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SAKURA 2009-2019

The art of Sandra Kantanen is based 
on what it refuses. The mind and the 
eye want to conceive a point in time 
and space that marks the beginning of 
all things (or at least of a limited set of 
things), but both mind and eye risk dis-
covering, at that point, where all things 
will end. What Kantanen’s art tries to re-
fuse is exactly endings: “I signal a strug-
gle, and it is a struggle. It is easier to 
perceive endings than beginnings. All 
you hear about is ends: of art, aesthet-
ics, modernity, politics, nature...man. All 
it takes to see the end of things is to be 
au courant and blasé, but to spot begin-
nings one must be open and naive.” 
In the case of Kantanen’s photographs, 
fortunately, not too much effort is re-
quired to be open or naive for that 
matter. With the Sakura works, we are 
hypnotized by a bundle of meanings. 
Here, photography echoes the Roman-

tic poetics of “everything speaks of truth 
engraved on the very body of things.” A 
blossoming cherry tree... the light—too 
bright to be the sun—bewilders the eye. 
Her camera, like all cameras, incorpo-
rates ready-made the conventions of 
Renaissance perspective, and here she 
uses it for what it does best and for 
nothing else: making nature enter imag-
es. But she does not only do that—trees 
from a different continent and time come 
to mind. The picture of the cherry tree is 
not about making a naturalistic copy—
almost any means are therefore permis-
sible to avoid this, and the Chinese ink 
painters knew that better than anyone. 
This picture of a tree is also a part of 
this old convention in which paintings 
of a landscape, figure, plum, cymbidium, 
bamboo, or chrysanthemum were so 
sophisticated that an artist would paint 
only one motif during his lifetime. This 

painting is not interested so much in re-
semblance as it is in the result of intu-
itive glimpses or reflections on life and 
the things around us. Kantanen says a 
great deal with small means, although 
she is prepared to sometimes exagger-
ate a characteristic feature in order to 
increase the impression of reality. Rath-
er than attempting to place her within a 
mythology of the innocent or infantile 
eye, Kantanen must be thought of as an 
as observer who is astonishingly alert 
to whatever is anomalous in perceptual 
experience.
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DISTORTION, 2016 - 2018

The Distortion series indicates its digital 
nature: the arrangement of organic ma-
terial has been made with large-scale 
scanners to engage the eye with its 
hyperrealistic contours. The detail Kan-
tanen layers into her photographs leaves 
the viewer with a sense of tangibility that 
resonates with her poetic interpretations. 
By imitating the photographic process 
through the use of these scanners, while 
layering multiple exposures and insert-
ing digital brush strokes, Kantanen blurs 
the line between the analogue and the 
digital to a point where the viewer can-
not determine if the artworks’ true origin 
lies in photography or not. The posi-
tioning of the flowers almost irritate the 
eye with the contrast of sharp contours 
and bleary digital corruption. The mass 
build-up of detail gives the impression of 
tangibility that is then disturbed by the 
digital distortions that Kantanen adds 

in afterwards. The wavy motions – that 
occurred by moving the flowers during 
the scanning process – recall techni-
cal errors. As these types of mistakes 
tend not to happen with high-resolution 
scanners, the glitches indicate the artis-
tic intervention that is juxtaposed to the 
objective scanning itself.
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SMOKE WORKS, 2016 - 2019

From the early nineteenth century, land-
scapes were considered central in forg-
ing the new importance of painting as 
an art form. Landscapes enabled the 
painting to be viewed for the first time 
as an image in itself, not merely a rep-
resentation or conduit for the allegories 
and stories of historical paintings. The 

“airiness,” both in form and meaning, of 
the landscape as subject, meant that it 
lent itself well to being used as a plat-
form from which to approach questions 
dealing with images themselves. This 
is also the role landscape plays in Kan-
tanen’s works. As in Romantic painting, 
the fog rolls in to obscure the lure of 
perspective and pin the viewer’s gaze 
onto the surface and image-ness of the 
work. Nature is also powerfully present 
in Kantanen’s work. It does not, howev-
er, reside in the cultural construct that 
is a landscape, but rather in the photo-

graph itself: residing in the phenomenon 
of light, it is actually “nature once re-
moved.” Nature is even more present in 
the marks Kantanen adds to her images: 
the digital brushstrokes, the corrupting 
of the image, the stretching of forms.
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MOTH AND BUTTERFLY, 2014

This collection of circular works displays 
small studies of moths and butterflies 
interacting with flora and fauna. These 
works become romanticized scientific 
documentations, as we get to see the 
secretive lives of miniature life, all ex-
hibited as if on a Petri dish. The images’ 
permanence contrasts with the fleeting 
lives of these small-scaled lives, co-
ercing the viewer to pause and take in 
what Kantanen is showing. In the daily 
flow of information, images can invoke 
strong emotions. They captivate, sur-
prise, excite, and aggravate us. Along-
side familiar themes, we are moved by 
elements that are harder to identify. One 
of these is the origin of an image. As I 
look at the subject of an image, I am un-
knowingly also looking for an answer to 
the questions: “What has brought this 
image about?” or “Where do the traces 
in it lead?” 

The subject under consideration is the 
defining feature of photography: the me-
dium’s relationship to reality, its translu-
cency. As we look at an image, we often 
see only the subject depicted, not the 
image itself. Therefore, to bring the im-
age itself to the foreground, a certain 
separation is needed, for example, vi-
sual allusions to themes and materials 
borrowed from painting, like the very 
material of paint itself.
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