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NOSTALGIC COMPUTER ART FROM  
AN IMAGINARY POST-COMPUTER WORLD

JESS JOHNSON
On the eve of new exhibitions in Auckland and Melbourne, Jess Johnson chats about creating new worlds.

By Rebecca Gallo
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It’s unsurprising to learn that Jess Johnson’s art practice has 
evolved out of a combination of odd and intriguing projects, 
ideas and career choices. Informed by a solid appetite for 
science fiction, space horror and alternative realities, her precise 
and detailed drawings are steeped in speculative worlds, 
doom-laden psychedelia and band poster graphics. They are 
neo-Escher on acid in a digital post-apocalypse.

The New Zealand-born artist painted on canvas at art school, 
but she also kept private journals of sketches that probably held 
the most interesting and telling material. Upon moving to 
Melbourne in the mid-2000s she worked as a gallery technician 
for many of the city’s major art institutions, using their offcuts 
to set up Hell Gallery, which she co-directed with Jordan Marani 
from 2008 to 2011. Johnson produced hand-drawn posters  
for Hell’s gigs and exhibitions, garnering somewhat of a cult 
following in the process, with reproductions appearing on share 
house walls around Melbourne. After Hell froze over, Johnson 
drew back on the technician work and rented a proper studio. 
Over time she was able to wind the install work down altogether 
and immerse herself in increasingly complex worlds of her own 
making. Johnson describes time spent in the studio as climbing 

into a space at the back of her skull. You can almost imagine  
a miniature Jess ankle-deep in sludge, setting up a tiny 
projector behind her eyes to cast what she finds back into 
the external world.

Johnson’s drawings – and the digital worlds they are now 
spawning – are at once hard-edged and fleshy, fetishistic and 
militant, precise and contorted. They are graphic, both in the 
sense that they have a compositional and stylistic affinity  
with graphic design – with their origins in those DIY exhibition 
posters – and in that they depict some gruesome and diabolical 
scenes. Opposing forces seem to hold each other in check 
amidst a delicate series of balancing acts: the horror of entrails 
plugged into machines is curtailed by the impartiality of the 
depictions and the mechanistic symmetry of these pastel-hued 
worlds. A tendency towards the sleekness of digital space  
is denied by time and labour in the form of overlapping 
hand-drawn lines of felt-tipped pens and the texture  
of gouache on paper.

JESS JOHNSON 
Ixian Gate (still), 2015 
virtual reality animation  
with audio 
5 min 20 sec

Artwork: Jess Johnson 
Animation: Simon Ward  
and Kenny Smith  
Sound: Andrew Clarke

Courtesy the artist and  
Ivan Anthony Gallery, 
Auckland, and Darren  
Knight Gallery, Sydney 
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Lines and shapes are deliberate, but their meanings 
can be vague and uncertain. Humanoid figures 
could represent any number of things. They are 
pumping iron in gyms, where humans opt to toil  
in neat rows; they are enacting the Western 
co-option and commercialisation of yoga; they 
are the depersonalisation of humanity in the face 
of a global digital culture. These bodies enact the 
hallmarks of all-too-real contemporary scenes of 
torture, but they are also plugged into the grid, 
Matrix-style, suggesting a dystopian fantasy world 
where all these references are mere projections 
from a distant past.

Finding footing in reality is an increasingly slippery 
task. Johnson’s drawings have been displayed in 
installations where they are hung against complex 
geometric murals. You stand on gridded carpet 
squares to view them, as if embedded within one 
of the scenes within. In Johnson’s latest project, 
her worlds have become completely digital and 
immersive, and this transition into virtual reality 
could hardly feel more natural.

CAN YOU GIVE ME A PICTURE, IN WORDS,  
OF YOUR WORKING SPACE?
I like my studio to be a stripped-back, domestic 
environment. Whenever I move into a new studio  
I try to obliterate all evidence of past tenants.  
I patch the walls, paint the walls and floor. I make  
a clean white cube then start fresh. In my two-year 
studio [residency] at Gertrude Street I had a 
kitchenette and a lounge area with a TV; I like to 
watch crap reality TV shows during my lunchbreak. 
I like to have everything at my fingertips so I have 
no reason to leave. I get in by 9am and I’m usually 
there until about 7pm. Once I’m there, I’m there 
drawing all day. It’s like I am just shutting a door 
on the world. 

HOW DO YOU THINK GROWING UP IN SMALL-
TOWN NEW ZEALAND INFLUENCED WHAT AND 
HOW YOU MAKE?
The defining aspect of growing up in small-town 
New Zealand (pre-internet) was probably isolation, 
which probably engendered a huge curiosity for 
worlds outside my own relatively small one. I found 
these windows to other worlds through books and 
movies. And I gravitated towards the stuff that was 
as far removed from my reality as possible; worlds 
so detailed that you could lose yourself in them. 
My childhood in New Zealand was completely 
idyllic, but I totally spurned it for space drama 
and cosmic horror.

CAN YOU DESCRIBE SOME OF THE SOURCE 
MATERIAL THAT INFORMS YOUR WORK? 
I’ve been a huge reader of science fiction books 
since I was young. Mostly, I liked really detailed 
speculative worlds. I’m really attracted to complex 
world-building across many platforms: books, 
movies, gaming, RPGs, digital realms. The idea  
of pulling a world into existence through sheer 
effort of will is really potent to me. Two other 
great influences are the American psychonaut 
Terence McKenna and Frank Herbert’s novel Dune. 

THE TEXT FRAGMENTS IN YOUR DRAWINGS 
READ AS BOTH PATTERN AND PORTENT. HOW 
WOULD YOU EXPLAIN THE SIGNIFICANCE OF 
TEXT IN YOUR WORK?
One of my favourite books is Riddley Walker by 
Russell Hoban. It’s set in a post-apocalyptic world 
that is written in this strange re-constructed 
language. In the book, a new world has been 
formed from the wreckage of the old.  
Language itself has been shattered and put back 
together. I think this idea has really sunk into me.  
My drawings are dragging this world into existence 
and the language is gaining form at the same time. 

I have a document on my computer of words and 
phrases. Whenever I start a new drawing I open it 
up and look through it. The text is almost always 
the starting point. The number of letters will give 

me a mathematical starting point of how to arrange 
the words on the page. The compositions all hinge 
from there. The phrases are often rhythmic, or they 
are to me. I choose them because they get stuck 
in my head – I think of them as ‘thought-worms’.  
I find words in science fiction books or weird 
schools of thought throughout history. Mostly I’m 
attracted to made-up words. It’s the shape or the 
sound that attracts me.

YOU WORK IN PAINSTAKING DETAIL TO CREATE 
SOMETHING THAT APPROACHES THE LOOK OF 
A COMPUTER GRAPHIC OR A DIGITAL INTERFACE. 
WHAT ROLE DOES THIS ANALOGUE/DIGITAL 
RELATIONSHIP, OR DIVIDE, PLAY IN YOUR WORK? 
It’s complicated. Equal parts revulsion and 
attraction. I’m not interested in creating digital 
images on a computer, foremost because I loathe 
sitting in front of a computer and secondly 
because I need something to do in the studio.  
I can think about the things I want to think about 
instead of being told what to think about by the 
outside world. Also I think I need the time required 
by the labour to let the imagery rise to the surface. 
They couldn’t happen quickly. It’s more of a slow 
dredging process.

But obviously computer graphics play some part. 
Most of what we look at every day has been 
designed digitally by a machine somewhere.  
It’s like all our images have been fed through a 
machine at some point and regurgitated back to 
us. I’m just regurgitating it back to them. It’s quite 
perverted I guess. As if I’m making nostalgic 
computer art in some imaginary post-computer 
world. I also like seeing the presence of the human 
hand. If the world were created digitally it would 
be a really cold place to me. Making the human 
hand visible in drawing adds this Frankensteinian 
touch; it gives it life. It’s important to the process 
too. I make mistakes throughout the drawings 
and those mistakes act as mutational directions 
that I have to integrate into the work.

Opposite 
JESS JOHNSON 
World, Shut your Mouth, 2015 
pen, fibre tipped markers, 
metallic paint and  
gouache on paper 
151 x 105 cm

Far left 
JESS JOHNSON 
Gilgamesh, 2015 
pen, fibre tipped markers, 
metallic paint and  
gouache on paper 
151 x 105 cm

Left 
JESS JOHNSON 
Platform Masters, 2015 
pen, fibre tipped markers, 
metallic paint and gouache 
on paper 
151 x 105 cm

Courtesy the artist and  
Ivan Anthony Gallery, 
Auckland, and Darren  
Knight Gallery, Sydney 
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ANOTHER WAY IN WHICH YOUR DRAWINGS HAVE 
GROWN AND EVOLVED – PERHAPS TO A POINT 
WHERE THEY EXTEND BEYOND YOUR CONTROL – 
IS THROUGH COLLABORATIONS WITH 
PROGRAMMERS TO TRANSFORM YOUR DRAWINGS 
INTO ANIMATED DIGITAL WORLDS. CAN YOU 
COMMENT ON THAT PROCESS AND THE 
OUTCOMES OF THESE COLLABORATIONS?  
I met Simon Ward about 18 months ago. I knew him 
for his really distinctive music videos using computer 
graphics that he’d made for many New Zealand bands. 
He suggested we work together on animating my 
world. The third person in our team was Andrew Clarke, 
who has contributed the amazing soundtracks. 

The first straight video we made together was called 
Mnemonic Pulse, which was made using scans of my 
drawings to create a 3D computer environment. It was 
an attempt to simulate the experience of walking 
through one of my drawings. There’s something 
about positioning someone right behind the virtual 
eye sockets that’s really appealing to me. It’s like the 
most direct brain-to-brain communication possible. 

There seemed to be this fortuitous synergy in meeting 
Simon, together with the advances in VR technology 
and this developmental point in my practice.  
We bought ourselves an Oculus Rift DK2 and Simon 
came over from New Zealand to share my studio and 
start work on Ixian Gate. It will be the centrepiece of a 
solo exhibition I have coming up at the National 
Gallery of Victoria in December called Wurm Haus. 
There’ll be a central sculptural structure called the 

Wurm Haus that will have Oculus Rift headsets 
snaking out of it. The environment will be like this 
seductive sensory stage set, but the real work is 
hidden in the virtual reality experience, which can 
only take place within the minds of the audience.

Jess Johnson’s Sensorium Chamber shows at Ivan 
Anthony Gallery, Auckland, from November 18  
to December 19, 2015. 

Wurm Haus shows at NGV International, Melbourne,  
from December 5, 2015 to January 31, 2016. 

Jess Johnson is represented by Ivan Anthony Gallery, 
Auckland, and Darren Knight Gallery, Sydney.

ivananthony.com

ngv.vic.gov.au

darrenknightgallery.com.au

Left 
JESS JOHNSON 
Kirby Collage, 2015 
acrylic paint, ink and  
archival pigment print  
on paper 
101 x 73.5 cm

Right 
JESS JOHNSON 
What you see /  
All there is, 2015 
pen, fibre tipped markers, 
metallic paint and gouache 
on paper 
101 x 73.5 cm

Courtesy the artist and  
Ivan Anthony Gallery, 
Auckland, and Darren  
Knight Gallery, Sydney 
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Martin Creed
Work No. 2314 
2015
Neon
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Commissioned by 
Christchurch Art Gallery 
Foundation, gift of  
Neil Graham, 2015

Michael Lett
312 Karangahape Road
Cnr K Rd & East St
PO Box 68287 Newton 
Auckland 1145 
New Zealand 
P  64 9 309 7848
contact@michaellett.com 
www.michaellett.com


