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JULIA HEIJLIGERS 
 

 

 

 

Heijligers is a contemporary artist who studied at Willem de Kooning Academie in 
Rotterdam and now lives and works in Amsterdam. This exhibition showcases ten of 
Heijligers works in oil that have been produced over the last three years. 

The pathway to this current series of energetic and dynamic paintings has been varied. As 
well as working in oil, Heijligers continuously pushes herself into new forms of making and 
her practice has explored mixed media, ink, wax sculpture, wig design and performance art. 
Drawing on this artistic multiplicity this present collection of exquisitely detailed paintings 
are built up with multiple layers of applied colour and complex narratives. Indeed, the 
artworks themselves should be viewed as an amalgamation of synthesised subjects, 
techniques and influences. 

With her interest in psychology, Heijligers’ art explores the feelings of alienation and 
belongingness and this series takes inspiration from those who live in the margins of society. 
Her distinctive characters are deliberately unapologetic and difficult to classify within a 
fixed framework. 

Using these characters as a catalyst she poses several questions in her paintings – how does 
one’s behaviour and habits influence classifications and how can one find shelter in the 
midst of their own alienation? In an interesting dichotomy her artworks also provide some 
potential answers. Her paintings elude to the notion that the disorientating nature of 
alienation has the potential to shift into something more, something grounded. Each of 
Heijligers’ characters champion the notion of individualism and channel the inert strength 
that uniqueness can provide. 



 

 

 

  

 
Q&A WITH THE ARTIST 

 
 
Where are you from and where are you currently based?  
 
I am from a small town in the South of the Netherlands called Velden. I’ve been living in 
Amsterdam for the past ten years but moved back to the South this year. This gives me some space 
to clear my mind and think of what’s next. I would like to find a secluded place in nature, where I 
can create my own place as a work of art, right now I am finding ways to realize that.  
 

Is making art something you knew you would do from a young age?  
 
No, I was never really in touch with art until my twenties. It developed from an interest in clothes, 
that’s how I would express myself from a young age. This had me believe I wanted to be in the 
fashion industry, which in turn led me to go to the art academy.  
 
It was only when I did an exchange semester at Central Saint Martins in fine arts, where I felt I 
could do as I wanted. I started to realize that I really needed that freedom of being autonomous. I 
enjoyed making collages where I would collect and combine images, words, sentences, sketches, 
and create a new visual dialogue with them that related to my perception of the world. Making the 
psyche more tangible has always felt important to me, the thought-process and self-examination 
fascinates me. I’ve always been interested in understanding the authentic self and self-
actualization, art helps a lot in this process and research.  
 

Can you talk a little bit about where you find inspiration for your 
work?  
 
I still work pretty much the same as when I made collages, just in a less transparent or 
straightforward way. Most of the time I get very intrigued by the idea of a specific subject, or I find 
an image that catches my attention. From there on I try to understand what I’m connecting with, 
what I need to realize this atmosphere or feeling I want to create. I find this an interesting part of 
the process, because at that stage I focus mostly on its visual aspects, but after that stage I see what 
it means symbolically and what it says about my current state of mind. Nature is a huge inspiration 
as well as the human mind. I like to work with the unknown, discover what lies beyond and figure 
out how life works. I’m very drawn to the enigmatic side of it all.  
 

Are there any concepts of themes that you are continually drawn to?  
 
The notion of beauty and the deeper meaning to it which, I believe, is undervalued and 
underestimated nowadays. There’s a lot of strength to be found there if you take away this layer 
that makes it seem superficial. I feel like there’s something intellectual in it, as in a higher truth 
which derives from balance, harmony and its purity. Something that feels forgotten in the 
contemporary world where the focus seems to be on concepts. I believe speech has its limits in 
explaining, especially as a medium to express your deeper self. Here, connecting beauty with 
symbolism, helps to make something personal more universal. Since symbolism is a universal 
language, it makes the themes I use more relatable.  
 
Because even though it starts as something intimate and personal, once you put it out there it 
becomes more collective, something that invites people to project onto from their own position 
and state of mind, in that moment the nature of the work shifts from personal to relational. It’s a 
very meaningful extra layer to the work. 



   
(Continued)  
 
Alienation is another matter that I have used ever since I started. It is a subject I can relate to in 
many ways. It used to come from a more negative place, because it had a close connection to a sense 
of loneliness, which evolved from feeling misunderstood. However, through painting, it developed 
into an individual strength, where I was able to learn to trust my own capacities (and acknowledging 
my limitations) beyond expectations that stem from a specific social role or position.  
 
Strength is another subject I explore a lot, which expresses itself visually into the toned bodies. I like 
to show muscles, to show where the strength is based. Although in my later paintings the strength 
is less physical, more mental or balanced. It’s also why I like to use androgynous subjects, it balances 
out masculine-feminine, assertive- receptive, external-internal.  
 

Who are some of your biggest artistic influences?  
 
I find it difficult to answer this question, because I actually never really looked someone up 
specifically. When I was still figuring out how I’d paint specific things, such as grass, sky or tiles, I 
would look up grass, a sky or tiles and see how different people painted it (mostly through classical 
art) or how it looks in real life. But normally now I just go on until the feel and look of it pleases me, 
I’m still discovering how I want to do things. Which doesn’t relate to a big artistic influence, since it 
simply isn’t about how someone else does it.  
 

Do you have a favourite work in this exhibition?  
 
I’m quite pleased with all of them actually, for different reasons. “The Veil is Pierced” is my favourite 
one technically, especially because of the sky and the tree. The work made me aware of the progress 
I’ve made, since it’s the last one. Being a self-portrait in the more obvious sense, it’s about surrender 
and painting this version of myself felt quite empowering and therapeutic.  
 
“The Dove Woman” is another favourite, the calm and humility combined with strength, makes it 
feel like there’s a sense of mastery in it. And then “Wrestlers” because aesthetically it's balanced into 
an almost geometric unity, which is very satisfying to me. I like how the forms work together and 
create new forms in a quite graphic way. The wrestling bodies unite as one, within the duality of the 
fight, harmony is found.  
 

What is the most difficult part of your process?  
 
Finding the right answers when I really just want to go on with the painting. Sometimes something 
is missing in the painting and I just can’t seem to figure out what it is. Which makes it difficult to 
look for, this can be very time consuming. Also, patience is a big thing, I would love to be able to say 
I can finish a painting in a month, but it simply doesn’t work that way. Patience is a virtue and you 
can’t force a creative process, no matter how badly you want to, it takes time to learn that lesson 
unfortunately.  
 

What are you currently working on?  
 
I just started on a bigger piece with a bowing bull, I think it will get a similar feel to it as the Dove 
Woman where the classical mixes with contemporary. I’m still figuring out some of the 
surroundings, but am excited about it. Overall, since all of these works feel like the start of 
something bigger, I’m intrigued to see how far I can reach. It’s important to keep my art going now 
and work on my visibility 
 



 

 
 
  

 
 

LIST OF WORKS 
 

 
Sculpture 

 
Woman with Horse 

 
Beyond the Horizon 

 
Manheel 

 
Dove Woman 

 
The Veil is Pierced 

 
Wrestlers 

 
Framed Bull  

 
The Three Gatekeepers 

 
Self Portrait 

 



 

Sculpture 
Oil on board 

Image size: inches 19 ½ x 14 ¾ inches (50 x 37.5 cm) 
Contemporary style handmade frame 

 

A toned body hinders it’s own path. The otherworldly legs seem to press the form 
down as if trapped by it’s own strength. From this immensity comes a subtle hint 
of an exhalation, as if his chest were detached from the rest of his body, preparing 
for what may come. Whether with or without life, the sculpture has been planted 
in the middle of the road, becoming an obstacle in it’s own sense. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Woman with Horse 
Oil on canvas 

Image size: 19 ½ x 27 ½ inches (50 x 70 cm) 
Contemporary style handmade frame 

 

Beyond the Horizon 
Oil on board 

Image size: 23 ½ x 19 ¼ inches (59.5 x 49 cm) 
Contemporary style handmade frame 

 



 

Manheel 
Oil on board 

Image size: 15 x 11 ¼ inches (38 x 28.5 cm) 
Contemporary style handmade frame 

 
Manheel, with his extravagant appearance, is inspired by the spirit of trickery and 
those who can break the predictable flow. He sits on the boundaries between 
sanity and insanity, happiness and sorrow, wisdom and naivety; the in-between. 
He soberly reveals the drama in our shadow-side when repressed and while this 
is absurd enough to classify as unreal, it is too humane to ignore. Serving us a 
tear, deprived from the sadness connected to his alienation, he yearns for some 
empathy and belongingness. 



 

Dove Woman 
Oil on board 

Image size: 15 x 23 ¼ inches (38 x 58.75 cm) 
Contemporary style handmade frame 

 

Dove woman, mastering the doves high up on her chair with her feet grounded 
to the stone tiles. She sits at the threshold of the conscious and the 
subconscious mind, symbolising the divine knowledge of the soul with a 
mastery of the tangible world. 



 

 

 

 

 

  

The Veil is Pierced 
Oil on board 

Image size: 23 ¼ x 43 ½ inches (59 x 110.5 cm) 
Contemporary style handmade frame 

 
 



 

  

Wrestlers 
Oil on board 

Image size: 14 x 23 ¼ inches (35.5 x 59 cm) 
Contemporary style handmade frame 

 
Two androgynous bodies interconnecting as an almost geometric unity 
and evolving into one statue. This makes the viewer question whether 
they need each other to fight or to harmonize. It’s all in the illusion of 
duality and balance. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Framed Bull 
Oil on board, signed bottom right 

Image size: 19 ¼ x 18 ½ inches (49 x 72.5 cm) 
Contemporary style handmade frame 

 

A bull is standing firmly with an air of awareness 
lurking in his gaze. A Man-made border interrupts the 
desolate landscape while a death tree is lurking over 
the top watching over him. He looks as if he’s been 
trapped with his legs, like poles, stuck in the ground, 
submitting himself to the spectator. 

 



 

 

 

The Three Gatekeepers 
Oil on board 

Image size: 13 ½ x 23 1/3 inches (34.25 x 59 cm) 
Contemporary style handmade frame 

 
Three androgynous beings move their hands in a specific order, performing some 
kind of ritual. There is an undisturbed passive feminine focus in their gaze, 
harmonized with a muscular active strength. This makes it difficult to analyse 
them as individuals since they hold the key to themselves — they in fact guard it. 
Their torsos are grounded by a solid black pillar, creating an almost invisible path 
that runs between them. This invites interaction, a way through the sculptured 
boxwood and arranged entities towards the natural world of the mountains in the 
distance which are illuminated by the unending cycle of the sun. 

 

 



 

  

Self Portrait 
Oil on board 

Image size: 19 ½ x 15 ¾ inches (50 x 40 cm) 
Contemporary style handmade frame 

 



 

 

POEM SELECTED BY THE ARTIST 
 

  

The awful shadow of some unseen Power 
         Floats though unseen among us; visiting 
         This various world with as inconstant wing 
    As summer winds that creep from flower to flower; 
    Like moonbeams that behind some piny mountain 

shower, 
                It visits with inconstant glance 
                Each human heart and countenance; 
    Like hues and harmonies of evening, 
                Like clouds in starlight widely spread, 
                Like memory of music fled, 
                Like aught that for its grace may be 
    Dear, and yet dearer for its mystery. 
 
   Spirit of BEAUTY, that dost consecrate 
         With thine own hues all thou dost shine upon 
         Of human thought or form, where art thou gone? 
   Why dost thou pass away and leave our state, 
   This dim vast vale of tears, vacant and desolate? 
                Ask why the sunlight not for ever 
                Weaves rainbows o'er yon mountain-river, 
   Why aught should fail and fade that once is shown, 
                Why fear and dream and death and birth 
                Cast on the daylight of this earth 
                Such gloom, why man has such a scope 
   For love and hate, despondency and hope? 
 
   No voice from some sublimer world hath ever 
         To sage or poet these responses given: 
         Therefore the names of Demon, Ghost, and Heaven, 
   Remain the records of their vain endeavour: 
   Frail spells whose utter'd charm might not avail to sever, 
                From all we hear and all we see, 
                Doubt, chance and mutability. 
   Thy light alone like mist o'er mountains driven, 
                Or music by the night-wind sent 
                Through strings of some still instrument, 
                Or moonlight on a midnight stream, 
   Gives grace and truth to life's unquiet dream. 
 
   Love, Hope, and Self-esteem, like clouds depart 
         And come, for some uncertain moments lent. 
         Man were immortal and omnipotent, 
   Didst thou, unknown and awful as thou art, 
   Keep with thy glorious train firm state within his heart. 
                Thou messenger of sympathies, 
                That wax and wane in lovers' eyes; 
   Thou, that to human thought art nourishment, 
                Like darkness to a dying flame! 
                Depart not as thy shadow came, 
                Depart not—lest the grave should be,  
   Like life and fear, a dark reality 

   While yet a boy I sought for ghosts, and sped 
         Through many a listening chamber, cave and ruin, 
         And starlight wood, with fearful steps pursuing 
   Hopes of high talk with the departed dead. 
I call'd on poisonous names with which our youth is fed; 
                I was not heard; I saw them not; 
                When musing deeply on the lot 
   Of life, at that sweet time when winds are wooing 
                All vital things that wake to bring 
                News of birds and blossoming, 
                Sudden, thy shadow fell on me; 
   I shriek'd, and clasp'd my hands in ecstasy! 
 
I vow'd that I would dedicate my powers 
         To thee and thine: have I not kept the vow? 
         With beating heart and streaming eyes, even now 
I call the phantoms of a thousand hours 
   Each from his voiceless grave: they have in vision'd bowers 
                Of studious zeal or love's delight 
                Outwatch'd with me the envious night: 
   They know that never joy illum'd my brow 
                Unlink'd with hope that thou wouldst free 
                This world from its dark slavery, 
                That thou, O awful LOVELINESS, 
   Wouldst give whate'er these words cannot express. 
 
   The day becomes more solemn and serene 
         When noon is past; there is a harmony 
         In autumn, and a lustre in its sky, 
   Which through the summer is not heard or seen, 
   As if it could not be, as if it had not been! 
                Thus let thy power, which like the truth 
                Of nature on my passive youth 
   Descended, to my onward life supply 
                Its calm, to one who worships thee, 
                And every form containing thee, 
                Whom, SPIRIT fair, thy spells did bind 
   To fear himself, and love all human kind. 

 
 

 
 

                        ‘Hymn to Intellectual Beauty’  
                    by Percy Bysshe Shelly 
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