SARAH ANNE JOHNSON
by Benjamin Klein
Communing with nature and trying to be truthful in
representing it is nothing new in North American art,
especially somewhere in or close to the echoing
vastness of the Canadian wilderness. In Western
culture, identifying our surrounding landscape with
nature, and therefore more generally and intrinsically
real, is something we are accustomed to. What was
once radical and unusual has for many years become a
staple of broadly popular taste, acquiring at times a
note of kitsch in its quotidian usage. As a subject,
“nature” has existed in Western art for over two
centuries and remains an emanation of modern life. But
now we find it hard to disentangle landscape, or
Mother Earth, from our ontology and our cosmology. It
is something that the Romantic movement brought to
the fore, in part as a reaction to the Industrial
Revolution, and which our conservationist viewpoints
now celebrate. It is a social and cultural idea, one of our
most beautiful and hopeful, on one hand, and also
sometimes hackneyed, on the other.
“Woodland,” Sarah Anne Johnson’s first solo show
at the Yossi Milo Gallery in Chelsea, Manhattan, takes
on the challenge of this theme, unapologetically. She
directly and vividly presents a visionary experience of
the natural world, seen and understood through the
magic lantern of landscape photography. She does this
in the normal sense of procedure and result, but also in
a more subtle, submerged way that is intrinsic to the
potential of photography, and at the same time at odds
with its putative empiricism. The basic promise of the
camera, that it tells the truth, is set up and used by
Johnson, and added to by mixed-media interventions—
by reimagining the photos as manifestations of a
higher, hidden reality, a revealed, idealistic truth about
the secrets of the natural world. Mining the tacit,
unconscious, preternatural subtext photos can
generate, Johnson intimates the usually hidden, even
occult implications that taking pictures can have. She
has created a body of work that shows us the natural
and the potentially supernatural worlds that live and

coexist in forests. The woods of Manitoba, close to
Winnipeg, which is the artist’s home, provide a living
synecdoche for all the world’s wilderness. Beliefs could
come into it but have very little to do with this
essentially experiential phenomena. There may be no
explanation, but the experience remains.
And although using this medium to document and
approach this subject is nothing new, Johnson’s
methodologically innovative and unapologetically
beautiful mixedmedia technique and her hyperintense,
almost combatively esoteric view of the landscape and
natural world overcome any staleness or clichéd
reading around these images. Each is unique and
particular in image and treatment, and coalesces into a
picture that combines the oddly juxtaposed effects of
stained glass and acid flashback, head shops and clean

air hikes, oil paint and urgent, serious prayer. A reality
is unfolded that is sweetly persuasive in asking us to
see the landscape as an infinite cathedral, interior and
exterior, and at the same time a place of worship and
the object of that fervency.
Confronting the works in person provides a
different experience from seeing them digitally, despite
their exceptional reproducibility. In the gallery space,
the works in the show generate an encompassing
physically felt sensation—of being in the landscape and
of having the invisible-made-seen. The primal quality
of the scenery permeates our senses. The space of the
images seems to quiver and tesselate, and implies the
presence of a greater than three-dimensional spatial
fabric, invoking various notions from particle physics
and non- Euclidian geometry to Theosophy and New
Age spirituality (in a fully knowing, open-minded way).
A vastation results, in the images and the viewer, a
response, that feels like receiving and sending out
waves of calm but pleasurable motion. This in turn
produces a feeling between tranquil happiness and
joyful kinesis—positive and lovely—as though our
bodies have experienced an active energy release and
have responded to a call.
It is possible to see these images as lighthearted
and whimsical, and Johnson has celebrated the pastoral
life of people entering the landscape for solace and fun
before, to party, to work or make love and do drugs.
And that affect is still present in “Woodland” to an
extent: the feeling that we might be witnessing and
experiencing a trippy, hallucinogenic fantasy. In
Johnson’s work there has at times been an almost
contemporary rococo or Art Nouveau stylization of a
hippy back-to-the-land festival. But these photographs
have another quality, something that holds us and
implies we are seeing the spirit of the forest directly,
something that resists conservative dismissal, cannot
be trivialized or reductively explained, perhaps not
even understood. The works are less William Morris
and more early Mondrian, during his pre-abstract,
symbolist period. Johnson’s mixed-media photos have
some of that same symbolist intensity to them, or of
Klimt at his most exuberant, or even van Gogh.
While it may be a convention, on some level,
looking at forests, whether literal or pictorial,
stretching endlessly away does conjure a sacred and
encompassing, multitudinous feeling, a reaction that

readily synchs with a spiritual or religious perspective,
and exists in diverse contexts. Environmentalism,
meditation, peacefulness, as well as our personal
notions of Ultimate Reality seem to intertwine when
we do this. But to do so today, to clear away the layers
of received expectation and culturally conditioned
responses as the main theme of interest, requires a fullon commitment and total submersion in both the
external experience of the landscape and in the
overlapping studio practice. Sincere hyperromanticism and an effectively secular approach to this
fundamentally spiritual subject are hard to get away
with. The artist better have produced a body of work
that unpretentiously and humbly, but nonetheless
confidently and expressively, approaches this huge
realm and does something original with it. Sarah Anne
Johnson has.
“Woodland” was exhibited at Yossi Milo Gallery, New
York, from October 22, 2020, to January 9, 2021.
Benjamin Klein is a Brooklyn- and Montreal-based artist
and writer, and co-director of McBride Contemporain in
Montreal.

Careful Not to FAINT
BY R.O. KWON

Lately, with spring upon us, I’ve taken to holding a
heavy art book as I walk around my San Francisco
apartment, tucking it beneath my arm like a fine treasure.
Savage Beauty is a collection of photos from the fashion
designer Alexander McQueen’s 2011 exhibition at the
Metropolitan Museum of Art, and it’s filled with vibrant,
fantastical images so life-giving that I often find I’m
staring at the gilded feathers and painted silk jacquards
with my nose all but touching the page. The colors! The
textures! The complexity! I half want to eat the pages,
just to have the photos that much closer to me.
The last time I saw a lot of these designs, I was at
the Met, pushed and crowded by strangers, dazed by the
extravagance before me. Although I haven’t been inside
a museum since last February, it’s now possible that
before long a lot of people will be able to do things like
go to exhibitions again, and I wonder if the physical
world and its glories will at first be too much for some of
us—if, more specifically, we’ll be bodily overwhelmed
by the beauty and joy of it, perhaps even to the extent of
passing out.
Implausible as it might sound, this has happened
before, most famously when the 19th-century French
novelist Stendhal visited the Basilica of Santa Croce in
Florence. During this visit, as he details in his book
Rome, Naples, and Florence, Stendhal was so violently
affected by the idea of being in Florence at last, along
with “the contemplation of sublime beauty,” that he
experienced heart palpitations and more. “Life was
drained from me,” he says. “I walked with the fear of
falling.”
In 1979 an Italian psychiatrist observed this
phenomenon often enough among tourists that she gave
it a name: Stendhal Syndrome, typically a short-lived
condition that strikes people while they behold art or

Sarah Anne Johnson's work, exhibited recently at NYC's Yossi Milo
Gallery, recalls Belize's description of heaven in Angels in America:
"Overgrown with weeds, but flowering weeds.”

other forms of great beauty. Symptoms include fainting,
a sped-up pulse, panic attacks, dizziness, nausea,
disorientation, and hallucinations. The symptoms usually
do not require medical intervention; one exception was a
man who, in 2018, had a heart attack at the Uffzi Gallery

By Loring Knoblauch / In Galleries October 29, 2020
JTF (just the facts): A total of 20 large scale color works, framed in white and unmatted, and
hung in the East and West galleries, and in the small viewing area in between. All of the works
are pigment prints, variously augmented by acrylic paint, oil paint, holographic tape, gold leaf,
silver leaf, brass leaf, and photo-spotting ink, made in 2020. Physical sizes range from roughly
20×13 to 60×40 inches (or the reverse), and all of the works are unique. (Installation and detail
shots below.)

Comments/Context: For the better part of the last 15 years, Sarah Anne Johnson has been
experimenting with what we might call a hand-crafted version of “augmented reality
photography”. In the years since she graduated from the masters program at Yale, the Canadian
photographer has been starting with traditional photographs (mostly landscapes, but also some
nudes and images from other genres) and layering on surface additions of various kinds. Much
of this modification has come in the form of overpainting (with paint, gouache, or ink), but
Johnson has also branched out to include other artistic mediums and crafts, from screen printing
and embossing to stickers and neon light. All of this physical intervention has been in the name
of helping us to see more than the underlying photograph can deliver on its own – dreams,

visions, hallucinations, altered states, or simply an embellished emotional quality that seems to
float atop what the camera sees as real.
Trying to represent such invisible moods and spirits isn’t exactly straightforward, and over the
years, Johnson has arguably had mixed success. The best of her works have seemed to unlock
and amplify natural elements and ideas waiting to be given voice; the weakest have felt forced,
the surface decorations becoming a heavy-handed distraction. She’s actively chosen to walk a
wobbly artistic tightrope, and finding the right sense of aesthetic balance isn’t entirely obvious –
one person’s enlightened energy is another’s overworked kitsch. But Johnson’s newest body of
work, using images of the forests from her native Manitoba as her central subject matter, seems
to have found the exact right note for our current moment – just as we all descend into a deeper
gloom driven by the combination of the ongoing pandemic and the polarized election, her pictures
have come along to deliver a radiant sparkle of joy.
Specifically, Johnson has leveraged the
negative space created by the intersection of
dense thickets of branches, turning the say
triangle shaped space of air between three
twigs into the venue for her controlled
improvisations. In each tiny partitioned area,
she adds in different colors and tints, including
tonal reversals, holographic stickers, gold and
silver leaf, and swirls of expressive paint.
What emerges is a magical kaleidoscope of
color nestled in among the trees. Johnson’s
additions can alternately look like dappled
light, glass shards, fluttering flags or confetti,
swarms of butterflies, wind chimes, stained
glass windows, and even fairy tale caterpillar
nests, the twinkle of the light activating the
fragments of color. Some works cover the
entire rainbow of gloriously cascading color,
while others match the tones of the
surroundings a bit more closely. And in a few
cases, as the shards get larger and overlap
more frequently, the forest takes on an almost
psychedelic character, with flares of
hallucinatory light that wash and wander
through the trees.
In the back gallery, the four walls of the space are matched to the four seasons. In winter, the
light is crisper, and the snowy trees encourage the twilight tones of blue and purple to come forth.
In spring, the color shards seem like fresh blossoms, buoyed by the optimism of new growth. In
summer, the thickness of the foliage creates green Edens filled with color that tumbles down
through the shadows. And in autumn, the palette turns toward yellow and orange, the color
fragments seeming to fall like leaves. In each case, Johnson is sensitively responding to nature,
teasing out additions that match the rhythms of the changing seasons.
Seen as a group, Johnson’s transformed woodlands exude calming positivity and genuine
optimism. The works capture a sense of the forest being alive, filled with hidden enchantments
that the artist has now made visible – and they are places we’d like to escape to again, so we

can be enveloped in their magic. Even for the most photographically jaded, it’s hard not to be
seduced by their playful delight.
Collector’s POV: The works in this show are priced between $6500 and $22000, based on size
and including framing. Johnson’s work has little consistent secondary market history at this point,
so gallery retail likely remains the best option for those collectors interested in following up.
https://collectordaily.com/sarah-anne-johnson-woodland-yossi-milo/
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In the midst of a global pandemic, Sarah Anne Johnson’s photographs feel particularly topical. Johnson, a
Canadian-American multidisciplinary artist, seems to consciously reject the misconception that photography
is an art form meant to capture reality. By using a variety of techniques such as painting, retouching,
scratching, and burning to alter the surfaces of her photos, she gives viewers a glimpse into a reality that
cannot be captured with a camera.
The show, photographed in the
forests of Manitoba and entitled
Woodland, has a clear focus on the
natural world that is typical of
Johnson’s work. Her landscapes are
whimsical and light-hearted at first
glance—with bright colors and
interesting
abstractions,
she
illustrates a world which reads as
distinct from the one we live in yet
also does not feel too distant.
Perhaps this is because of a
tendency to embed these colorful
shapes in places that seem natural,
as though the artist has tapped into
a version of Earth that does exist, but
that only she can see.

‘CPIP’ (2020) © Sarah Anne Johnson

This reimagining which sets her photography apart might be described as a search—at some times frantic, at
others more composed—for an unseen reality. Johnson has voiced her desire to create images of nature that
are more honest than what can be seen with human eyes. The results of this are colorful, playful, and
wonderfully enticing; her reinventions of the world which come across as possessing a sort of childlike naivety
are, in part, exactly what lend her photos such a refreshing air. A return to childhood, the freedom to imagine
a reality better than our own, is always appealing and particularly attractive at a time when many of us feel the
crushing weight of uncertainty on a scale we have never experienced before. However, to ignore the latent
ideas in Johnson’s work would be missing the point. On the other side of what is visually a fantasy world, the
images challenge the viewer to consider the pieces of reality they may not see. This, in turn, presents a much
darker idea; what might we all be missing that is right in front of our eyes, and why?
The Covid-19 pandemic is not explicitly central to Johnson’s Woodland. However, the concept of
transcendence is, and whether it pertains to seeing beyond a pandemic, fighting to dismantle unjus t systems,

or simply looking beyond the confines of our own small lives, this idea should be ever-present for all of us. To
Johnson, the parts of our world which allow for transcendence are invisible. Her goal, then, is to bring them to
our attention, and she does this using knowledge of indigenous people’s land passed down over generations,
awareness of research suggesting the capability of plants to communicate with one another, insight into
ancient trees’ effect on sacred architecture. Adding yet another layer to her intention, Johnson has made it
clear that she is not solely interested in conveying what she sees in nature—an equally important aspect is
the communication of what she feels when immersed in the landscape.
As the ideas of transcendence and a better world are particularly heavy on many of our minds, Johnson’s work
inspires crucial reflection. How can we expand the range of what we are willing to perceive? What does it look
like to express our emotions honestly without losing sight of the bigger picture? At their core, Johnson’s
photographs are about truth. By prompting us to reconsider the reality we see, they simultaneously urge us to
consider all the realities that exist beyond our singular frame of reference.
Woodland will be on view at Yossi Milo Gallery in Chelsea until January 9, 2021.

‘MCD1’ (2020) © Sarah Anne Johnson

https://museemagazine.com/features/2020/10/27/exhibition-review-sarah-anne-johnson-at-yossi-milo
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Sarah Anne Johnson: Woodland

Jada Brookes gets a sense of nature through Canadian artist Sarah
Anne Johnson’s photography of trees captured in her Woodland
exhibition at the Yossi Milo Gallery in New York.

N

She described this episode as the search for a sublime experience and
possible utopia through the act of hard labour in the great outdoors. “I
mixed straight photography of tree planters, working and living in Northern Manitoba, with dioramas and handmade figures that represented the
same subject. Mixing the two together created a question about fact and
fiction because some of the straight photos were staged. I would ask people to stand in certain places and direct the gaze, for example.”
’The Galapagos Project’ followed in 2005, which captured her experience
in socially and environmentally responsible tourism. “I decided to travel
to a place that was advertised as a paradise and partake in a type of volunteer vacation,” she told NGC Magazine. “It was agricultural work, mostly
consisting of using a machete to cut out invasive plant species, which had
been brought to the island over the past 100 years by well-intentioned
people who had no idea of the environmental havoc it would create.”
For this body of work, she continued with the same idea of photographing dioramas and taking explicit images, but also made some paintings
and sculpture. "I turned to other mediums because I felt photography was
too limiting to express and describe the experience fully. For example, I

‘House on Fire’ is an ongoing project that centres on Sarah
Anne’s memory of her grandmother, who underwent brutal
experimental treatment for depression and passed away over
fifteen years before the project’s initiation. ‘Arctic Wonderland’
(2010-11) saw her take photos in the Arctic Circle and altered
them using paint, Photoshop, and other techniques including
embossing and printmaking. “I do this to create a more honest
image,” she said. “To show not just what I saw, but how I feel
about what I saw.”

crisper, and the snowy trees encourage the twilight tones of blue
and purple to come forth. In spring, the colour shards seem
like fresh blossoms, buoyed by the optimism of new growth. In
summer, the thickness of the foliage creates green Edens filled
with colour that tumbles down through the shadows.
And in autumn, the palette turns toward yellow and orange, the
colour fragments seeming to fall like leaves. In each case, Johnson is sensitively responding to nature, teasing out additions
that match the rhythms of the changing seasons.” The writer
concludes with, “The works capture a sense of the forest being
alive, filled with hidden enchantments that the artist has now
made visible - and they are places we’d like to escape to again,
so we can be enveloped in their magic.”

So for Sarah Anne, it isn’t enough to take a photograph and
show what something looks like. Expanding on the meaning
behind her comment, “I always felt a deep frustration with the
limitations of photography” she told NGC Magazine, “I want to
reveal what it felt like as well: the emotional, the physiological,
or even just a straight-up sensation. I’m interested in revealing
the stuff just below the surface that you can’t see with your eyes
or capture with the lens.”

Sarah Beck of Museé wrote that the artist’s current exhibition
“has a clear focus on the natural world that is typical of Johnson’s work. Her landscapes are whimsical and light-hearted at
first glance - with bright colours and interesting abstractions,
she illustrates a world which reads as distinct from the one we
live in yet also does not feel too distant.” Perhaps Sarah Anne
intended for the viewer to step through a door to experience
this reimagined world through her eyes.

The artist has exhibited her work at many establishments including the Metropolitan Museum of Art and Solomon R.
Guggenheim Museum in New York, Massachusetts Museum
of Contemporary Art in North Adams, Massachusetts, United States; Fondation Cartier pour l’Art Contemporain in Paris,
France; National Gallery of Canada in Ottawa, Plug In Institute
of Contemporary Art in Winnipeg, and Art Gallery of Ontario in Toronto, Canada; and the National Gallery of Victoria in
Melbourne, Australia.

However, the artist stresses she is trying to bridge a gap between
what we see and what is felt, so she doesn't consider this an
imaginary world. “I think of it as being truer to my reality. My
goal is to create a more personal kind of photo documentation.
Documentary photography has always had a sticky relationship with the ‘truth’ or with being ‘actual’. Photographs look
like reality, so for a long time, we thought of them as factual
documents. But photographs always take on the agenda of the
photographer.”

Her latest work, Woodland sees the artist incorporate paint and
other materials into her photographs of nature. There is a sense
of connecting and belonging to the landscape that depicts trees
from the forests in her native Manitoba. These printed photographs of trees are developed from the artist’s feelings of intimacy and integration with the natural world. Taking inspiration from the transcendent yet invisible aspects of nature, Sarah
Anne transforms the prints into something phenomenal.

Sarah Anne Johnson's Woodland exhibition is available to view
online at Yossi Milo Gallery until January 2021.

The artist creates mediums that, in her view, depict nature as
“more truthful” than it appears to the naked eye. It embraces
the traditional knowledge of land passed down through generations of indigenous peoples, to the influence of ancient trees
on sacred architecture and modern scientific research testing
the ability of trees to communicate intelligently. Here you will
see speckles of oil and acrylic paint, brass and gold leaves, and
sometimes holographic stickers that bring out the colouration
of the pictures.
This magical kaleidoscope of colour nestled in among the trees
is almost like a fairytale of dappled light, glass shards, fluttering confetti, swarms of butterflies, and stained glass windows.
Whilst some of the photography shows the beauty of the trees
with the backdrop of the blue sky, others appear coarse and wild
as if presenting two sides of nature. Nonetheless, it has an animated feel that projects the eyes over every intricate detail of
the leaves, branches, and negative space.
At the back of Yossi Milo Gallery, the artwork on the four walls
of the space is matched to the four seasons. As Loring Knoblauch of Collector Daily describes it, “in winter, the light is

https://yossimilo.com

© Sarah Anne Johnson, Courtesy Yossi Milo Gallery, New York

ature and idealism serve as the mainstay of Canadian multimedia artist Sarah Anne Johnson’s work. The artist born
in 1976 in Winnipeg, the capital of the Canadian province
of Manitoba, earned a BFA (Bachelor of Fine Arts) from the
University of Manitoba in 2002 and an MFA (Master of Fine Arts) from
the Yale University School of Art in 2004. Her first major work was called
‘Tree Planting’ (2002-05), a collection of images taken when the artist
spent a summer on a reforestation project in northern Canada.

was having a difficult time capturing the feeling of the boarding
house in photos, so I decided to build it as a dollhouse with several figures inside. It allowed me to recapture the quiet intimacy
of the house.”

To visit Sarah Anne Johnson’s online viewing room, please visit: https://website-adaa.artlogic.net/exhibitors/101-yossi-milo-gallery/
https://www.vulture.com/article/virtual-museum-gallery-shows.html

Sarah Anne Johnson's Photography
For The Fifth Time at Stephen Bulger Gallery
By Elena Martinique | April 24, 2019

A Canadian photo-based,
multidisciplinary artist, Sarah
Anne Johnson explores the
dichotomy between reality
and perception. Focusing on
themes of nature and
idealism, she fabricates
images that express not just
a moment in time, but the
feelings she has towards the
subject. She makes these
feelings visual by adding
materials such as paints, retouching inks, glitter, as well
as incorporating burning,
scratching, and gouging.
Stephen Bulger Gallery will present the latest body of work by this talented artist. Titled This
Land, the exhibition brings together landscape scenes from a variety of places, showing natural
beauty and wonder in a multitude of guises. Through this series, Johnson continues to bridge the
gap between the psychology of place and the dividing line between what is real and what is felt.

The Practice of Sarah Anne Johnson
Taking a playful but considered approach, Sarah Anne Johnson tackles the troubled relationship
humanity has with its own environment. Part imaginary and part real, the scenes she constructs
echo a search for utopia.
Combining beautifully seen images in the world with the use of alternately aggressive or subtle
interventions made in the studio, she amplifies and shifts the documentary effects of photography
through the re-creation of their content. Working at the intersection of reality and perception, she
integrates the emotional and physical aspects of the landscape into her work.

This Land
As in her previous bodies of work, Sarah Anne Johnson continues to explore the connection
between photographic object and reality by using a broad mix of unconventional materials that
undermine the seriousness of these scenes, mock our traditional ideas of high and low art, and
magnify the dark truths about our relationship with the environment, but also question the
relationship between nature and photography.

Using materials and tools such as cotton balls, artificial flowers, heavily applied epoxy, holographic
tape, and spray paint, and the use of Photoshop creates a range of contradictions which construct
a parallel life, provoking emotion, delight, and suspicion.
By addressing the image and its content in an experimental way, Sarah Anne Johnson generates
a new type of documentation that is eminently personal and true, while conferring universal value
on intimate expression.

The exhibition This Land will be on view in Toronto from May 4th until June 15th, 2019.

https://www.widewalls.ch/sarah-anne-johnson-photography-stephen-bulger/
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Snapshot: ‘Rosy-Fingered Dawn’
by Sarah Anne Johnson
Precious Adesina | MAY 4, 2018

The Canadian artist’s work turns photography into a psychological and emotional
experience rather than a direct representation of reality

‘Apocalypse’ (2018) © Sarah Anne Johnson

The Canadian artist Sarah Anne Johnson plays with the relationship between reality and photography.
Starting with images she has taken of landscapes, she adds an assortment of materials including
artificial flowers, holographic tape and acrylic paint. Through these interventions, conventional
perceptions of beauty, such as this view of a sunset settling over the sea, are distorted and in some cases
almost hidden.
The nature of her work turns photography into a psychological and emotional experience rather than a
direct representation of reality. Susan Sontag said that “photographs are as much an interpretation of
the world as paintings and drawings”. Johnson seems to share this philosophy. As she puts it, “by
altering the surface or image . . . I can describe what a space feels like psychologically, what it feels like
to be there”.
https://www.ft.com/content/dde0e740-4ebd-11e8-a7a9-37318e776bab

SARAH ANNE JOHNSON: ROSY-FINGERED DAWN
By Diana McClure

| May / June 2018

In her latest body of work, on
view at Julie Saul
Gallery through June 30, Sarah
Anne Johnson uses
photographs as canvases to
expose the ephemerality of
innocence, adorning her
sublime landscapes with
unconventional materials,
including cotton balls, artificial
flowers or spray paint, that
speak to both play and longing.
Several of the landscape
photographs on view include
kaleidoscopic, colored stickers
placed over images of water
and sky. In two instances
– Sunset #2 (Bedazzled), 2018,
and Apocalypse, 2018 – the
Sarah Anne Johnson, Sunset #2 (Bedazzled), 2018
collage-like additions, made from
holographic tape, resemble clouds suspended over bodies of water at sunset. The holographic tape has a
playful quality that gives evidence of human intervention and contrasts with the emptiness of the
seascapes. An additional wash of black acrylic paint drips down the surface of Apocalypse, suggesting a
dystopic take on contemporary environmental issues.
A disjointed playfulness, or perhaps an intentional disharmony in materials, overtakes several of the 3D
works that include neon lights, or sunbeams and orbs made of epoxy. However, a triptych of
images, Pink Sky and Wind, 2018; Blue Sky and Birds, 2018; and Yellow Glow Sunset, 2018; each of which
suggests a flock of birds taking flight over the water, convey a formal sensibility in which symmetry,
composition, and precision coalesce. These images feel resolved and sophisticated, despite their
holographic embellishments, introducing different mediums into one visual field without allowing one
to distract from the other.
Golden Spike, 2017, suggests an underlying narrative while also seeming to embrace the unknown. The
photograph, of a vast mountainous desertscape, is overlaid with a gold leaf path that curve s across the
image. At the center of the image, at the point where the path ends, a narrow rectangular column made
of gold leaf towers into a blue sky. The photograph is minimalist and restrained, and the curved line of
the path and the linearity of the totemic structure are simple elements. Overall Johnson’s work does not
aim to please. Instead, it encourages an unsettled reckoning with distinctions between high and low art,
while alluding to the 21 st-century environmental crisis.

https://photographmag.com/reviews/sarah -anne-johnson-rosy-fingered-dawn-at-julie-saul-gallery/

news
Montreal Museum of Fine Arts acquires two
pieces by emerging artist Sarah Anne Johnson
February 17, 2017

Sarah Anne Johnson, "Explosion Panorama," 2013

The Montreal Museum of Fine Arts (MMFA) has acquired two pieces by Sarah Anne Johnson, an emerging
artist from Winnipeg, from her series "Arctic Wonderland."
"Untitled (Schooner and Fireworks)" (2012) is an installation featuring a model schooner placed on a
wooden table, with an immense multi‐colored storm cloud containing glasses, dishes and sparkling LED
lights suspended from the ceiling.
The complementary photograph "Explosion Panorama" (2013) is a panoramic scene enhanced with colored
inks to better reflect the sense of wonder the natural landscape evoked.
Both pieces were inspired by a residency alongside artists, activists and scientists in the Arctic in 2009;
Johnson later developed the installation with the aid of craftsmen during a residency in Canada in 2011.
Nathalie Bondil, MMFA Director and Chief Curator, deemed it "delicate, complex and spectacular."
Johnson stated, "My art practice often involves an element of adventure… As a photographer, my challenge
becomes to record with a camera experiences that refuse to be reduced to a single frame. Often this leads me
to paint on or otherwise manipulate the photograph's surface. Occasionally, as with this piece, it prompts me
to work sculpturally, and in this case I felt that to capture the vastness -- the awesomeness -- of the Arctic, I
would need...something to make you step back and marvel."
The two works were gifted by the Cirque du Soleil, which possesses a collection of contemporary works of art
by mostly Canadian artists, in addition to its costume collection from its elaborate performances.
Shortlisted for the Sobey Art Award (for Canadian artists under age 40) in 2015, Johnson has works in
collections in Canada (Art Gallery of Ontario, National Gallery of Canada) and New York (Solomon R.
Guggenheim Museum, the Metropolitan Museum of Art ).
Her work is currently on view in the temporary group exhibition "The Poetics of Place: Contemporary
Photographs from the Met Collection," at the Metropolitan Museum through May 28, which surveys the
diversity with which contemporary artists have photographed landscapes over the last half century.

https://news.yahoo.com/montreal-museum-fine-arts-acquires-two-pieces-emerging-150730423.html

These Amazing Music Festival Photos Will Make You Feel
Like You’re Tripping on Acid
Canadian photographer Sarah Anne Johnson discusses her new exhibition 'Field Trip.'
By Rebecca Krauss | May 11, 2016

Sarah Anne Johnson's first taste of independence was at the Winnipeg Folk Festival in 1991. Growing up in an
incredibly strict household, like many Manitoban teenagers, she had limited opportunities for rebellion. For
a 15-year-old, attending the overnight festival without parental supervision, was a chance to finally let loose.
"It was a very important part of my youth," says Johnson. "Dancing, experimenting with drugs and alcohol,
and staying up to watch the sunrise—it was bliss." This teenage experience was the catalyst for a lifelong
infatuation with festival culture, and since then, she's attended events across North America from Burning
Man to Lollapalooza.
Today she's an internationally-acclaimed photographer, whose work has been shown at Paris' Fondation
Cartier, the Guggenheim Museum in New York City, and Ottawa's National Gallery of Canada, among others.
Her latest exhibition, Field Trip, spans the course of four summers between 2011 and 2015, during which she
attended several British Columbia festivals including Shambhala and The Field. With the project currently
on display at the McMichael Canadian Art Collection gallery in Kleinberg, Ontario, as part of this
year's CONTACT Photography Festival, we spoke to Johnson about her surreal, digitally-enhanced images.

THUMP: What drove you to document the contemporary festival experience?
Sarah Anne Johnson: In the late 90s, I was trying to take photos at festivals, but I was too busy partaking in
festival activities. I was literally just too high to take photos. They were either out of focus or just so badly
boring. So I've been going by myself and camping out alone. I was finally able to get some photographs that I
thought were useful.
It's been 25 years since your first music festival. Do you see any major differences between the past and
present events?
I've been going to Shambhala for so long and I've seen it change a ton. There's more people, bigger
headliners, and bigger bands. The crowd changes too. When Shambhala started, no one dressed up. You'd
just camp, meet people, do drugs, drink and have a good time. Somewhere along the way, people started
dressing up in costume, which seemed kind of funny and cool. Now it looks like a mix between American
spring break and Halloween. There's so many kids coming from the city, and they probably haven't done any
camping before or been to this sort of party.
Can you describe a typical day photographing a festival?
I would go off dancing. I would try and meet people. Maybe I'd pick up a hitchhiker on the way in and then
go camp with his or her friends. I'd stay out taking pictures until 1:00AM and then I'd go home and catch a
few hours of sleep. Then I'd go back out just before the sun was rising, and I'd take pictures of people who
managed to stay up all night. They'd be exhausted, but they just weren't ready to go home. They'd be doing
this zombie dance.
How is documenting music festival culture different than some of the other work that you've done?
I don't think that it is much different. I'm attracted to photographing beautiful places with groups of likeminded people who come together to experience something different from their regular lives. I guess at
festivals, people are more receptive to being photographed because everyone's on vacation and everybody's
in such a good mood.
Traveling alone, did you ever feel like your safety was jeopardized?
I had one scary night. I was camping by myself and the guy next to me was in his early-twenties. He was
really sweet during the day and we had a nice conversation. That night at like three in the morning, I heard
my name. I was so confused since I didn't know anybody there. He said his name and I realized that it was
my neighbour. I asked him if he was okay and he told me to come out of my tent and get drunk with him. I
said I wasn't going to do that. Then I could hear him smashing stuff and getting aggravated. I heard him
open a beer, chug it in seconds, and then smash it. He said he was going to come in my tent. Since I am
older, and I was sober, I just clearly said, "No, don't you fucking dare." And he didn't. Had I been in my earlytwenties and a little drunk, who knows what would have happened. There's a lot more yahoos going to
festivals now.
In a past exhibit, you explored the world of tree planters and tree planting. Did you notice any
similarities?
Yes, both cultures share a love and reverence for nature and connecting with the natural world. They're
both a reversal of societal norms—you don't have to dress any certain way, you don't have to be anywhere at
any certain time. You've got no commitments. You can really test your limits and lose your inhibitions
without judgement.
Were you inspired by the work of any other artists when you were putting together this exhibition?
I was thinking about art that's inspired by nature, particularly the Group of Seven's paintings about
searching for sublime experience and utopian ideals of nature. When I was making this work, I listened to a
lot of Mozart and anything with a strong cello. It helped to calm me when I was painting finicky details, but
it also matched the epic beauty of the images.
Why did you opt to Photoshop the images?
I've always been frustrated with the limitations of how photography can express an experience.
Photography is really good at showing you what something looks like, but you can't really talk about
anything more subjective. I also think that every straight photo has been made. Everybody has a camera in
their pocket, every picture has been taken 100 times already. If you want to bring anything new to the
medium, you've got to work a little harder.
https://www.vice.com/en_ca/article/d7jd8a/sarah-anne-johnson-field-trip-interview

The glory and grot of outdoor festivals, through
Sarah Anne Johnson's lens
BY JAMES ADAMS | March 25, 2016

Any time the Rolling Stones do something newsworthy – announce a gig in Cuba, release a new recording,
publish a memoir, perform live – the professional journalist faces a terrible temptation in reporting the
event: the temptation to lard his or her copy with allusions to classic Stones songs.
It’s an enticement best resisted, of course. Yet even now, some 54 years after Keith met Mick on that
Dartford Station railway platform, it usually proves too alluring. Hence, the persistence of sentences such as
this: “More than 20,000 fans got plenty of satisfaction last night as the Stones rolled to their emotional
rescue with a 22-song set demonstrating these exiles on main street still can play with fire.”
I’m feeling a similar temptation as I type this. Recently, I visited the McMichael Canadian Art Collection in
Kleinburg, 45 kilometres northwest of Toronto, to look at a new exhibition of 50 photo-based works by
Winnipeg’s Sarah Anne Johnson, inaugural winner, in 2008, of what is now the Aimia/AGO Photography
Prize and a finalist for the 2011 Sobey Art Award. You could, I suppose, call them nature photographs since
most were shot outdoors in the summer. But it’s an outdoors Tom Thomson, Lawren Harris and the other
exalted ones whose work has so defined the McMichael might find a touch dismaying. Instead of the
depopulated, sublime landscapes of the Group of Seven, Johnson’s milieux are filled with people, young
people, alternately blissed and bummed-out on drugs, alcohol, 20 DJs a-turntablin’, 159 out-of-tune guitars,
not to mention sleep deprivation, singalongs, marathon dancing and other rites of heroic hedonism. In
short, we are talking about the world of the outdoor music festival, vividly rendered in all its glory and grot
by Johnson in a presentation called … Field Trip.

Glitter Bomb, 2013. chromogenic print with glitter 48 x 90 in.

Can you dig it? Field Trip! Field … trip! Even if the exhibition weren’t a good one (which it is) the temptation
to go all Stonesy and run punnily amok with slangy references drawn from the sex-drugs-and-rock-’n’-roll
lexicon is pretty much irresistible.

“Your mind will be blown.” “It’s a stoned soul pic-trip.” “Psych out at the McMike.” “High times by the
Humber.” “The McMichael’s one can o’ bliss these days.”
I think, though, that I can resist. But if I do falter in the paragraphs ahead … well, blame it on the contact
high.
Johnson, who is 40 this year, attended her first outdoor music whoop-up when she was 15. As bacchanals
go, the Winnipeg Folk Festival may not rank high on the cosmic scale. But for Johnson, who says she had “a
strict upbringing,” its three days and nights of partying and pacifism represented her “first taste of real
freedom.” From that point, “I never stopped going,” she says, eventually taking in such gatherings as Burning
Man (twice, the first in the late nineties, the last in 2008), Clearwater, Man.’s Harvest Moon, the Field and
Shambhala, the last two in British Columbia. She started to photograph festivals in the late nineties, while
earning an honours BFA at the University of Manitoba (in 2004 she was awarded a masters of photography
from the Yale School of Art). “I just switched my intention,” she explains. “One year, I was there to have fun,
the next, I went alone and worked. Still had fun, though! I love dancing and meeting new people.”
Johnson “love[s] taking pictures,” too, noting that “photography is the best medium to show what something
looks like.”
At the same time, she’s gained a measure of fame for her discontent with the medium: It’s not good, she
claims, for conveying “feelings or complex ideas.”
As a “solution,” she’s taken to working directly on her digital chromogenic prints’ surfaces with oil paint,
acrylic ink, glitter and other augmentation materials, sometimes even incising the image field to strip out
particular elements to give the picture depth. Photoshop is another tool. As has often been mentioned about
the Johnson oeuvre, utopia has been a major theme, perhaps the major theme since her 2005 debut
exhibition Tree Planting (a series about young reforesters in northern Manitoba for which Johnson used not
only photographs but dioramas and clay dolls).
So it is with Field Trip. Forget about pictures of celebrities
and star performers; there are none. The emphasis here is
on the People and the Scene and the attempt to fashion,
however temporarily, a community or at least the feeling of
a community free from the constraints and rhythms of
workaday civilization.
Yet while Johnson is clearly a sympathetic participantobserver, she’s also honest enough to acknowledge the
dystopic elements of the utopian enterprise. Outdoor
festivals often are couched as celebrations of Mother
Nature and our oneness with it, for example, but they’re
decidedly hard on their setting – a fact Johnson
unflinchingly conveys in a series of photos of all-toohuman detritus (glow sticks, beer cans, condoms, phials,
wrappers, liquor bottles). This awareness is expressed most
apocalyptically in 2013’s Glitter Bomb, a large picture
centred on a sparkly mushroom-shaped cloud rising
skyward from the Hiroshima of a festival parking lot.
Johnson’s also keenly attuned to what might be called the
psychic downside of the festival experience. Sometimes
the drugs just don’t work. Or when they do, they’re freaky
Three Wise Guys, 2013. Chromogenic print with oil paint,
and they leave you feeling wiped out and alone, like the
59” x 46”
topsy-turvied narrator in Strawberry Fields Forever. Other
times, the quest for non-stop ecstasy is simply too damn hard, creating an estrangement from the revellers
around you. It’s a state rendered most creepily in a 2015 diptych of black-and-white pictures, Paranoia 1 and
Paranoia 2, where a swarm of festival-goers, shot from above, have been given indistinguishable zomboid
faces and featureless bug eyes (in Paranoia 1, the faces are white, in 2, black).

Meanwhile, Mess, with its protoplasmic explosions of psychedelic colour all but obliterating the human and
naturalistic elements under them, essentially leaves it up to the viewer to decide: Is this Heaven? Or Hell?
Or Heaven and Hell?
A bit of relief can be found with a picture such as Buddha Bay Blanket. Based on a non-digital photo from
2012, its depiction of people variously sitting and standing on a shoreline, backs to the camera, could be
called a pastel pastoral – except that it’s a decidedly rocky beach and the pinkish vista so featureless (save
for the soap bubbles Johnson has applied at the top of the image) that it can be read as much as an
Antonioni-inspired scene of desolation as a post-psychedelic idyll. Still, I like its lack of frenzy. And,
nostalgist that I can be sometimes, the image clearly is a homage to the famous Burk Uzzle photo used in
1970 on the Woodstock album cover.

Buddha Bay Blanket, 2015. Chromogenic print, 20” x 20”

Field Trip then is a treat for the retinas. Visitors will find it a busy one, too, as it’s been hung and strung in
the McMichael’s spacious upper-level gallery where the collection’s log-and-caulk environment is very
present. In other words, no soulless white walls here, tripsters.
Field Trip: Sarah Anne Johnson is at the McMichael Canadian Art Collection in Kleinburg, Ont., through June
5. Hospital Hallway, a new series of performance-based video installations by Johnson, is running at the
Division Gallery in Toronto through April 16.

https://www.theglobeandmail.com/arts/art-and-architecture/photographer-sarah-anne-johnson-displays-vividly-renders-the-psychic-highs-andlows-of-outdoor-festivals/article29392211/

Sarah Anne Johnson created her series “Arctic Wonderland” after an artist’s residency on
board a double-masted schooner in the Norwegian territory of the Arctic Circle, sailing from
untouched landscapes to abandoned mining camps. “It seemed so pristine and perfect, vast
and strong, but also somehow delicate and fleeting,” she says. “After such an experience, one
can’t help speculating about the impact we have on this planet.” Upon her return, Johnson
went to work on the photographs she’d taken with a full visual arsenal: paint, Photoshop,
embossing, printmaking. “I do this to create a more honest image,” she says. “To show not
just what I saw, but how I feel about what I saw.”

https://www.newyorker.com/culture/photo-booth/sarah-anne-johnsons-arctic-parties

In the past, the Canadian artist has combined
photography and model-making in extended,
engaging narratives. Her lively new work dispenses
with story lines but remains unconventional, with
nearly every photograph involving a different
stylistic approach to an evergreen subject: sex.
Pictures of nudes and of couples making love are
painted on, collaged, roughly incised, or digitally
distorted, usually to suggest the transformative
power of intimacy. Gold leaf, glitter, and splattered
paint turn sexual ecstasy into décor; drawn-on
clown noses and a happy face nod to the goofy
aspect of romance. Through Dec. 14.
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Sarah Anne Johnson, Party Boat, 2011, photo-spotting ink, gouache, india ink, and acrylic ink
on color photograph, 28 x 42”.

Sarah Anne Johnson
JULIE SAUL GALLERY
The first photograph encountered in “Arctic Wonderland,” Sarah Anne Johnson’s fourth exhibition at
Julie Saul Gallery, portrays a man dressed in heavy-duty outdoor gear, the kind meant to withstand
extreme weather conditions, in the midst of what appears to be a leap of triumph or sheer glee. Behind
him, a vast, frozen landscape stretches into the distance, while in his hands is a banner—clearly added
by Johnson in the studio—that reads ARTIC CIRCLE, as though he were a sports fan cheering on a team.
Similarly, in Cheerleading Pyramid, 2011, a group of people pose in the titular arrangement while brightly
colored confetti, which the artist applied in acrylic paint, falls around them. Although not the show’s most
arresting scenes, these two images are oddly jarring. Considering that the protagonists are in the Arctic,
they appear oddly blithe.
In the other images, which have variously been hand-cut, painted on, embossed, or altered in Photoshop,
the tone is somehow more apropos: A man steps into the water on the shore of a bay, creating a rippling
bubble that arcs outward into billowing contour lines; a group of hikers treks toward a mysterious black
monolith on the horizon; a nimbus surrounds a sole figure, who is possibly taking a picture. In each of
these, the immaterial appears to become tangible, as though the rules of physics behaved differently at
the earth’s northern pole. Other works suggest civilization. Luminously translucent structures appear on
distant mountains and islands, like a futuristic colony in this inhospitable land; and, in a long, gorgeous
vista of icy ridges descending into water, with two (real) polar bears in the distance, the ocean appears
to boil with color, an effect that manages to be both beautiful and reminiscent of oil slicks and garbage.
By contrast, the real photographic evidence of human presence—the remains of a mining camp—is as
startling a reminder of decay and obsolescence as the broken statue of Ozymandias in the desert.
As an inspiration for her series, Johnson cites geoengineering proposals—schemes to intentionally
manipulate the natural environment to counteract global climate change. These “increasingly dubious
theories,” as she puts it, have included, say, shooting reflective particles into the atmosphere to deflect
solar radiation and, as Johnson herself mentions, blocking out the sun itself with giant shields. The

results of these efforts will likely be dystopic, even if their aim is saving the earth, and Johnson suffuses
her imagining of them with fear and awe. This ambivalence is not uncommon in works that face the
consequences of human environmental impact. For example, in Chris Jordan’s photographic series
“Intolerable Beauty,” 2003–2005, in which the sheer scale of consumption is both admired and
condemned, beauty and destruction uneasily coexist. In the case of Johnson’s work, we become so
accustomed to her bleak vision that a single image in which nothing is altered beggars belief.
Rage can break out in the strangest of ways, which brings us back to the silly cheerleading images. Such
is the folly of trying to control a place as wild and inhospitable as the Arctic; at the end of the world at the
end of the earth, you might as well dance.

—Emily Hall

https://www.artforum.com/print/reviews/201105/sarah-anne-john-

Sarah Anne Johnson had just returned from an artist’s residency on a double-masted
schooner in the Norwegian territory of the Arctic Circle when she began materially
intervening into her photographs. “I had taken these epic shots of the landscapes,” she
explained to A.i.A. over the phone from Winnipeg, where she lives. “But they didn’t
show any of my hopes and fears and concerns for the future of the space. I had to paint
on them to add more layered feelings.”
The resulting works, which show frozen landscapes interrupted by bursts of color,
became the series “Arctic Wonderland,” the precursor to “Wonderlust,” her current
exhibition of over 40 photography-based works (all 2013) at New York’s Julie Saul
Gallery (through Dec. 21). In both instances, Johnson interrupts the surface of the
prints by cutting, collaging, applying gold leaf, drawing or printing over the original—
the difference being that in “Wonderlust,” rather than using images of glaciers and
abandoned mining camps, she shows couples and individuals in sexually intimate
moments.

When asked how she made the jump from landscapes to sex, she explained: “Making the
Arctic series, I was thinking about climate change and global warming and getting really
depressed.” At the same time, she began reading books about intimacy and sexuality
including Sex at Dawn by Christopher Ryan and Cacilda Jetha. “It made me want to
make work that was more personal and vulnerable,” she explained.
Rather than using herself as a subject, she enlisted the help of friends. Some of them
agreed to participate in the work. Others referred her to friends or acquaintances. She
captured them all in different positions—masturbating, wrapped around each other,
having intercourse, sleeping, kissing after sex. “Each experience was totally different,”
she explained of the shoots. “Some couples wanted me to just sit back while they put on
a show. Others were shy and nervous because they had never done anything like that
before.”
In her studio, the intimate moments would become all her own. Johnson, in intervening
in each work, isn’t really trying to transmit the feelings that the couples have for each
other-instead, she’s projecting feelings of her own. Her interventions don’t make the
photographs abstract or their imagery unrecognizable—rather, they enhance each scene
so that when you look at them, you don’t just see, for example, “missionary style.” You
think “orgasm” and “passion” and “pain” and “love.”
In Sparkles (light blue), two entwined bodies are covered in blue sparkles, and thereby
take on otherworldly, almost fey qualities. In Monster, a woman with her face obscured
by feathery brushes of white oil paint rides a figure covered in gold leaf—the image
is such that her lover looks less like a partner than the liquid rush of an orgasm, or
something the woman unwittingly birthed. In Wrinkles, the solo figure of a sleeping
woman is covered with a clear oil medium that makes it look like she’s wearing a
protective shell.
“I put on my subjects the things I think about myself that I would never say out loud,”
she said. “Doing that was the hardest part. Sometimes, I covered the faces so that I
could be harder on them.” This is obvious in Happy Face, in which the face of a man
embracing a woman is covered in a skin-toned emoticon.
Fortunately, none of Johnson’s subjects protested at the treatment she gave them.
It’s easy to see why. Her interventions are never violent or grotesque. One leaves the
exhibition filled with neither disgust nor hunger. Rather, something shimmering
remains: the flaking metal of Kissing Gold, the coiled limbs of Long Arms, a sense that
lust can coincide with love.
https://www.artnews.com/art-in-america/interviews/sarah-anne-johnson-shows-love-56357/

Art in Review; Sarah Anne Johnson
By Roberta Smith
February 11, 2005

‘Tree Planting’ Julie Saul Gallery 535 West 22nd Street, Chelsea
Through March 12
When it comes to the choice between truth or fiction, postmodern photographers
usually have it both ways, but seldom with the affecting bluntness of Sarah Anne
Johnson. Where scores of other photographers fuse elements of real-life and
set-up photography until you can’t tell actual from contrived, Ms. Johnson keeps
them separate but equal. She alternates between them, mixing them only at the
end, when she arranges the images together on the wall. The tension between the
two modes is just about perfect for the coming-of-age focus of her soulful solo
debut.
The artist, who has a graduate degree from the Yale School of Art, lives in
Winnipeg, Manitoba; her show recounts the experience of one of the treeplanting summer camps to which thousands of young Canadians flock each
summer. They pursue this national rite of passage partly because it pays and gets
them away from home, but mostly for the experience of living rough, working and
playing hard, communing with nature and with others who, like themselves, are
emerging from the cocoon of adolescence.
The combination of real and set-up photography creates palpable contrasts
between fast and slow, event and memory, fact and feeling. The stillness of
nature, for example, seems especially still when you know that everything
you’re looking at, from the figures to the trees to the evening light, has been
painstakingly constructed. But the divisions aren’t clean or simple.
The real photographs capture certain realities, like bug bites on a bare torso. But
they also succumb to the superficial glamour of youth: a young man exhaling the
smoke of a cigarette, a beautiful young woman in a scarf and a hardhat. The setup images, with their stocky little doll-like figures, which the artist makes from
baked Sculpy, paint and fabric, seem more idealized. Yet they reveal the childlike
innocence that their real-life counterparts are trying to leave behind. The open
faces of the set-up dolls also convey the blissed-out wonder that unbounded
nature can invoke.
It helps the set-up shots that Ms. Johnson is a skilled sculptor, sensitive to the
nuances of gesture and body language. The relaxed camaraderie of three women
sunbathing at the edge of a lake feels completely right, as do the groggy postures
of the tree planters at a misty early-morning meeting and their intent silhouettes

later in the day, bent over shovels and seed bags.
Ms. Johnson succeeds in conveying the transformative power of nature, and
the benefits of communal action. Whether her dual approach to photography
will be quite as resonant with a different theme is unclear. But this show is an
outstanding start. ROBERTA SMITH
https://www.nytimes.com/2005/02/11/arts/art-in-review-sarah-anne-johnson.html

