John Cooper Retrospective: golden years

DVD notes and quotes

The following are a series of quotes taken from notes and conversations between John Cooper, Ian Johnston and Courtney Andersen in preparation for this exhibition.

Part One, Harris Grocery. A film by David Churches

‘Harris Grocery’ was the name of a barn that Cooper bought in 1966 where the film was shot. 

“In 1968, I took this film to the Ann Arbor Film Festival and won nothing. The next year we (David Churches & Me) made a sequel called 'Harris Grocery Family Album' and won 2nd place overall”.

“I took 3 films to the Whitney Museum in NY in 1969.  ‘Harris Grocery’ was most liked and revered. (They took a Marsden Hartley and a Picasso off the wall to show the films on the wall.) That film was neither scripted nor directed.  We had no clear idea what we wanted to say, but David Churches created this vignette literally on the cutting room floor”.
 

Part Two, photographs of work created between 1963 and 1970
Horses and Zippers
“The Horse and Rider paintings were my first really strong identity as an artist.  I painted the first of this series as a sort of ‘Addenda’ to my MFA Thesis at the University of Washington in Seattle, 1964/65”.  
“This was the first time I felt dynamic creative energy in making art.  The thrill and excitement were just powerful…   These paintings always elicited a strong response”.
“The Zipper paintings grew out of the Horse and Rider era as several horses had brass zipper openings to represent various special considerations.  I went on to use zippers in numerous fabrications including many geometrical forms and variations on these forms”.
Hexagonals
“Hexagonals derive from cubes turned onto a corner becoming a three-dimensional isometric view (all dimensions showing to be equal length). This creates a hexagon.  The hexagon assumes different visual gravity from different views and can be presented so that a central plane represents more that one cube.  This central plane simultaneously represents both cubes, forcing the viewer to choose either one or the other point of view, or choose both at once causing the central plane to visually bend”.
“This ambivalence creates an appearance of dynamic activity, set in changeable oscillation any time any plane shares a position in more than one cube. Compositions built with a series of such repeated shared planes thrive on these ambivalent oscillations and tend to tip or reverse visual logic”.

“These hexagonal compositions are built on the impact of this process, repeated to create a beat or rhythm that emits from a surreptitious energy of the ambivalent, among contradictory visual assumptions. These images are two-dimensional, but ambivalently identify visually as three-dimensional shifting oscillations. By shifting these ambivalent assumptions and changing their color and direction, you shift, enhance and compound compositional structures.  This is where the ‘Play’ occurs. Because of the ‘Modular’ nature of the constituent parts no two instillations were ever the same.  Sometimes configurations were purposely repeated, but often new ones were discovered during installation”.
Hoppers, and Hopper Shows

“The 60’s were dynamic times in the Art world.  It was sheer coincidence that I found the Hoppers at all”.
“Because I had learned enough about University contracts, I required that I be furnished a work-in studio on the campus, so I could be accessible to students so they could see a working artist’s work.  I was eventually given the option of searching, with the help of the physical plant, for a suitable studio space.  The space we jointly found was two rooms in the basement of an older dormitory building that had been re-modeled into a class room building.  During the re-model they had replaced the steam heat with the more contemporary forced-air system rather than try to relocate the cast iron radiators.  The discontinued cast iron radiators were stored in these two afore mentioned basement rooms.  Since there was no budget for removing these 200 heavy cast iron remains, I was given the option to remove them for use of the space.  This took several weeks, as I was hauling them in my 1963 Datsun pick up. Ah, but when I got to the scrap metal place with the radiators I discovered a stack of 28 beautifully dented and rusted Hoppers (approximately three feet in each dimension) and traded the whole pile of radiators for  this useless pile of Hoppers. I didn’t know what to do with them, But when my old friend Paul Heald came to teach the following semester, I showed them to him and he immediately said, “Lets just line ‘em up and call it a Hopper Show”. Thus the Hopper Show was born”.

“I left these Hoppers in that dump until we found a place to present the first Hopper Show in Paula’s (later to become my second wife) back yard. 200 to 300 people came and brought enough of everything to create a grand party.  The idea to feed, supply and entertain everyone was also born just as it was happening.  Musicians, dancers and various entertainers magically appeared. I immediately became ‘John Hopper”.

“It was at first an annual event, but as social, political and economic process beckoned the Hoppers, we began to haul the Hoppers out more and more often.  From the very beginning we (mostly Paul and I ) painted little pictures of these beautiful Hoppers”.  

“We ‘did 30’ ‘Hopper Shows’(including Hoppers used in political demonstrations) (all for free and fed everybody) gave away probably 2000 ‘Hopper Paintings’ and hauled the Hoppers along with the ‘Hopper Rock & Roll Band’ about 3000 to 5,000 miles!  The biggest Hopper Show had a attendance of 8,000 to 10,000, with 5 R & R. bands, became a circus of shows and presentations and a circus tent for free food. The most notable shows were University of Colorado, Denver, Chicago Art Institiute, Whitney Museum, NY., and Indiana State University”. 
