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DOMESTIC NIGHTMARES

Artist Sarah Anne Johnson explores a family tragedy for the Images Festival, E3
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- Artist takes grim trip into family past

Sarah Anne Johnson
embodies grandmother’s
nightmare for Images Festival

MURRAY WHYTE

VISUAL ARTS CRITIC

It’s a wobbly climb down a very tall
ladder into the deep hexagonal
chamber currently installed at
Division Gallery in Toronto, but
Sarah Anne Johnson — heels and all
— makes it with a practised ease.

In a way, it's a descent she’s made
thousands of times. It’s the set for
Hospital Hallways, the well-known
Winnipeg photo-artist’s first ever
performance piece and a little back-
ground goes along way to explaining
why. In 1956, her grandmother,
Velma Orlikow, checked herself into
the Allan Memorial Institute, a psy-
chiatric care facility at MeGill Uni-
versity in Montreal. She suffered
from postpartum depression and
was looking for a speedy recovery to
get on with the happy business of
new mothering.

Instead, unknowingly, shefellintoa
mind-control drug experiment ad-
ministered by Dr. Ewen Cameron on
behalf of the CIA. MKUltra, as it was
later revealed, used test subjects
without their knowledge and against
theirwill. Three years later, after sey-
eral stints in Cameron’s care, Orli-
kowfinallyemerged to rejoin normal
life. But she had brought back a
plague of mental trauma: severe de-
pression, fear of crowds, an inability
to concentrate.

“It’s a lot to take in,” says Johnson,
now standing on the dull grey floor,
surrounded by stark white walls
glowing cold under fluorescent light.
“I do alittle research and then T have
to stepback. It's family. I have to take
it slowly”

Johnson is likely best known for
photographic works that marry a
naive sense of utopia with a dark side
of idealism. New pictures, about the
coming-of-age ritual of the summer
music festival, hand-tinged by John-
son with sinister colour that suggests
the dangers of youthful bacchanal,
canbe seen at the McMichael Collec-
tion of Canadian Art until Jupe 5.

Here, though, in this colourless
space, is aplace Johnson comes back
to time and again. In 2009, Johnson

made House on Fire, an installation
house of rooms simmering with

domestic nightmares: a kitchen with
melting walls, a foyer underwater; an
atticwhere her grandmother, naked,
is locked in a waltz with a lab-coated
doctor while the house burns.

The dollhouse also contains a hall-
way with no beginning or end, which
iswhere Johnson now stands. Hospi-
tal Hallways is her first attempt to
actually embody her grandmother’s
physical struggle: in a stark prison
with no way out.

She had planned it as a video, a
simple, terrifying loop in which Vel-
maenters, suitcaseinhand, and can’t
escape. Eventually, she says, House
on Fire could evolve into a full-blown
film, room by room. The Kitchen,
currently on view at Gallery 44 for
the Images Festival, is the first of
them. In it, Johnson, wearing a pho-
tographicmask ofhergrandmother’s
face, struggles to rejoin the life of
sunny domesticity expected of a
1950s housewife.

Hospital Hallways was to be the
second but, once the set was built, it
seized Johnson with a visceral chill.
“Spending time in it, I realized how
dizzying and awful it was,” she says.
“You can't tell where you are. And it
turns out it’s the perfect size for my
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Sarah Anne Johnson in the prison-like stage built for Hospital Hallways, based on her grandmother's experience at a Montreal hospital in the 1950s.
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Sarah Anne Johnson, Zombie Dance, 2015,

body to do all kinds of things.”

Johnson stoops to pass a hand over
the floor, fretting thatit might not be
sanded smooth enough. “I don’t
want to rip my clothes” she says,
matter of fact. When asked if she
plans to spend time on the ground,
she laughs. “Oh, yeah,” she says. “I'm
down there alot.”

Hospital Hallways is Johnson’s at-
tempt to embody her grandmother’s
inner torment. Masked with Velma’s
face, Johnson braces herself be-

tween walls, shimmying unsteadily
to the space’s full height, or collapses
across its breadth on the floor before
inverting herself in a gruesome re-
verse headstand, her legs convulsing
with a grisly clatter against the wall.
“Alot of the moves are about how a
body breaks; it just looks wrong and
it's meant to,” she explains. “She
would fry to refuse treatment and
the doctors would tell her that she
was abad wife, abad mother, thatshe
didn’t want to get better. Her family,
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A still from Johnson's The Kitchen, on view at G44 for the Images Festival.
It's part of an expanding project based on House on Fire, Johnson's 2009
installation about the psychological horrors to which her grandmother was
subjected as an unwitting test subject for the CIA.

with the best intentions, told her to
trust the doctors — they didn’t know
the truth; nobody did — and so she
Just resigned herself at some point.
So I'm kind of exploiting that: what
doesit feel like to lose yourself, body,
mind and spirit?” ;
Thisis, of course, justone of adozen
of Velma’s chambers of horror —
maybe more. Which means that
Johnson has just begun. Even if she
completes them all, she knows she’ll
never finish. “I knew this would be a

magnumopus,” she says. “ButIknow
I'll never be completely outside it. I
just can’t imagine a time when I'll
have all my questions answered. It's
never-ending.”

Sarah Anne Johnson, Hospital Hallways:
A Performance, is part of the 2016 Images
Festival. It takes place at Division Gal-
lery, 45 Ernest Ave. Johnson's video
work The Kitchen, also part of Images,
runs at Gallery 44, 401Richmond St., to
April 23. Field Trip, Johnson's photo show
at the McMichael, continues to June 5.



