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LINES MEN 
Architects Carmody Croarke redraw artist Julian Opie's London studio 

WRITER: ELLIE STATHAKI 

A first glimpse inside Julian Opie's studio in Shoreditch, 
East London, does not reveal much about its recent 
architectural transformation. Its battered floorboards 
and hefty timber roof trusses could have been there for 
centuries. In fact, hardly anything in this refurbished 
old furniture workshop, which has served as the artist's 
base - and, for a while, live/work space - since 1987, 
screams 'new'. Yet new it is, following a complete 
overhaul by Carmody Groarke in a process that lasted 
over four years. It is testament to the London practice's 
masterful sleight of hand in merging old and new. 

The idea for the project was born when planning 
permission was granted for a big new hotel in a plot 
just feet away from the studio's back wall. Concerned 
about privacy and changes in light, Opie decided 
to take the opportunity and start a project of his own. 
The plan was to extend his workspace - outgrown 
by his studio team - adapting it in response to the 
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construction next door. Kevin Carmody and 
Andy Groarke were already his go-to architects 
and this would be the latest in a series of collaborations 
with the artist, the first being Opie's London home 
back in 2006. 'I appreciate Carmody Groarke's 
straightforward approach and brilliant understanding 
of space, so they seemed the obvious choice of 
architect,' Opie explains. 

It was not just their established relationship that 
made the young London practice the perfect partner. 
Groarke and Carmody met at David Chipperfield's 
office while - rather fittingly - working together on 
another artist's studio, this one for Antony Gormley. 
They joined forces and set up shop soon after, and their 
independent practice turned ten years old in 2016. 
Yet their portfolio shows a maturity and diversity rare 
in an emerging practice. Indeed, 'emerging' hardly 
seems an appropriate tag. While it is not uncommon » 
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Architecture 
^ THIS PACE. IN OPIE'S STUDIO. 

HIS MODEL FOR A METAL 
STATUE IS SURROUNDED BY 
PIECES FROM HIS OWN ART 

COLLECTION, INCLUDING. LEFT, 
A PAINTED EGYPTIAN WOODEN 

HEAD (C 1600-1100 BC) AND. 
SECOND FROM RICHT, A 

TERRACOTTA BUST OF THE 
COMPOSER CHRISTOPH 

CLUCK BY JEAN-ANTOINE 
HOUDON (C 1770) 

OPPOSITE, CARMODY 
GROARKES STEEL CLAD 

ADDITION INCREASES THE 
SPACE BY SOME 100 S £ M 
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1 am proud of how my building looks cared 
for, dynamic and ready for work' - Julian Opie 

for a new practice to take the better part of ten years 
just to complete its first flagship project, Carmody 
Groarke has already had plenty of attention-grabbing 
commissions, including a temporary nightclub, 
a collaboration with Carsten Holler for Fondazione 
Prada, and timber pavilions for the Frieze Art Fair. 

The pair have a knack for creating experiences and 
navigating different typologies and scales, especially 
when it comes to projects merging arts and architecture. 
Their affinity with the arts has been key since the 
practice's inception, their output ranging from large-
scale galleries to artists' ateliers and exhibition design. 
'Our first project, and the springboard to set up our 
practice, was a competition win, the Coney Island 
Parachute Pavilion,' recalls Groarke. 'It combined 
culture, pavilions and temporary architecture, art, and 
our desire to seek and create opportunities. All seem 
to be themes that became recurrent in our practice.' 

Their work often straddles creative disciplines and 
they are fascinated by artists' take on the environment, 
built and otherwise. 'Artists have very precise ways 
of seeing and experiencing the world, which enriches 
the discussion of what an architectural project can be,' 
explain the architects. 'We also admire artists' ability 
to maintain a conceptual clarity throughout a body 
of work. Making exhibitions for fine art or museum 
collections has always been a great source of research 
for the studio. It forces us to think of how to make 
sense of our culture and our times.' 

The Opie studio project called for a complete 
reimagining and extension of the four-level, mid-
igth-century brick building, increasing space while 

safeguarding privacy. The architects' solution was 
topping the existing industrial building with a profiled 
anodised aluminium sheet structure that captures 
and reflects daylight. The new design's skylights ensure 
the studio's creative operations remain out of sight 
from its neighbour, while light can flood in. 

There is a playful contrast between brick and 
aluminium, a nod to the architects' ongoing interest 
in material experimentation. Their choices always 
respond to each project's needs, so there's huge 
variety in their work, from the structural bricks of 
the 2016 Highgate House, to the sculptural concrete 
volumes of a house and studio in Lambeth, one 
of their upcoming works. 'We like to manipulate 
materials and light in a way that increases your 
awareness of your surroundings,' says Groarke. 

Inside, working with the building's original 
character was important to Opie. i did not want 
to lose the inherent mid-i9th-century industrial 
qualities that remained; the wooden floors and beams, 
the steep, open staircases and tall windows,' he says. 
The architects obliged, employing a soft touch 
and some skilful architectural handling. Any new 
floorboards are reclaimed, the roof and external 
openings were maintained and, while the interior was 
almost completely gutted and cleared from additions 
and tweaks spanning decades, the current composition 
feels remarkably organic and natural. The steel-
beam addition at the back manages discreetly to 
increase overall floorspace by some 100 sq m. 

Each floor was opened up to create spacious studio 
rooms and open-plan desk areas, and circulation was 
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ABOVE LEFT, OPIE'S 
COLLECTION OF EGYPTIAN 
ARTEFACTS INCLUDES, 
FROM LEFT, A STATUETTE 
OF KNEELING MAN 
(C 2000-1800 BC); FAIENCE 
BEAD MASKS FROM THE 
ROMAN PERIOD; A STATUETTE 
OF PTAH SOKAR OSIRIS 
(C 660 -500 BC); AND 
LIMESTONE RELIEF PANELS 

ABOVE, IN OPIE'S STUDIO. 
FROM LEFT, THE ARTIST'S 
BEACH TOWEL METAL WALL 
DRAWINC (2017); TOWER 
SCULPTURE (2017); AND 
BASEBALL CAP BOY (2016) 
AND WALKING IN HACKNEY 8 
(2016) VINYL PAINTINGS 
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streamlined. Hints to the building's past live/work 
use were carefully removed, and domestic areas were 
transformed into functional workspaces - the place 
is usually buzzing with up to ten employees. 

Opie's studio is just coming out of a busy period 
with the opening last year of two major solo 
exhibitions - one in Suwon, South Korea, and the other 
at the National Portrait Gallery, London. Next up are 
shows at London's Alan Cristea Gallery in April, and at 
Melbourne's National Gallery of Victoria in November. 
Careful planning of the layout was essential in order 

JULIAN OPIE 
M i n i m a l i s t p o r t r a i t i s t O p i e 

r e d u c e s h is s u b j e c t s t o 
t h i c k b l a c k o u t l i n e s a n d 

p l a n e s o f c o l o u r s , a c o n c i s e 
a p p r o a c h t h a t s o m e h o w 
r e n d e r s t h e m a b s o l u t e l y 

a l ive . B o r n i n 1958, t h e 
a r t i s t m a d e h is n a m e w i t h 
a ser ies o f s t ee l s c u l p t u r e s 
in t h e 1980s; t w o d e c a d e s 
la ter , h i s c o v e r f o r B lur 's 

Best O f a l b u m b e c a m e a n 

Museum, will open later in 2018, while future 
work includes the renovation and extension of the 
Dorset County Museum in Dorchester and the 
Museum of Science and Industry in Manchester. 

But for now, they can enjoy the appreciation of 
a satisfied customer. Opie, meanwhile, hopes his 
new studio will provide a model for other developments 
in his area. 'We deal with the building almost 
exclusively from the front and inside, and the new 
extension exterior is at the back in a narrow, graffiti-
covered alley,' says Opie. 'I only recently went out 

to boost efficacy during the most demanding times. 
The architects have been just as busy. They are 

currently putting the finishing touches to a summer 
pavilion for the White Cube gallery at Glyndebourne 
in East Sussex and working on a spectacular new 
suite for the Burgh Island Hotel in Devon. One of 
their largest buildings to date, the Windermere Jetty 

i n s t a n t , a n d m u c h i m i t a t e d , 
c lass ic . O p i e ' s w o r k a l s o 
i n c l u d e s L E D p r o j e c t i o n s 

a n d 3 D - p r i n t e d b u s t s , w h i l e 
h is i n f l u e n c e s r a n g e f r o m 
h i e r o g l y p h s t o t h e w o r k 

o f M i c h a e l C r a i g - M a r t i n , h is 
t u t o r a t G o l d s m i t h C o l l e g e 

there to take a look and I am proud of how my building 
looks both cared for and dynamic and ready for work. 
It's a good mix of 19th- and 21st-century industrial 
functional design with no frills but with good materials 
and sensible generous proportions. It looks like 
much of the street will soon follow su i t . ' * 
carmodygroarke.com; julianopie.com 
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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 
£10 million in 2014, with almost 
£1.5 million 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”.

Julian Opie After Van Dyck is at the 
National Portrait Gallery from October 
6 to January 7.

Legacy: Opie’s new works will go on 
show with Van Dyck’s self-portrait, inset
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Ancient and modern: Opie creations come 
face to face with his own private collection
Big diff erences between 
old and the new make 
similarities more intriguing
 Mark Brown
Arts correspondent 

 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 fi rst 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 fi t 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 
diff erent 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 
diff erent works. Yes, they are very dif-
ferent but perhaps they are also  similar. 

“With old masters there is a slight 

tendency to go, ‘ Wow, look at that 
amazing craft’, and it seems to be out-
side anybody’s imagination quite how 
the fl owers are painted. But actually it 
was a fairly standardised system as to 
how to do cloth, how to do fl esh 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 can do it then I can do it.”

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 fi nd myself feed-
ing off  them as I’m working. You never 
know what you need or will fi nd, so I do 
learn a lot.” 

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-
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Xa Sturgis studies 
the fi nish 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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