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Poison Garden

We are honored to present Denise’s first solo exhibition of works on paper and paintings, Poison Garden.

Over the last 18 months, this body of work by Denise Sfraga has been gaining momentum and a great deal of 
attention as well. It has been widely exhibited in group shows such as HyperAccumulators at the Pelham Art Cen-
ter, Ear to the Ground at the Ely Center of Contemporary Art in New Haven, Cosi Via at Centotto, Chain Reaction 
at the Painting Center and numerous other unique venues.

Below is a portion of the intro of the wonderful book Wicked Plants by Amy Stewart. Sfraga cites it as an inspira-
tion and one that provides great insight into this body of work.

Consider Yourself Warned 

“A tree sheds poison daggers; a glistening red seed stops the heart; a shrub causes intolerable pain; a vine intoxi-
cates; a leaf triggers a war. Within the plant kingdom lurk unfathomable evils. 

In his 1844 story “Rappaccini’s Daughter,” Nathaniel Hawthorne described an elderly doctor who tended a mys-
terious walled garden of poisonous plants. The old man’s demeanor in the presence of his shrubs and vines “was 
that of one walking among malignant influences, such as savage beasts, or deadly snakes, or evil spirits, which, 
should he allow them one moment of license, would wreak upon him some terrible fatality.” The story’s hero, 
young Giovanni, watched from a window and found it most disturbing “to see this air of insecurity in a person 
cultivating a garden, that most simple and innocent of human toils.” 
 
Some of the plants in this book have quite a scandalous history. A weed killed Abraham Lincoln’s mother. A shrub 
nearly blinded Frederick Law Olmsted, America’s most famous landscape architect. A flowering bulb sickened 
members of the Lewis and Clark expedition. Poison hemlock killed Socrates, and the most wicked weed of all—
tobacco—has claimed ninety million lives. A stimulating little bush in Colombia and Bolivia called Erythroxylum 
coca has fueled a global drug war, and hellebore was used by the ancient Greeks in one of the earliest instances 
of chemical warfare.” 

Artist/ Curator Mary DeVincentis wrote about Denise’s work in her exhibition Aporia for Curating Contemporary:

“The first thing about Denise Sfraga’s work that strikes the viewer’s eye is the perfect pitch integration of vibrant 
and subtle color variations paired with the strength and elegance of her biomorphic compositions. The eye lingers 
in pleasure on these elements until a figurative implication intrudes. Her shapes suggest eyes, mouths, teeth 
and hearts burst open. They have a botanical feel which is initially soothing . But then, like a fly wandering into a 
Venus Fly Trap, one is suddenly in the stickiness of human concerns.”



Elizabeth Saperstein in her essay for the exhibition HyperAccumulators which she co-curated with Alexandra 
Rutsch Brock writes…

“In 2015, a photograph depicting a group of mutant daisies spread across Twitter.  The cause of the mutation 
was purportedly due to radiation from the Fukushima nuclear power plant meltdown years earlier.  This theory 
was debunked: the deformity is now attributed to a hormonal imbalance called fasciation, though the causes of 
such imbalances are uncertain.  Regardless of such assurances, strange imagery of multi-headed flower heads 
and enormous stems appeared, like something out of a dream or environmental sci-fi, adding to a growing 
unease about cause and effect, and what is real.  Such fantasies are explored in the work of Denise Sfraga 
whose imagery of unusual plant forms tap into this swirling universe.  Sfraga’s luminous drawings conjure 
beautiful but poisonous plants with exotic names, like calla lilies or bloodroot.  Her glowing, surreal forms recall 
the cutout animation of Fantastic Planet, the 1970’s sci-fi film about humans living on a strange planet. Biomor-
phic tentacles and pods have a dreamy, psychedelic quality.  Glowing edges contrast with the chalky, burnished 
quality achieved by layering marker and pencil.”

For this exhibition, Sfraga has transformed our Project Space into her own private poison garden. By painting 
the space a deep purple, populating the walls with paintings and works on paper, mixing mediums and scales, 
she creates a salon style installation where the beauty of each piece can be seen individually and the underly-
ing and overt meaning of her practice can be experienced as a whole. Enter at your own risk.

Sfraga’s process is obsessive and deceptive just like her complex subjective matter. Her work first appears 
smooth and without overt gesture, but upon closer inspection, we see surfaces that are tirelessly reworked and 
made up of countless micro-adjustments. They’re infused with lyrically lurid color which creates a surface and 
image simultaneously violent and subsumed. The results are beautiful, dark, luminous. seductive, and disturb-
ing all at once.  It’s Myron Stout meets Tim Burton and is a cautionary fairy tale for the Anthropocene Age.

Michael David -- Artist / Curator





Blight
20” x 16”
casein, gouache and photograph on wood
2018





Peril
20” x 16”
casein, gouache and photograph on wood
2017





Shame
20” x 16”
casein, gouache and photograph on wood
2018





Blight 2
12” x 9”
marker, pencil on paper
2018
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Blade
40” x 32” 
flashe, pastel on paper
2018





Choke
24” x 19” 
acrylic, oil, photograph on wood
2017





Dim
20” x 16”
acrylic and photograph on wood
2016





Bane
24” x 20”
flashe, gouache and photograph on wood
2019





Whimper
14” x 11”
marker, pencil on paper
2019





Stalk
40” x 32” 
flashe, gouache on paper
2019





Milagro
40” x 32” 
flashe, gouache on paper
2018





Eyesore
14” x 11” 
marker, pencil on paper
2018





Weep
40” x 32” 
flashe, gouache, pastel on paper
2018





Ripe
24” x 19”
acyrlic, oil, photograph on wood
2017





New Mourn
40” x 32”
flashe, pastel on paper
2018





Malignant
40” x 32”
flashe, pastel on paper
2019





Mensch (for Esther) 1-3
8” x 6”
marker, pencil on paper
2018





Ipomoea
20” x 16”
casein, photograph on wood
2017





Untitled
10” x 8”
acrylic, photograph on wood
2017





Solandra
12” x 9” 
marker, pencil on paper
2018





Joy 1-3
8” x 6”
marker, pencil on paper
2019





Pimento
20” x 16” 
casein, gouache, photograph on wood
2016





Suicide Tree
40” x 32”
flashe, gouache, pastel on paper
2019





Teter
acrylic, cardboard, photograph on wood
14” x 11”
2016





Leif
14” x 11”
marker, pencil on paper
2018





Fontanelle
acrylic, photograph on wood
14” x 11”
2016





Skoo-wee (for Jr.) 1-12
8” x 6”
marker, pencil on paper
2017





Hollow
40” x 32”
flashe, pastel on paper
2018





Tree Canker
14” x 11”
casein, gouache, photograph on wood
2017







Denise Sfraga is an artist working in an assortment of genres including painting, photography and 
collage. Born and raised in Brooklyn, she received her Bachelor of Fine Arts and Master of Fine 
Arts in Photography from Long Island University, C.W. Post College. Her work has been exhibited 
at Tilt Gallery, Hillwood Art Gallery,  St. Peter’s Church/Citicorp Building, A.I.R. Gallery, The 
Painting Center, Genke Gallery, David & Schweitzer Contemporary, Studio 10, Beth Dary Studio, 
M. David Annex,  Centotto, Labspace, Sideshow Gallery, Officina 15, Ely Center of Contemporary 
Art, Pelham Art Center and  the Clemente Center.

The biology of plants, nature and natural order has always been and continues to be an important 
and integral part of my creative life. As both an inquisitive observation oriented artist and avid 
gardener, I’ve always found inspiration exploring the various stages in the life cycle of plants, from 
early germination and growth, to decay and seed dispersion. This recent body of work anchors 
an inventory of organic shapes, layered textures and earthen colors within a subtle niche of rev-
erence and remembrance – a testament to the artistic, cultural and symbolic heritage of plant life 
throughout history. Utilizing a wide variety of mediums including photography, paint, and natural 
materials, each piece attempts to capture a quiet spiritual energy that radiates a meditative pres-
ence.

(left) Poison Garden 
14 x 11”
acrylic, photograph, clay on wood
2013
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