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SLIDING DOORS 
Occupying the shape-shifting space between 

portraiture and abstraction, the paintings of Auckland-
based artist Julian Hooper refuse to sit still. 

By Rebecca Gallo

When we speak a few weeks out from 
Julian Hooper’s September exhibition at 
Ivan Anthony in Auckland, he still hasn’t 
settled on a title for the show. We both 
agree that a good title can’t be forced.  
It becomes part of the artwork, adding to the 
layers of meaning, but as Hooper explains, 
a good title doesn’t “blow the cover” of the 
work. It is suggestive without giving away 
too much; it “keeps the ideas rolling and 
skipping rather than setting them down.”

Hooper’s turns of phrase — both when we 
speak, and when deployed as titles — are 
much like his paintings: lyrical yet considered. 
His most recent show, exhibited in April 
2016 at Sydney’s Gallery 9, was titled Lazy 
Racer. It’s an offbeat, poetic and evocative 
paradox, descriptors that would not go 

astray in defining the paintings themselves: 
a collection of layered, semi-abstract visual 
labyrinths. The works evolved over weeks 
and months, strata building up and being 
stripped away to get to what Hooper 
describes as that “surprisingly successful 
accident, one that seems more right or 
more interesting than what I can will into 
the painting.” 

The paintings from Lazy Racer are dense 
with intersecting and overlapping colours 
and shapes, arranged in such a way that 
the eye can rove around endlessly, picking 
up different threads on each round. Each 
painting is like a riddle, to be examined 
detective-like as one decodes and interprets 
a rich matrix of symbols and clues. Thriller 
(2016) is replete with art-historical allusions, 

spread across a canvas, which skips  
between areas of glossy opacity and  
matte translucency. Strange columns, with 
amorphous white forms along them, call  
to mind the surreal architecture of De Chirico 
and the biomorphic sculpture of Jean Arp. 
Elsewhere we uncover a Joan Miró-esque 
tangle of spindly black legs and floating 
primary-coloured shapes. In Friendly Fire 
(2016), the canvas is divided by alternating 
dark and light horizontal bands. Layers are 
visible underneath the translucent stripes, 
and odd shapes — an anvil here, a mountain 
peak there, and perhaps a bird or a boat in 
between — hint at landscapes, objects and 
stories, but are difficult to pin down.

JULIAN HOOPER 
Thriller, 2016 
acrylic on linen  
56 x 76 cm

Courtesy the artist,  
Ivan Anthony, Auckland  
and Gallery 9, Sydney
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Hooper manages these myriad references and effects 
without making the works laboured or heavy handed; 
the final state of each painting feels serendipitous. 
He explains that the works are a careful balance 
between strategy and chance. “There is a looseness  
to the process of making them, but in the end I want  
a highly considered image. I want the image to be 
free of direct representation, but I want the feeling  
of places and things.” Mistakes and chance still play  
a very important role: “Often what you can consciously 
decide or intend to do can be quite limited. But what 
you can arrive at through chance and mistakes can 
often be recognised as a really successful contribution 
to a work…You have to work with a kind of abandon 
to allow those things to happen, but at the same 
time you have to be very vigilant to see the effects 
of chance.” An important part of the game is knowing 
when to stop. 

Although these works have been wrought through 
the process of painting, they are heavily informed  
by drawing. Auckland-based Hooper is constantly 
observing and notating, and although he has never 
exhibited his drawings, identifies them as the 
“engine room” of his practice, where “ideas get 
generated and played out.” He has been drawing 
prolifically since childhood, and half-jokes that he 
could probably circle the world a hundred times 
with the lines he has sketched. Hooper describes 
this ongoing visual note-taking in a typically poetic 
and evocative manner, as “a driftnet approach to 
harnessing my imagination and ideas.” He will often  
go through a finished, unedited sketchbook and 
re-draw the most interesting observations onto 
loose sheets of paper, sometimes combining parts  
of multiple sketches into a new composition. These 
sheets are pinned around the studio, awaiting the 
casting call onto the bright lights of the canvas. 

Over the years Hooper’s work has evolved from direct 
transcriptions of these line drawings to increasingly 
complex and painterly explorations. The series Taking 
Off (1998) and May (1999) saw pages of notebooks 
replicated directly onto canvas with a thin paintbrush, 
sometimes complete with a backdrop of page lines  
or week-to-a-page diary layouts. Over time Hooper’s 
paintings have oscillated between representation and 
abstraction, with persistent threads of portraiture, 
landscape and geometry. More recent series, including 
Metalepsy (2012) and the aforementioned Lazy Racer, 
are brought into being through a more exploratory 
process in which the end result is not premeditated. 
In these series, drawings around the studio act as 
visual cues that are sought out by Hooper at different 
stages of the process, or catch his eye incidentally and 
weave their way into the work.

The series Liliu (2007) was a piece of rich historical 
storytelling, tracing the exploits of Hooper’s 
ancestors Gideon Vecsey, who travelled from his 
home in Hungary to the Pacific and Elenoa Blake,  
the Tongan woman who married him. There are  
no existing likenesses of these ancestors, so Hooper 
substitutes facial features with cultural objects and 
symbols that he associates with them: frangipani 
petals, hibiscus flowers, eels, eagles, a coat of arms. 
Other faces are constructed from triangle and 
diamond shapes that recall patterns from Pacific 
tapa cloth. In Shimmering Streets and Golden Solvent 
(both series 2010), European and Pacific ornaments, 
flowers, fruits and fish are precariously yet elegantly 
stacked to form anthropomorphic figures. A portrait 
of a person is conjured from a catalogue of their 
material culture. This points simultaneously to 
Hooper’s ongoing negotiation between portraiture 
and abstraction, and the importance of identity  
and culture in his work. 

Hooper’s work embodies and embraces aspects  
of both Europe and Polynesia, and in doing so reflects 
the complex cultural heritage of his native New Zealand. 
His own cultural background and upbringing are 
woven with the threads of Pacific and European 
influence. In the catalogue for Liliu, Linda Tyler 
explains: “Hooper…alludes to the historical and 
cultural zeitgeist of the Pacific, where past is always 
present, and constantly in a state of revision as stories 
are retold over time.”  His father grew up in Fiji, and 
during Hooper’s own childhood they spent extended 
periods in Tokelau, a remote Polynesian island nation, 
where his parents were undertaking anthropological 
research. Both the influence of Polynesian culture and 
of academic parents — in Hooper’s words, “growing up 
in an environment where you studied stuff, found stuff 
out and pieced things together” — are manifest in 
Hooper’s process and paintings.

In his latest, as yet unnamed series of paintings, 
Hooper explains that he has been looking at 
“geometric shapes as a construction method for 
portraiture.” After we speak, he sends me images  
of the near-complete works. Some of them look like 
paintings of sculptures, or at least of paper maquettes. 
Aesthetically they channel the dynamic force of 
Futurism and the geometry of Constructivism.  
One ‘portrait’ rises from the ground like a solid version 
of Tatlin’s scaffold-like tower, a wall of stainless steel 
coiling skyward. In other works the face is abstracted 
even further. One bust is formed from a sculptural 
Möbius strip, but as soon as one part of the structure 
starts to make sense, the rest slides away into illogic 
and impossibility. These forms could only exist in the 
painted realm, where the press of gravity is replaced 
by the suspension of disbelief. 

Top to bottom 
JULIAN HOOPER 
Verse, 2012  
acrylic on linen  
56 x 76 cm

JULIAN HOOPER  
Nocturne, 2010 
acrylic on canvas 
180 x 130 cm

Courtesy the artist,  
Ivan Anthony, Auckland  
and Gallery 9, Sydney
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JULIAN HOOPER 
Friday, 2012  
acrylic on linen  
40 x 35 cm
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Friendly Fire, 2016  
acrylic on linen 
45 x 56 cm

Courtesy the artist,  
Ivan Anthony, Auckland  
and Gallery 9, Sydney
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Some of the new paintings are looser and less 
illusionistic; some even unfold on unstretched canvas. 
Hooper explains that he has consciously sought to 
explore a multiplicity of approaches within this series. 
“[My] whole practice has become more expansive 
this year...Some of the paintings I’m doing are quite 
tight, illusionistic works, and other paintings are more 
flat, physical, decorative objects.” In one painting,  
a raw piece of canvas is collaged on top of a larger 
rectangle, leaving a frame of green around the edges. 
A facial profile is painted with a thin line that articulates 
neck, chin, mouth and nose before the line wicks off 
in a flourish, abandoning the task of representation  
in favour of a calligraphic swoop. These paintings 
hover between abstraction and portraiture, flickering 
between two distinct registers. 

The only work titled at this stage is called Inevitable 
Conclusion. It depicts a doorway that appears to open 
in both directions, immediately calling to mind the 
surreal visual puns of René Magritte and M.C. Escher 
(Hooper also cites Saul Steinberg as an influence, 
with his simple and immediate line-drawn cartoons). 
At one moment we are in shadow, opening a door 
into the light; the next we are in a bright room opening 
the door onto darkness. The door is a static object, 
but in Hooper’s hands it vibrates and changes before 
our eyes. Earlier in our conversation he spoke of 
wanting to “make an image that keeps working, that 
has a motion built into its structure that unfolds and 
sort of tick-tocks back and forth as you look at it and 
gives the work life; gives it reason to be a painting.” 
This internal paradox, this “shimmer[ing] between 
one reading and another”, can be felt in the  
best of Hooper’s paintings. They defy the static 
permanence of their finished state, continuing  
to unfurl, refurl, flutter and shape-shift, long  
after the paint has dried. 

Julian Hooper is represented by Ivan Anthony,  
Auckland and Gallery 9, Sydney. 

julianhooper.com

ivananthony.com

gallery9.com.au

HOOPER IS CONSTANTLY OBSERVING AND NOTATING,  
AND ALTHOUGH HE HAS NEVER EXHIBITED HIS 
DRAWINGS, IDENTIFIES THEM AS THE “ENGINE ROOM”  
OF HIS PRACTICE, WHERE “IDEAS GET GENERATED AND 
PLAYED OUT.” HE HAS BEEN DRAWING PROLIFICALLY 
SINCE CHILDHOOD, AND HALF-JOKES THAT HE COULD 
PROBABLY CIRCLE THE WORLD A HUNDRED TIMES WITH 
THE LINES HE HAS SKETCHED. 

JULIAN HOOPER 
Inevitable  
Conclusion, 2016 
acrylic on linen  
55 x 45 cm

Courtesy the artist,  
Ivan Anthony, Auckland  
and Gallery 9, Sydney

JULIAN HOOPER 
Racer, 2016 
acrylic on linen  
56 x 76 cm

Courtesy the artist,  
Ivan Anthony, Auckland  
and Gallery 9, Sydney
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JULIAN HOOPER 
Late Night  
Thursday, 2010 
acrylic on canvas 
180 x 130 cm
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