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wondrous imagination

a new territony

In A Cabinet of Wornders, Sue Johnson keads us
on an imaginative jowrney that everthrows the
conventional division of Enowledge between an
amd sciemce. As she contemplates the intricacies
of the physical warld as seen through science,
she uncovers unexpected echoes between forms,
images, aml symbals that reconfigure the world
amew. Calbiner of Wosndees understands matter
through visual analogics—as forms, surfaces, or
functions becore conmectod a3 juxtapositions
or visual puns without reference 1o their fBamiliar
functson. An iromic wit males this disconcerting
dream of the material workd

Like the Sarrealists, Johnson's art makes a
deliberate and ireeverent assaalt on the sckentific
wiew of the warld with its calegorization
according 1o shape (monphology), parpase, and
scale—turning comventional sisdoms topsy-
nuEvy in a visionary contemporary world’s fair of
knoveledge. Cabimel of Wossders refers to images
uncartbed through the artist’s discovery of
uncanmy similasities betwesn forms in nature,
scientific illustration, and material culture

as well as her playful and anthropomorphic
transformations of mineral to vegetable and
animal and hack again.

[t ks mix sccident that the cebiner de amriousiiés or
wrinderkammer (German-wonder cabinet ), bo
which this exhibition’s tithe refers, was designed 1o
haold what the Fremch ethnecentrically collecied—
an entire range of objects of exolic provenance
obtained from India, China, or Africa. These
ourinsities excited the Furopean imagination

with their unusual forms, symbols, and surfaces
thar kad listle comnection 1o the familiar lexicon
of European art. The growing appeal and status
of these collections in the 17th cenfury had
developed from a historical lincage through

by Celin Rabinovitch

the Renaissance, and even earlier from classical
antiquity when the Roman faste for exoticism
pﬂpu’l;ri:l:ﬁ] pageanry, ?m]qgiul or botanscal
collections, and Fﬂn:i;ﬁ_n mystery r-r]ig.inru: froam
Azin and Morth Adrica.

Omne of the most remarkable aspects of the
cahinet was that its collections leveled the
mﬁming of its diverse curiosiliog=—Fforms as
dissimilar as unusual minerals, gems, and fossils
of eardier animal life; shireds of exotic animal life
such as peaceck feathers, elephant tusks, or teeth;
T ﬁ;lrn:{gn cultural artifacts understond |:|r||:r

as ouldlities, In a similar method of egalitarian
collage and combination, Sue Johnson's Cabimet
off Worafers transforms modern material culiure
with the impartial yet curions eye of an early
ethnographer. She takes as her point of departure
the commen images and illustrations that for
mast of ws are so ubiguitous they have become
invisible, These indlude biology charts, advertising
images, scraphbooks, Vicloriana, packaging, and
commmercial “take aways” ncluding the Pillsbary
dough bay amd other cultwral detrius nosw seen as
cillectibles by a soceety of eBay shoppers. In this
sense hers is an innocent and even populist eye
finding meaning where others have overlooked it

contemplation, reverse, and imagination
Contemnplation of the natural world was alresdy
established as a starting point for artise creativity
in the Benaissance, when artists such as Leonardo
da Vinci remarked on the uses of sustained
comemplation as 2 way 16 imagine new orms,
Leonarda tells the antist to “arouse the mind 1o
various mventians” by looking a1 "2 wall spotted
with stains™ 1o find forms reminiscent of cbouds,
bandscapes, battles, and figures that will become
the insparation for painting—"like the sound of
bells in whose jangle you may find any name of



word you choose o imegine™ Aflter Leonardo, as
the taste for virnsosity developed inte manmerism,
a slenilar appeosch o exciting the imagination
appearcd in the notion of “the grotesque,” in
which the evacative forms of recky caves from
which watery springs emerged were inspiration
fior the architectural gargoyles that decorated
gardens and grottos. As a form of wit, the
grodesque employed the exaggerated movements
of vaudeville or the cocesses of carscature, bud it
alse evoked frightening forms that suggested a
sirange and distorted natore, This contradiction
between what is darkly humorous and what

is grobesque forms thie im;gimti'."c mafkrix of
Iohnson's art, It is precisely this contradiction that
mmpa;'ls the viewer b continue 1o look, captured
h:.- an ambivalent state of mind in the presence of
her ant.

Thee artist’s im.;gin:ltinn CXPIERSes itzalf vividly in
the Poeur-objects, small gauaches that combine
W0 O more il'rl.lﬁt‘i inbo 2 new meaning. Created
simultaneously with the larger images that employ
binlogy charts from 2005-04, they form a kind

af mede demplod, literally “instructions for use™
for understanding the rest of her work. For the
artist, these Foem-obiects become part of a process
of discovery L'I1.1'-|;|q.|ﬂ_|1 cxl:r-u;Lin.;.q the irnlgjn:liun,
rather like pl.'lg."'mg scalbes or rehearsing a dance
mowvement, For the viewer, the Poem-objects with
their fusson of meanings evoke a visual haikw full
af priential meanings and a feeling of reverie.

Previous to the meditations of the Pocor-abpects,
which form the visual vocabulary elaborated in
the larger works, Johnson worked on her series
Episodes im a Fantastic Landssape for several years,
Woarks in this serics provake the viewer with
visual puns. The panorama The Furdameranal
Laws of Levitation depicts a bizarre combination
of images including a squirrel whose tail becomes
2 turkey's head in a manner reminiscent of
fetishes or power objects that combine diverse
animal paris. Whereas The Fimdarsental L

of Levibminan invents creaturcs that grotesguely
co=mingle animal and vegetable forms, other
panoramic scrodls such as Vison of tive Carnaloripe

Gl present a cinematic play with disparities

oof scale and the juxtapositions so often used in
slvertising o rivet the viewer's attention. In this
image, the fish, squirrel, and melon-headed dall
are unsetiling protagonists, and the viewer must
irveni the drama. Arr Farm ar Land’s Fad literally
reveTses our customary sense of scale, m:lking Ehe
miniscule I:rE;e-i.'l.::dm_'..: microscope) and the
human small. The placement af images such as
the truck or the bird near the edge of the frame
exlends the imvented space into our o Wisibors
1o fehnuon's studio s the wanious components
of these horizontal paintings in a state of
Hux=—=heing moved from one area to another,
against different backgrounds or combinatsons of
color, until the images founsd their rightful place.
Her placement of the images was determined

less by formialist concerns, at which [obinson is
accomplished, than by the play of visual sdeas
The analogies and metaphors evaked by
memorable images and similar forms ane fused
inta sormething resembling a visual pun. Becanse
it is a visual parslox, we cannab cxpress it in
wards, but must continue o ponder it over Hime.

The commanding Alstraciians, painted on
vintage biodogy charts, are the point of departuare
for the rest of the exhibition, showing the artist
wresting partsoular images and meanings from
various conventional anatomical dlustrations
These Abstractions provoke curiosaty, laughter,
and unease simultancousty, Like the Episades m

at Farnestic Laralicape, which she developed a1

the same tlime, the paintings form vertscal scrolls
The inference of portabibity suggests that they
might be used for instruction in some allermative
encyclopedia of knowledge. But whereas the
panaramic landscapes rely on the juxtapasition
of variows material cullure images 1o creale a new
meaning, the vertical paintings present a new
form or creature. [n Explover, lohnsan transforms
the conventional anstamy af an alxlomen and
alagestive tract inbo a Jules Verne-like exploner
peering oul at us fram a submersible contraption
surroumled by sceanic darkness, The tubing of
this explorer's gear i transformed from velns and
a dligestive tract, and its tensile expensions suggest

Foem-objects
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portable air tanks and wiring,. Even the Explorer's
shacked eyes convey surprise at its new situation.
This work makes the inanimate become animate
when argans vital to the human body become an
entirely new creatuare that challenges our habitual
understanding of biotogy. By contrast, but in a
similar strategy of reversal, Miusele Candylarad
also mingles internal and external. This elegant
irmage shows detailed striations of the hurman
musculature no bonger contained by the human
form but extending into a continuous landscape
of sinewy line and color, The image embosics 2
primal beauty through patterns reminiscent of
animal skins as well as layers of sedimentary rock.
Similarly, Enrdrum-Agarte merges mineral with
animal, developing a fantastic landscape replete
with lush colors and detailed textures.

aupeditions with the artist

Suc [ohmson has created a new body of work
thar intrigues us with rich meanings, texiunes,
amd ideas. She intentionally adopes those ereative
processes of justaposition, analogaus thinking,
imaginative contemplation, and wit that have
impelled artists since the Renaissance. Her work
conveys e vispal ideas so commonly missing
fram the deconstructive world of conteniporary
art pragiice, with its acquiescence o the thin air
of sembotic lainguage and its professional artist as
apologist for the very existence of art &8 a crestive
endeavor,

Much could be made of fohnson's artisiic Hneage
froem the Benaissance, through mannerism

in the 17th-century cabinets of curiosithes

b thie 18 th-cemtury encyclopedists amd ihelr
relentless categorization of knowledge into a
m.'ﬂpq'ﬂ'p;'nsihlc framewark. Her earlicr bl]l:‘]j"
af work, The Alfermatne f!'nqtl'd'ph'il'rr, inverted
the 1831h-century encyclapediae’ high purpase,

Muscla Candyland
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reconfiguring knowledge through her intrepicd
imagination rather than through sclentific
categories or chissifications. However, thess
historical connections aright well miss the paint,

The strength of Jahnson's work lies in her
imaginative power 1o take material feems and
transform them o metaphos She explores bodh
artistic and sciemific penceptions of the material
weorld bo bring these two modes together—the
artist’s creative comtemplation and material
imaginatvon, amd the scientist’s curicsity and
analysas. She playfully yet affectionately regards
obgects that become detached from the functions
of daily hife and the methods of scientific
cabegorization. Her wondrows transformations
engape the contemporary viewer with intentional
wit that captures a world having roots in our
awn, yel one i which contradictory meanings,
visual puns, and playfiel transformations
accur—aof munceal to vegetable, vegetable 1o
animal, and animal to industrial object and
back This “recombinant imagination” takes as
its subject scientific and natural imagery, oulled
from zoth-century anatomy charts, 19th-century
anthropoemorphic imagery from Victorian
scrapbaaks, and medicval bestianies. Whils
Johnson researches these vintage amd historical
artifacts—she i a sclf-confessed eBay addict—
she is ot menely 3 voyeur documenting the
peculiaritics of the ways in which human beings
have constrocted the ways of science. Rather, she
presents s with an effervescent imaginaton in
the face of the natural, animal, and industrial
workds and the stroctures of science and pseudo
science, Im beer art, she creates a pure enjoyment
of the weird combinations, uncanny similaritses,
and the artist’s rebellious habits of mind that
find in the meaterial workd an endlessly creatve
meditation to be shared with us, her traveling
Compankng
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