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Museum Origins Transmogrified

W

elcome to the Edge—where the breath is caught by the uncanny, and
striking binary tensions.

Edge of the Light, a powerfully overwhelming exhibition of the works of Tanya
P Johnson, provides an alluring transmutation of the gallery at Touchstones
Nelson: Museum of Art and History.
Tanya P is a determined hunter of visceral experiences. The artist’s methods
include obsessive collecting and the examination of history’s long-reaching
consequences. Using contemporized Dada and Surrealistic techniques1,
involving political topics and the confrontation of colonial history and its
ongoing pervasiveness, Tanya P has created beguiling works meant to provoke
the viewer.
Edge of the Light is further informed by its placement within Touchstones—
an additional framing caused by the incongruity between its 1902 heritage
envelope and 21st century guts. This/most museum edifices carry a weight of
history and architectural imposition tied to the birthplace of the museum as the
Kunstkammer/Cabinet of Curiosity. These strange 16th century collections,
although often scientific in nature and described as educational, are now seen as
grossly imperialistic.
Over centuries, these collections slowly morphed into the modern museum
space. During the last number of decades, contemporary museums have begun

1
Tanya P (in)evokes the work of Surrealistic genius Max Ernst. In particular, a connection
can be drawn with his brilliant Collage Novels from the 1920s and 30s (Une Semaine de
Bonté; La Femme 100 Têtes; and Reve D’une Petite Fille qui Voulut Entrer au Carmel) which took
Victoria-era woodcut prints and reformed them into Surrealistic dreamscapes where the
realm of the impossible subconscious came to life. So to Tanya P subverts original objects
or books into spacious narratives spliced from their origins.

shedding the constraints of their origins, have blown-apart colonial mindsets,
and have woken up to their true purpose. A purpose to not only preserve
tangible history, but to engage in the process of laying bare malevolent histories
and intentionally confronting the past to help shape a more positive and
collaborative future.
Like many strong, politically-minded and spiritually-based artists that have
come before her—artists like Fred Wilson, Mark Dion, Andrea Fraser, Joseph
Cornell, Max Ernst, Ydessa Hendeles, William Kentridge, Brett Bailey and
countless others—Tanya P stands counter to colonial collecting. Her collections
speak to a close and fearless relationship with the land and natural world(s).
With her inclination towards subversion and with the recontextualization of the
Kunstkammer, she assists the museum to shed its past. The authentic exploration
of the meta-cultural informs her practice, so that she may in turn reform the way
in which we see the world and our place therein. Perhaps exposing preconceived
notions, specific contexts, privileges or challenges, and prejudices.
Tanya P’s influences span the globe and point her to seek the edges—the inbetween, hidden, unknown, mysterious spaces of our society. There are threads
within the work that speak to centuries of art history from around the world and
generations of artists who have come before—artists who chose to delve into the
subconscious, the spiritual, the obsessive, the surreal and hyper-real.
Thank you to Tanya P Johnson for her audacious work, and thank you to Arin
Fay, whose curatorial lens, collaborative practice and courage helped configure
the Edge of the Light.
Astrid Heyerdahl, M.A., M.Ed.
Executive Director
Touchstones Nelson: Museum of Art and History

Edge of the Light

T

anya P Johnson’s Edge of the Light exhibition is a study in exploring liminal
space, challenging binaries and revelling in the chaotic cohesion of disparate
things made whole. Her use of contrast, as a basic means of delineation (texture,
material, colour, symbol, meaning and method), creates the capacity to highlight
difference and challenge empirical definitions. There are no easy answers in this
series of explorations, but a sense of cultivated dissonance, which calls for further
focus. The results of these ‘mashups’ are both strangely satisfying and wholly
disturbing in that they challenge our tendency for classification; the rote learning
we are taught as children, that teach us that square pegs do not belong in round
holes and that a dog is a dog, even if it quacks like a duck. Artists are very often the
purveyors of such enlightening inquiry because their modus operandi involves the
asking of difficult questions and the telling of many truths. The Dadaists, such as
Marcel Duchamp, Hannah Hoch and Méret Oppenheim, famously undertook such
artistic analysis in their respective “readymades”, collage, and assemblage works,
which re/decontextualized the common-place. Like the ideologies brought forth by
the Dada artists, this work employs a lexicon that speaks to the idea of the creative
potential in destruction. Or to take it a step further, to see the work through the lens
of Newton’s Law of Energy where “nothing can be created or destroyed, but merely
transformed from one thing to another” (Maury, Jean-Pierre Newton: Understanding
the Cosmos,1992) Antithetical to the scientific approach, yet often employing many of
the same methodologies, artists such as Tanya P Johnson contemplate concepts both
real and imagined, large and small, and present things in ways that allow them to
be seen anew. The well-known French installation artist Annette Messager describes
this approach as “Mostly, I believe an artist doesn’t create something, but is there
to sort through, to show, to point out what already exists, to put it into form and
sometimes reformulate it…I didn’t invent anything, I indicated.” This is true of any
artist who is able to disassociate their ego from the godlike act of creation, it is not an
essential approach, but experiential, and creates the possibility of new perceptions

to emerge from existing paradigms. The gutting of a book, the erosion of a face, the
dissection of a doll—are all challenges to a pedagogy which in itself contains violence
wholly deserving of such artistic anthropology. The creations, that Tanya P presents,
are skillfully rendered talismans against the social constructs inherent in her subject
matter, and the devotion in the details communicate a powerful statement of light
illuminating the darkness.
Edge of the Light examines the spectrum of meaning and method contained in a vast
array of manipulated media within the work of several disparate but inter-related
series: Upside Down Mind, Anthropomorphs , Interventions and Transforms & Anatomical
Thought Maps. Tanya P Johnson’s approach exemplifies that of an accomplished and
persistent practice, seen in the sculptural complexity of paper, both two and three
dimensional, and the magical realism of found and figurative subject matter. There
is a great ‘unpacking’ of ideas in these works and the viewer is left to ruminate upon
what they see, and what they feel. One gets the sense of the layering of story, as held
within the found objects and their re-contextualization, as well as in the multiple
narratives that compose the subject matter. A book denuded of its Canon and the
history re-written in a new language, or an entity created from parts which are so
far removed from their cultural connotations, that the associations become obscured
and/or grotesque. What is a book? What is a doll? Invisible and unrelenting currents
such as colonialism and patriarchy are simultaneously rejected and called out when
ships become vacuums, vacuums become heads, and heads become buttons. It is
both irreverent and deeply significant, the media-mining and melding that create
these works, and is reminiscent of Tim Whiten and “…his alive objects … energies
that he confidently protects, channels, and combines. He alchemises them. He talks
of a substance “marrying up with” another …[w]ith Whiten the search for this spirit
and its wishes is a joyful passion” (Tim Whiten: Wrapping, And Being Wrapped by Mia
Kalainka and Cecilio Garcia-Camarillo). Within this type of artistic alchemy, the subject
matter and the materials are deeply intertwined, and it is the overall mediation of the

ideas contained, that emerge in the Edge of the Light.
The mixed media and collage series Upside-Down Mind represents the initial
study of both the subject matter and many of the symbols and symbioses that
work to inform all that is contained within Edge of the Light. It is here that the
pervasive “colonial mind” contained within western construct(s), is confronted.
It is here that the acts of transformation and transmutation first find form.
The Transforms series explores the complex dualities and allegorical minimalism
that is further explored in the three dimensional works of the Anthropomorphs and

Interventions, but shares the same deeply dedicated process-oriented approach as
that of the Anatomical Thought Maps series. These works bring to Edge of the Light a
sense of a conversation taken to its conclusion and back again. The series, which
emerged in residency in Europe, follows intensive research of the artist’s own
ancestry and the Dutch-South African history. There is a post-colonial journey
in these works from single cell to complex construction.
Throughout the four bodies of work within Edge of the Light there is a visceral
sense of connection and purpose, as if all are a part of an otherworldly

apothecary of intention. What is the cause and what is the cure? There is a mad artist/scientist/shaman lurking in the shadows, intent on settling these deeply
entrenched Frankenstein-esque questions. This laboratory aesthetic is reminiscent of the approach of artists like Mark Dion and Fiona Hall and their respective and
remarkable ‘cabinet of curiosities’ installations. “Dion often uses the artifice of an archaeological or scientific tone in his work to complicate the viewers’ experience of
whether to trust or distrust the ideas presented in his work” (Artnet). So too does Geoffrey Farmer amass works which build the burden of proof of an argument and
overwhelm the senses with an immersive figurative display. In such a way these artists engage the gallery space as part of larger dialogue. Edge of the Light employs this
same type of experiential interaction and asks the viewer to examine not only what is on display but their own reactions to it.

Interventions

T

he Interventions series explores the accoutrement of domesticity and husbandry
(buttons, books, thread, toys, seeds, tools, nails, keys) through the denuded
pages of an academic and artistic methodology that is more Sorcerers’ Apprentice than
authoritative text. With the inclusion of repositioned heads, fulcrums and found
words, these works exemplify what curator Nanette Jacomijn Snoep describes
as “poem-objects … linked to the idea of suffering … death and destruction”
(Godly Recipes, the Aesthetics of the Fetish, 2009). The Canon (like Duchamp’s Bride) is
stripped bare and exposed of all constructs (even) which culture has created within
its pages. The reconstruction of meaning, using text, mathematical code, vintage
photographs and mixed media is intricate and beautiful. One senses reverence
and irreverence in the making of these pieces and a search for connection and
understanding of ancestors and consciousness.

Anthropomorphs

T

he Anthropomorphs embody most dramatically all the existential struggle and
symbolism found between the vast binaries of light and dark, and there is a distinct
air of voodoo in the found-object amalgamations on display. Johnson’s life experience in
Africa, her proclivity to search out the underbelly of society, her exposure to Sangoma
(South African traditional healer) muti (medicine) markets and ceremonies provides a
back story to the Anthropomorphs. This, and the inspiration drawn from magic practices
of the medieval dyn hysbys (Medieval practioners of magic) of Wales and cunning folk
of Britain and the European belief in the homunculus (Alchemical representation of
a miniature human), has been metabolized through artistic practice into this series of
effigies and fetishes. These unnerving creations in every way interrupt our expectations
and experience and cause a revaluation of what is recognizable and knowable. As
Robert Mcliam Wilson describes “it is in ritual and mimetism that we exorcise or
celebrate our demons and our angels. Our included and excluded, or permitted and
forbidden” (Introduction to Wilder Mann: The Image of the Savage by Charles Fréger). We
read in the Anthropomorphs an exploration of ideas of piercing, binding, bundles and
intersections. There is a surprisingly emotional response which takes place when one
sees the legs of a doll emerging from bones, or nails driven into a wooden head. These
artistic decisions carry the same interventionist and transformative current as all the
work in Edge of the Light; they conspire to stop and make us see what it is we are seeing.
The experience of walking into a gallery space which is dedicated, in myriad ways,
to challenge our perceptions, is akin to the childlike wonder and fear of the house
of mirrors and freak-show combined. It is the artists that can break the burden of
knowledge that we adults haul around so heavily and give us back that evocative
haunted-house shiver of wonder and fear that is sorely lacking in the ‘real’ world.
Tanya P Johnson’s Edge of the Light exhibition interrupts the bright, sensical/sensible
and sanitized world with a dark and disturbing, but beautifully rendered view of an
alternative and evocative way of seeing.
Arin Fay, Curator
Touchstones Nelson: Museum of Art and History

Tanya P Johnson

T

anya P Johnson is an artist defined by her obsessive sorting and gathering;
of found materials, ideas and human experiences. With roots in rural British
Columbia Tanya P’s practice has an astounding reach due to her penchant for
residencies in far-flung places and an unrelenting engagement with land, people
and place; both ephemeral and essential. From her birth in Nairobi, Kenya and
childhood in South Africa, to her bohemian wandering in Europe, to her current
place in the Kootenays, Tanya P has delved deeply and with a focused abandon
into the dichotomies of human experience. In between the shadows of influence
and idolatry beats the heart of pure and unrelenting artistic inquiry. Integrating
the aesthetic of collage, assemblage and found art, a cabinet of curiosities meets
ceremonial altar. Fetish meets artifact. Ritual object meets family photo album.
Flotsam and jetsam meet the edge of the bog. Light meets dark.
Edge of the Light explores notions of paradigm and ideas of meaning found at
allegorical edges and in liminal spaces.
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(bottom l–r): Anthropomorph, 2016, found objects, leather, wolf fur, 15 x 5 x 5in.; Anthropomorph, 2017, found objects, wire,16 x 13 x 13in.; Anthropomorph,
2017, found objects, paint, button,15 x 7in.; Anthropomorph, 2017, found objects, archival photograph, 10.5 x 4x 9in.
p14 (top l–r): Intervention, 2017, book cover, found words, 8.5 x 13in.; Intervention, 2015, vintage photographs, mixed media, buttons, 8 x 12in.
(bottom l–r): Intervention, 2015, vintage photographs, mixed media, silk screen, book cover, 8 x 13 in.; Intervention, 2017, book cover, found images,
archival photographs, 8.5 x 12in.
p15: Anthropomorph, 2017, found object, nails, paint, 8 x 10 x 2in.
p16 (l–r): Anatomical Thought Map 1 (detail), 2014, paper, mixed media, 44 x 16 x 10in.; Intervention, 2016, mixed media, antique Britannica page, 13 x
10in.; Intervention, 2016, mixed media, antique Britannica page,14 x 12in.; Intervention, 2015, vintage photograph, mixed media, silk screen, 9 x 7in.
Back cover: Beacon 1 (detail), 2016, paper, light, 27 x 27x 12in.

