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1 Julia Rooney, Screenshot of email from Julia Rooney to Julia Rooney, October 21, 2017, see Figure 2.  
2 See Yve-Alan Bois, “Piet Mondrian, ‘New York City,’” Translated by Amy Reiter-McIntosh, Critical Inquiry, vol. 14, no. 2 (Winter 1988): 244–277. Neo-plasticism was a modernist sub-movement 
championed by Piet Mondrian, favoring “purity” in primary colors and the use of horizontal and straight lines, see “Neo-plasticism,” Tate Website, Accessed 12 December 2022, https://www.tate.org.
uk/art/art-terms/n/neo-plasticism. 

The brush strokes are moving in all directions, but are clearest in the grays.1
Laurel V. McLaughlin

▲ Figure 1. Piet Mondrian, Broadway Boogie Woogie, 1942–1943. Oil on canvas, 50 x 50 in. The Museum of Modern Art, Given Anonymously, 73.1943.

Do you see the reproduction-less caption above (Fig. 1)? Floating there on the page in a 
designated space, it acts as a mediator to color, line, and space, but without its referent. Without 
the consent of the Mondrian Trust, a legal entity protected by copyright laws, I, as an author cannot 
reproduce it here. On The Museum of Modern Art website pulled up on my split screen, I can 
see another referent to the painting in the form of an image with lines of pristine yellow, red, blue, 
and gray—the gray that has always puzzled me—running up and across the canvas overtop the 
only color that appears aged, the off-white background field. The lines give way in places to small 
planes of color, illuminating Mondrian’s neo-plastic vision, as famed modernist art historian Yves 
Alain-Bois would later hyper-specifically describe (while excoriating those with alternative thick 
descriptions).2 Ironically, the images in his essay were reproduced in grayscale. 

◄ Door, Discount Mid-Century Modern, Germantown, PA. Nov. 2022(Shot by Laurel V. McLaughlin)
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What I perhaps conjured in your head is what we might colloquially call a “picture,” referring to a 
specific painting, which I Googled using the electronic rolodex that is the Internet. This citational 
chain is keenly familiar to multidisciplinary artist Julia Rooney. She frequently takes notes, sometimes 
in the form of emails, which she writes to herself (and sometimes others) while standing in front 
of original paintings.3 This writing serves as a technical description of the work, supplementing the 
photographs she takes on her iPhone. But in the instance of the snap, the photographic digital 
registration of 0s and 1s makes invisible both the active process of making a painting and viewing 
that painting. The brushstrokes are occluded by pixelation or overly saturated colors on the screen. 

Clearly the small squares are painted over with other layers of paint4

The press release for her Album exhibition notes that Rooney “pour[s], sand[s], stitch[es], scrap[es], 
glaz[es], and glu[es]” her works—unexpected moves for a painter.5 Mondrian too obsessively 
painted a black line over and over so that the strokes communicated the right energy. Rooney’s 
meticulous material process—to the point of deconstructing previous works in order to compose 
new ones—operates as an analogue to the process of embodied viewing. Her labor of mixing 
paint, approximating scale, and, finally, working over the painting, composes unseen labor and 
embodiment. But in this newest body of work, it is her constant shifts in orientation that are the most 
significant. Back in 2021, when I visited Rooney in her studio for an upcoming group exhibition she 
was standing back, moving close, and walking around her paintings.6 While working on them, she 
states, they have “no inherent up/down, left/right in my mind”—simulating the floating quality of the 
context-less scroll of a smartphone screen. She stated that their final orientation is established in the 
process of making, often near the end.

Rooney’s eponymous QR code painting, Album, 2022 greets us from the store-front window 
of Freight + Volume gallery, proclaiming its use-function as aesthetic (Fig. 3). We know what 
to do—raise our phones and take a picture of it. It’s almost a bodily cultural reflex. As soon as 
we acquiesce to this commonplace contemporary ritual, we enter Rooney’s process of making 
the painting, literalizing the self-reflexive process. The click of the camera triggers the machine-
reading of the matrix barcode to reach a URL. The QR code, originally invented to track auto 
parts in factories, operates as a quick response system; but in Rooney’s stop-motion video it 
correlates to the processual longue durée of time spent composing this painting and others in the 
exhibition.7 Instead of obfuscating the brushstrokes, labor, and complex color relations, it attempts 
to disclose them. We see a blank wood panel with carefully incised lines on the surface. Rooney 

3 On October 21, 2017, Julia Rooney visited Broadway Boogie Woogie at The Museum of Modern Art in New York City, and wrote herself an email technically describing the work. See Figures 1–2. Broadway Boogie Woogie at The Museum of Modern Art in New York City, and wrote herself an email technically describing the work. See Figures 1–2. Broadway Boogie Woogie
4 Julia Rooney, Screenshot of email from Julia Rooney to Julia Rooney, October 21, 2017, see Figure 2. 
5 Album Press Release, Freight + Volume, December 2022. Album Press Release, Freight + Volume, December 2022. Album
6 Rooney participated in Footnotes and other embedded stories, April 30–June 25, 2022 at Artspace New Haven that I organized in collaboration with the Yale University Art Gallery as a Bob and 
Happy Doran CT Artist in Residence 2021–2022. 
7 Yuhi Sugiyama, “From Japanese auto parts to ubiquity: A look at the history of QR,” The Mainichi, November 10, 2021, codeshttps://mainichi.jp/english/articles/20211109/p2a/00m/0bu/024000c.

Figure 2 ►
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layers horizontal and then vertical bands of watered down, sepia colored acrylic, which drip and 
then absorb evenly into the wood, revealing its grain. She then paints a white square, followed 
by another. In her iterations of white squares, the barcode form we recognize slowly emerges in 
paint. Rooney covers the acrylic underpainting with oil paint, and then smears the image out before 
applying a coat of thinned ultramarine blue: first horizontally, then vertically, much like the initial sepia 
color. Time passes. The blue dries. She sands it down, leaving an orangey residue and ghostly 
blue crackling paint over the white light behind it, leaving the effect of internal glowing from within 
the painting. She then adds muted orange, yellow, black and white, sanding again, followed by 
another repetition of the already used colors. Our entry into this process occurs as “crisis” points in 
the image, where, as the artist states, “I need to see the painting at a different scale/format in order 
to really see what it needs.”8 In the space of my screen, first scrolling through these images and 
then watching them stitched together in stop motion, I bear witness to Rooney’s process unfolding 
in relation to my screen, precariously perched on my lap. I can guess at their scale in relationship 
to the wall. But right now, they are the width of my thighs and the height of my compressed sitting 
torso. 

The bottom of the painting comes to my mid/upper thigh9

Parallel to Rooney’s painting process is what art historians might automatically call the “viewing 
process.” As I stood in front of Rooney’s OBJ 0226, the work orchestrates a rhythm among the 
combinations of reds, blues, yellows, purples, and oranges and then shifts according to the (re)
orientation(s) of a person’s body in the space (Fig. 4). While Manhattan’s boogie woogie music of 
the 1940s and 1950s precipitated the energy in Mondrian’s work, Rooney describes the connective 
impetus behind the energy in her works as meditations that “riff” on Mondrian’s late works.”10 Both 
the musical and spiritual connotations imply the passing of time, a phenomenal part of “viewing” that 
our contemporary culture of instant gratification resists. If Rooney is demanding closer viewing, to 
the point that the act envelopes a person’s body, the viewer then, turns into an audience member 
among other members. A porous, shifting member of their environment. Or are they a concert-
goer? Choreographer? Participant? Co-creator, even? These terms typically lead us in installational, 
environmental, or even performative work where “viewers’” receptions are a factor, but not likely a 
constitutive element of an object-based work. 

Rather than staging a possibly irrelevant rehash of Clement Greenberg versus Harold Rosenberg, 
Rooney’s paintings acknowledge that her movement in making the painting has a reciprocal effect 

8 Email exchange between me and the artist, December 3, 2022
9 Julia Rooney, Screenshot of email from Julia Rooney to Julia Rooney, October 21, 2017, see Figure 2.
10 For more on how boogie woogie influenced Mondrian’s Broadway Boogie Woogie, see “Broadway Boogie Woogie,” The Museum of Modern Art Website, Accessed December 15, 2022, https://
www.moma.org/collection/works/78682. Album Press Release, Freight + Volume, December 2022 uses the word “riff” as does the artist in dialogue with the author from an email December 11, 2022; Album Press Release, Freight + Volume, December 2022 uses the word “riff” as does the artist in dialogue with the author from an email December 11, 2022; Album
and Rooney’s untitled artist statement from 2021 refers to the works as “mediation.”

◄ Figure 3, Stills from stop-motion animation 
showing the making process of Album

Figure 4, Shot of Rooney’s studio with OBJ 0226 
(right) and OBJ 0316 (left) in-progress (Next page) ►
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on the viewer/audience-member/concert-goer/choreographer/participant/co-creator—both in 
the space of the exhibition and on our smartphones. To some this might seem like Rosenberg’s 
terrifying “theatricality” and the death of the object. Others might call it a necessary contemplation 
in our globally technologized world and certainly a regional “song and dance” of New York—the 
city in which the artist grew up. In looking at OBJ 0226, “ironically,” the further away from it we are, 
the fuller picture we get. And yet, the inclination is to be close. We want to see the brushstrokes 
in proximity to our own bodies in order to better apprehend them. Maybe this is proprioception, 
or a byproduct of our twenty-first century lack of intimacy with one another, or a symptom of our 
obsession with objects. However we psychologize it, we want to be close, but that leads us into 
“not seeing” for what we might be searching. 

The scale shifts that lead us from the far-away familiar to the close unknown are most radical in the 
difference between the 2 x 2-inch canvases on works such as OBJ 1117 (Fig. 5). In the corners of 
the darkened painting—itself a portal to a painting set in deep space on a wall—smaller paintings 
inhabit the four corners. Rooney first exhibited her 2 x 2-inch paintings in @SomeHighTide
during the height of the COVID-19 pandemic, as both a playful critique and an acquiescence to 
Instagram’s miniaturized version of reality when experienced on our smart phones. Now installed 
beside larger works and even embedded across their surface, these 2 x 2-inch canvases prompt 
us to dramatically reckon with the ways in which scale directs the navigation of our bodies, even as 
we think we are doing the navigating.

Sent from my iPhone11

Rooney calls the embodied moving back and forth before her paintings, “zooming-in” and 
“zooming-out,” much like we do with smart phone cameras.12 In both the creation of a scaled 
painting and the apprehending of it from either close or afar, we conjure an imaginary that extends 
beyond the very real object in front of us. Is this some kind of “occult instability,” which Fred 
Moten traces through the white male grandiosity of Mondrian and his circle via the boogie woogie 
music performer Albert Ammons in his larger exploration of Blackness?13 Mondrian obsessively 
layered paint on paint, trying in various ways to understand the curious connection between 
“the natural” and its opposite within the simultaneous space of the canvas. He was supposedly 
capturing the fundamental essence of painting. But showing this progression in various canvases 
was not important to him. He declared, as Moten quotes, “‘I don’t want pictures. I just want to find 
things out.’”14 I’m not suggesting here that since Rooney maps out her meditations across multiple 
canvases that she is creating objects for the sake of creating more, or that she “wants pictures.” 

11 Julia Rooney, Screenshot of email from Julia Rooney to Julia Rooney, October 21, 2017, see Figure 2.
12 Album Press Release, Freight + Volume, December 2022.Album Press Release, Freight + Volume, December 2022.Album
13 Fred Moten, “The Case of Blackness,” Criticism, vol. 50, no. 2 (Spring 2008): 177–218, 200.
14 Ibid

Figure 5. Julia Rooney, OBJ 1117, 2022. Oil on linen with canvases affixed, 32 in x 32 in. Image courtesy of the artist. ►
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Instead, she wants us to recognize how paintings come to be, how they operate through other 
technologies and become pictures, and how they meld with environments and imaginaries.

In a fleshly-saturated work, OBJ 0923, the articulation of Rooney’s squares—literally cut up from old 
canvases and stitched back together—seem to meld into warped squares in the background (Fig. 
6). In the center, a vortex of white presents the absence of the squares, the lines, the reproductions, 
the originals. From the very center of the void, seven regular squares emerge, and another 
contorted square, both ghosted by the shadow of something underneath the surface of the white. 
No cracks of paint reveal it. You can see it if you move further away and if you remain close. Its 
omnipresence acts much like Rooney’s unintentional last line of her emailed note to herself standing 
in front of Broadway Boogie Woogie: “Sent from my iPhone.” The line is automatic, a frame given 
to us through the operating system of an Apple iPhone—almost negligible, and to some people, 
unwanted. But it’s the referent, the background that frames the experience. It can be reoriented, 
it can even be removed, but it shapes the exchange, much like the collating impulse of a record 
album. Or the gray.

◄  Figure 6. Julia Rooney, OBJ 0923, 2022. Oil on canvas, 40 in x 40 in. Image courtesy of the artist.
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Figure 6. Julia Rooney, Detail of OBJ 0923, 2022. Oil on canvas, 40 in x 40 in. Image courtesy of the artist. ►
Detail and studio view of OBJ 1007, Oil, acrylic and latex paint on canvas and linen, 36 in x 36 in, 2022 (Next page) ►




