
Do you think that each of them can 
bring another meaning to your work? 
Can you tell us about it?

JO. I see ways of drawing, technolo-
gies of drawing, as much a part of the 
language of art as what it is that you 
are drawing. In fact, you could say that 
the subject matter here is so obvious 
that it is almost non-important. I 
mean, you are standing here and I am 
too, and these [pointing at New York 
Crowd] are people just the same as us. 
You have great colours on; they have 
colours that I could use. The subject 
matter is the normal world around us, 
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something that you can relate to very 
quickly and recognise. I don't draw 
tigers and giraffes because that is not 
part of my world, like drawing cows 
and cats. 

RL. You live in London, or near 
London, so it's more the city, common 
life that interests you. 

JO. [nodding in approval] So what 
that palette allows me is to then play 
with all the possibilities of drawing, 
of technology, of how to make some-
thing—of how to present something 
of scale. You allowed me to make 
a show here, with these incredible 
eight-metre high walls; it meant that 
I could really take this project up to a 
scale that I had never done before. But 
I also wanted to bounce back to these 
works [points at Street 2. and Street 
3.], which are similar, but made of 
aluminium—as you say, it's more the 
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scale of humans on the street. So, yes, 
you can think about people when you 
look at this, but also about scale: the 
scale of your body and the movement. 
I was—as I do a lot—looking here at 
ancient art, at Egyptian tombs and 
Roman temples, and how they present 
imagery, and communicate with the 
human body and the building, and 
put art and imagery in-between the 
human and the building—with stone, 
paint, architecture.

RL. Yes, you bring these kinds of 
art—ancient art, modern art—you 
bring everything to your work in a 
very contemporary way.

JO. I use it all as a way of learning 
and understanding the world, but 
also as a reference. And there's this 
work, which is painted on four sides—
like the ara pacis in Rome, built by 
Emperor Augustus, where you have 
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to walk around the temple to see the 
people walking around the temple, 
carved on the surface.

RL. And that's something that we 
invite the visitors to do. Let's do it? 

JO. [walking around] So, as you walk 
around, you see the technology trying 
very hard to come around the corners, 
and present the figures made out of 
solid aluminium. In this case, these 
are people from Boston; I think these 
[pointing the other way] are people 
from London.

RL. So, different cultures here.

JO. Different cultures, but at the same 
time a very different method of build-
ing. Here I've made the line coloured 
and brought it out from the surface; 
there the line is black and the colours 
are inside—the black line is receding. 
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So, you're playing with the eyes and 
reading, and how you understand an 
image. 

[they move forward]
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JO. Here I was thinking: I spend a lot 
of time in museums (my family com-
plains) [chuckling]—particularly the 
British Museum, and some museums 
in the town where I grew up—and 
I've always loved that strange cultural 
mix of looking at ancient things, 
but they're presented in a modern 
museum, often on plinths, in a space 
that is anything but ancient. So, I've 
tried to present these sculptures of 

Cow. (2020), Pigeons. (2020), Deer 3. (2020),
Dog 1. (2020), Ibis 2.(2020), Cat 1. (2020),

Donkey 1. (2020)
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very normal animals that you would 
find in your back garden.

RL. But at the same time they are 
very modern, they're very stylised. We 
have here all these animals—familiar 
animals. You told me this one [point-
ing] is your cat.

JO. That is my cat. This is a dog we 
borrow for the summer; this is a deer 
from the park near our house—he was 
in the garden. The ibis is a little more 
exotic. I like ibis birds—they're kind 
of amazing—and the Egyptians liked 
to draw ibis birds a lot. But there is 
this small urban zoo near our house 
that has an ibis, by chance.

RL. And we have this magnificent 
frieze with pigeons moving and 
bouncing from one place to another. 
Is movement important in your work, 
transmitting to visitors the experience 
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that something is alive? [pointing at 
Pigeons] Are they real or are they 
virtual—is this experience important 
to you? 

JO. Someone came to my studio 
recently—a curator, a very nice 
Frenchman—and he said, "Oh, it's 
so weird. It's like the real person or 
animal is behind the screen." And I 
really liked that idea. Maybe like a 
shadow. If you see a shadow of some-
one with a gun, you're scared, because 
you read it as being real. I wrote in 
the catalogue—I think—that when 
I'm cycling home I have a light that 
projects an image of a bicycle on the 
road in front of me—and people jump 
[jumps] out of the way when they 
see this image! It's just an image, but 
because it's moving, because it is of a 
bicycle, your brain is reading that as 
something to take as reality. So, the 
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way that I'm working is playing with 
the way that we read the world. 

RL. Yeah, because the way they move 
is really… the way they are.

JO. Yeah, we spent a lot of time look-
ing at pictures. We built a platform 
so the pigeons would walk down a 
piece of wood and we could film them 
from the side—and this is the result. 
And the pigeons are the most modest 
animal that we have. No one really 
takes much notice of pigeons; they 
are everywhere, people shoo them 
away. But I thought to make this very 
grand, almost Romanesque frieze of 
birds would be nice to contrast with 
the modesty of a pigeon.

RL. Once again, this mix between 
the ancient and the modern that 
you bring so well to your works. You 
mentioned your catalogue, which has 
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already been finished. I think it is a 
very important piece, because it is not 
a normal catalogue. It is one where 
we can see your work, but we can also 
read what you think about your works 
and the way you think and produce. 
It's a very important object for people 
who want to become familiar with 
your work.

JO. Well, thank you. I wanted to make 
it a little bit like this walk—it's a bit 
like wandering through a book and 
having a voice-over explaining some 
thoughts and ideas about the work. 
There are many pictures where there is 
no information about where the work 
is or what it is made of, but rather 
just a conversation we're having about 
what you think about pigeons, or…

RL. It's an unusual book. 

[they move forward]
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Walking in London. (2019). RC
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JO. This is an older group of people 
that I filmed maybe five years ago. 
They were walking down the street 
outside my studio, and I paid them 
some money to come into the studio 
and be filmed walking on a walking 
machine. So we actually know their 
names: Danielle, Luca. Sometimes 
they pass by the studio again to see 
how things are going.

[they move forward]
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JO. We're halfway through the exhi-
bition, and I felt like at this stage it 
would be nice to have a more tradi-
tional room, with paintings hanging 
on the wall, a bit of space around you, 
time to kind of slow down. There's 
only one more room to go, so, with the 
dynamic of the exhibition, I feel peo-
ple have seen quite a lot—they have 
an idea of what I'm talking about. 

Dave, Teresa, Mark, Padmini 1. (2019),
Old Street May 1. (2020). RC
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RL. Because then they are going to 
see a completely different room.
 There's one thing that I'd like to 
talk about before we go into the last 
room of the exhibition. Your drawings 
are very clean, very pure, very stylised. 
At first glance, we think they're very 
simple, but they're not. They are very 
complex and detailed. Each person is 
different from the other. They are very 
concise, still. But when we analyse 
your work, in my opinion, it's not only 
the graphics that are important: it's 
also colour. You use colour of fantastic 
hues. Outside, we saw more black-
and-white; here we have a lot of col-
our. How important is colour to you? 

JO. Colour kind of comes and goes 
in my work. At the moment, it's really 
full-on, as you're seeing. I would try 
to explain quickly that I don't feel 
like I invent anything. I don't invent 
the simplification of the drawings, I 



36

don't invent the colours, I've never 
been very good at coming up with 
some new ideas of my own. What I 
do is more like maybe a chef: I gather 
things and then I play with them—I 
chop them up, I mix them together. 
This is my approach to art. So, the way 
people that are drawn here is really 
taken from looking at how people are 
represented in the world. If you go to 
the lavatory door, you see a symbol 
for man or another for woman. It's 
an international language, which you 
immediately recognise. So I've looked 
at graphic signs, road signs, symbols 
around the world and developed a way 
of drawing that uses that language. 
When you see these people [pointing 
at the wall], I don't think you think 
that this is a hand-made drawing. It's 
more like a logo for a big company, 
or something like that. It's something 
taken off the street and forced into use 
for me. 
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 And it’s the same with the col-
ours. The colours in this room are 
particularly taken from the world of 
safety signs. Over here you have the 
fire extinguisher [points at it], and if 
you look at the sign on the top it's 
white and red. I like this use of col-
our that's… practical. You know the 
red is live, and the blue is neutral. 
For instance, this work here [points 
at Dave Teresa Mark Padmini 1], 
which is completely new—in fact, 
I was still working on it when the 
screen arrived here; my assistant was 
programming to change slightly the 
way it functioned. As the person on 
the left, Mark, runs off, he comes back 
onto the screen another colour; and 
there's Padmini, my daughter, she 
goes off and comes back another col-
our. Shakespeare said something like, 
"Though I'm not naturally honest, I 
am so by chance, sometimes." And 
I don't really know how to make an 
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artwork, but I know how to set up a 
situation where things can happen. 
 So here you only have black, white, 
yellow, blue, green, and red. These 
are the possible pure colours. I have 
four people and one background, so 
that leaves one spare colour. In each 
there's a colour waiting, which is yel-
low [pointing]; now there's one colour 
waiting, which will be green.

Kiri, Shuja, Amelia, Clive 2. (2019),
Old Street May 2. (2020). RC
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RL. It's important that you say that. 
Perhaps people will come here and 
not notice that at first glance. 

JO. With the paintings, I find it 
odd when you come in this room. 
Because these are moving [pointing at 
Kiri Shuja Amelia Clive 2.], you half 
expect these [pointing at Old Street 
May 2.] to move as well. But this is 
a different technology. I took it from 
the airport. When I'm travelling to go 
on holiday, I see these big signs telling 
you to go to departures, and I think 
they have a kind of glowing quality, 
like a medieval church stained-glass 
window.

RL. [nodding] Let's go to the last 
room?

[they move forward]
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JO. So, this is the last room of the 
exhibition. When I first saw the space, 
I was trying to think how to make 
this room not feel like the end of the 
show—[at this point] you have to turn 
around and leave again. It had to be 
something a little surprising, a little 
different.

RL. Let's go and walk like people 
would. 
 I think you did a fantastic job in 
this room. And I understand: it is 

Portuguese towers. (2019)
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difficult, it is the last one. But it's also 
important that we leave with a very 
good impression. What I like here 
is that you were able to fill the space 
with a little of our culture, as you were 
inspired in our towers—Portuguese 
towers. We have here many different 
ones. And you combine them with the 
high ceiling—18 metres at the top, 
it's a lot. There's the lightness of these 
screens as well, and we can hear the 
bells ringing: this gives us a very, very 
strong impression. Can you tell us 
why you developed this work?

JO. Thank you. Well, I'm always try-
ing—as discussed earlier—to engage 
the physical presence of the viewer 
with the works. It's not just a matter 
of standing in front of a screen or a 
painting and looking at something; 
it's a matter of discovering it and 
moving around it, and getting to 
know an image through your body 



42

and senses. This work kind of invites 
you like a tourist, in a way, to wander 
around through the work and take 
it in. I spent a week driving around 
Portugal after you asked me to do the 
show, being inspired by the Tower of 
Belém and Jerónimos. I started with 
those, and I thought, "OK, I need 
some more towers," so I drove north 
and spent a week hunting for towers. 
And then I came back and drew 14, 
which seemed enough to fill the room. 
I got to know the architecture and the 
towns of Portugal as I went, which is a 
very nice way to experience and dis-
cover more about the architecture.

RL. We move, and so do the towers. 

JO. These are on single wires—I've 
never done this before—so that they 
can spin. I also find that a lot of times, 
when you are in a museum, what you 
hear is the click of people's shoes, and 
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the click of their telephones, as they 
take photographs. And this [pointing 
around] is a slightly melancholy, not 
very nice sound. 
 Sound is another way in which we 
know the world, as well as movement 
and image. I quite often try to find a 
way of integrating sound using a simi-
lar logic to the work. 
 The work is taking here randomly 
different people, different colours. 
What I did was I took the sound of 
a single bell, found different notes 
on this bell, and now I have an algo-
rithm that is playing different random 
timings on the bell. So it sounds like 
some crazy people in each of the tow-
ers are ringing the bells and giving 
this sense of random melodies, which 
is something you often hear when you 
wander around the countryside. 
 In fact, these bells are from a town 
called Oxford, in England, where 
I grew up. For me, this was part of 
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my childhood in Oxford, to hear all 
the towers ringing on a Sunday—a 
slightly melancholy sound, but also 
atmospheric. So maybe when you first 
come in you're going to particularly 
notice, "Oh, it's bells ringing in the 
town," and then you realise it relates 
to these [points around]. 
 I think we build our picture of 
the world through the senses we are 
taking in through our vision, touch, 
sound. So, when you look at these, 
which are just a simple piece of 
printed nylon, you get the scale, you 
get the image, you get the sound of 
the bell—maybe all of that together 
can give you a similar sense of when 
you feel the enjoyment of walking 
around in ancient medieval towns, 
and looking up and enjoying the 
architecture. 

RL. And it's a place of meditation, it's 
quiet here…
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JO. Yeah, and you can hide, like a 
game of hide-and-seek [chuckling]. 
And these works, like the big wall, are 
in a certain sense temporary works, 
made specifically for the exhibition. 
It's not often that you find a room like 
this, so high. But this allows me to get 
away from studio scale. Studio scale is 
more like 2.5 metres, maybe 3 metres, 
but then my door is not big enough, 
and if you make an exhibition only 

Portuguese towers. (2019)
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with works on this scale it can be a 
bit… boring—one room after another 
of the same relationship.

RL. No, no. But it's perfect to end 
this exhibition.
 Julian, I have to thank you once 
again for this magnificent exhibition. 
And I hope that very, very soon we 
may reopen the museum, which is 
now closed, and that people may visit 
it again and have this great experience 
of seeing your world, your works, this 
exhibition, through your eyes. You'll 
be here when we reopen the exhi-
bition, and then we'll have an actual 
opening, but until then I have to 
thank you and ask you to please stay 
safe.

JO. Thank you. And thank you for 
the invitation to do the show; thank 
you to Mr Berardo for the use of this 
fantastic museum; thank you to the 
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Mário Sequeira Gallery, for sponsor-
ing and helping set the show up—my 
gallery in the North of Portugal. It's 
been really exciting. I look forward to 
seeing some people in these spaces.

RL. Yes, I hope so. Very, very soon.

[end]
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Your opinion is important for the development of 
this project. If you are interested in reading new 

publications in this context, please fill in the online 
survey on the Pocket Book Collection, available 

here.

https://www.surveymonkey.com/r/QN3TVSK
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