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Sandra Dionisi ’s  work constitutes an art of impli-

cation. Rather than depict, it suggests; rather than 

announce, her illustrations beckon. Like the opening 

shot of a film Sandra’s vignettes set the mood and intro-

duce the protagonists, but the internal conflicts she 

hints at seldom feel resolved. The illustrated moment 

may be fixed, but the narrative remains ongo-

ing, with any resolution reserved for a later 

scene we will never see. The effect is simulta-

neously discomfiting and weirdly appealing.

Unless she is commissioned to create a like-

ness, Sandra’s illustrations are rarely based on 

photographs. The majority of her faces and 

figures are fictive constructs sprung from the 

imagination. Sandra describes “drawing the 

human form in a way that isn’t necessarily 

realistic, but that you can connect to in terms 

of its power.”

What her illustrations of the human form seek 

are less individual representation than univer-

sal archetype—as if she is trying to locate and 

then reflect the essence of our shared human-

ity rather than depict the specifics of age, race, 

or gender. Most of her portraits are not truly 

portraits, therefore, but symbols that serve as mnemon-

ics for our own longings, anxieties, joys, suffering, or 

feelings of solitude.

When Sandra looks for inspiration she finds 

she is drawn to Renaissance paintings of saints or vin-

tage photographs that date from a period when smiling 

was not expected (nor desired, for that matter) of the 

subject. What is common to these sources are images 

of self-possession: faces with an other-worldly coun-

tenance, eyes fixed to an indeterminate middle dis-

tance. The impression is of characters who may be in 

the world, but are not necessarily of the world. These 

figures often float in Sandra’s compositions like specters 

in a dream.

Some of the dreamlike quality of Sandra’s 

illustrations derive from her muted color pal-

ette, which comprises washed-out indigos, 

umbers, and warm and cool greys with occa-

sional hits of brighter colors: a celadon green 

here, a brick red there. The range approximates 

faded color photographs of the 1940s and ’50s, 

as well as sepia-toned prints from earlier in the 

20th century. The palette evokes the past and 

with it, perhaps, a sense of loss.

To produce these colors, Sandra favors 

acrylic paints, thinned heavily and applied to a 

stretched sheet of Arches watercolor paper. “I 

use a medium surface cold press. It has just 

enough of a tooth to catch the color but also 

allow me to move it without leaving a brush-

stroke.” The absence of a brushstroke and 

Sandra’s atmospheric approach to applying pig-

ment creates an effect that appears to be almost 

airbrushed. “It takes a lot of patience, and a hair dryer,” 

she admits. “There’s a lot of water and thinning, and 

thinning, and then dissipating the color as it moves to 

the edge. Traditionally a piece takes a long time for me 

because of all that layering and drying, and having to 

dry between layers.”

Sandra attended the Ontario College of Art and Design 

University in Toronto and started freelancing the year 

before she graduated. “At the time there were two Brit-

Sandra’s 
work 

transcends 
journalistic 

illustration. 
Her  

work  
has  

a 
certain 

ethereal qual-
ity, 

a  
beauty 

that
transforms 

a  
magazine spread 

into 
something more 

abiding, 
more 

meaningful. 
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ish art directors that were hiring illustrators from Brit-

ain for Weekend magazine, which was put out by the 

Toronto Star. One of them was Robert Priest and the 

other was Derek Ungless. Sue Coe was one of the illus-

trators—they were called the ‘Radical Illustrators’ at  

the time.”

In the fall of 1981 , the Association of Illustrators 

in London devoted a special issue of Illustrators maga-

zine to a loose-knit group of young artists and illustra-

tors associated with the Royal College of Art. Designed 

by George Snow, the issue is gleefully irreverent, its 

approach to layout owing something to the office 

copier collages of Sex Pistols’ designer Jamie Reid and 

the “instant trash” aesthetic 

of punk gig flyers. Superim-

posing a stenciled “Radical” 

across the magazine mast-

head, the moniker came to 

encapsulate the work of Ian 

Pollock, Robert Mason, the 

Brothers Quay, Georgeanne 

Deen, Catherine Denvir, Car-

olyn Gowdy and Andrzej 

Klimowski, among others. 

“And Blair Drawson,” recalls 

Sandra. “He is from Toronto, 

not Britain, but he was in 

that group that was doing 

work that was just out of this 

world. It was an approach 

that I had never seen before: 

it wasn’t literal, and it was heavily influenced by fine art 

and Dada. I think the illustrators that were coming out 

of school or at the beginnings of their career around 

the early ’80s were heavily influenced by that group of 

people, and I can say I was one of them.”

Like many of Sandra’s  influences, however, it 

can be difficult to locate exactly where (or how) this par-

ticular influence is manifested in her work, at least from 

the standpoint of surface or style. One quality Sandra 

shares with the “Radical Illustrators” is a preoccupa-

tion with the human form and its potential as a signifier 

for emotion. Where she differs is perhaps more inter-

esting. While Sandra’s illustrations are indeed emo-

tive, the faces within them are not. This paradox is a 

recurring feature of Sandra’s work: editorial illustra-

tions to accompany articles on mental health, sexual 

assault, or parenting in which the subject’s countenance 

is strangely calm.

Sandra describes  the characters she draws 

as “stoics.” Rather than using the face to telegraph her 

intentions, Sandra prefers to convey emotion “by the 

position of the body, the tilt of the head, the hand—

all of those things that signify action.” Signify, but not 

demonstrate. Sandra uses the motif of hands, in partic-

ular, like secular “mudras”, using small gestures to evoke 

a range of feeling. “The first time I started using hands 

was after seeing a painting by Fra Angelico, ‘The Mock-

ing of Christ.’ It’s very contemporary.” Painted around 

1440 in a Florentine convent, “The Mocking of Christ” 

is startling in its dramatic use of disembodied hands 

(and one head) silhouetted against a green background. 

The restraint and surrealistic nature of this fresco are 

frequently echoed in Sandra’s work.

Her portrait of Edgar 

Allan Poe for Smithsonian 

magazine exemplifies San-

dra’s tendency to pair qui-

etude with the unexpected. 

Inspired by Edward Ste-

ichen’s 1924 photograph of 

Gloria Swanson, Sandra sub-

merges Poe’s image below an 

arabesque of embroidered 

lace. “The challenge with any 

portrait of Poe is leaving out 

that poor, overused raven,” 

she says. “Poe was deeply 

affected by the death of both 

his mother and his wife. The 

mourning veil, a Victorian 

era tradition, was my way 

of symbolizing that.” The effect is mysterious and for-

mally beautiful, but also mildly disquieting in its gen-

der-bending juxtaposition. “I’m after a quiet strength in 

my depiction of figures and busts, juxtaposed with sur-

real elements. I want to infuse them with mood, mys-

tery, and maybe even humor.”

The quality of inscrutability, of an image that 

is simultaneously clear yet veiled, is a persistent fea-

ture of Sandra’s work, and it prompts not simply pas-

sive interest, but active contemplation. This invitation 

to contemplation is one of the recurring pleasures of 

Sandra’s work, and I find myself poring over the details 

of her illustrations in an effort to decipher the exter-

nal cues of deeply internal and private states of being. 

“Canadians,” Sandra notes, “are observers of the more 

prominent and influential cultures around us—the 

United States and the United Kingdom. I think I could 

apply that definition to myself.” As an illustrator and 

practiced observer, Sandra creates work that induces us 

to be more observant as well.

I like 

to 

surround 

myself 

with items 

that 

remind 

me 

of my 

family 

history 

and 

things 

that I 

find 

inspiring. 

And 

sometimes 

those 

two things 

come

together. 
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When the Sierra Club wanted to add imagery 
to educate its  staff (and others)  about their inclusion and diversity initiatives, 
I  looked to Sandra to help solve this  potentially tricky assignment. 
She responded with her usual grace and elegant work, 
and we ended up with a suite of images that could work in multiple contexts

T r a c y  C o x F o r m e r  

A r t  D i r e c t o r 

S i e r r a  C l u b
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Sandra possesses  an ability 
to consistently 
develop 
compelling ideas 
and breathe a  magical quality into her art work—regardless  of the subject. 
I 've  enjoyed collaborating with HER in part because of 
the striking, 
evergreen quality of her work 
and her total commitment to each project.

J o s e p h  Y a c i n s k i  

O w n e r 

Y a c i n s k i  D e s i g n
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Sandra uses  metaphor to great advantage 
and can distill  complex issues 
into graphic and ethereal works. 
Her paintings embrace the best of Italian Renaissance fresco painters 
and futurists  like Diego Rivera and Charles Demuth.

B a r b a r a  W o o l l e y 

P a r t n e r  E m e r i t a 

H a m b l y  &  W o o l l e y

You can always depend on Sandra 
to get to the very essence of a  story. 
She creates images that are easy to understand,  handsome 
and often provocative. 
And her color sense is  exquisite!  

B o b  H a m b l y 

F o u n d i n g  P a r t n e r 

H a m b l y  &  W o o l l e y
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Sputnik has worked with Sandra for 25  years. 
Her illustrative voice,  while communicating the brief, 
breathes life  into everything, 
even the mundane. 
Corporate design becomes 
imaginative, 
packaging 
beautiful, 
and editorial 
meaningful.

K a r e n  S a t o k  

F o u n d e r ,  S p u t n i k  D e s i g n  P a r t n e r s  

P a r t n e r  E m e r i t u s
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I ’ve  had the pleasure of working with Sandra a  number of times over the years 
and the 
experience is  always the same. 
First,  
It ’s  hard to 
say which sketch I  l ike best 
and then a 
gorgeous final arrives 
that exceeds  
my hopes 
and 
expectations.

G r e g  K l e e 

D e p u t y  D e s i g n  D i r e c t o r 

B o s t o n  G l o b e
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I  knew both Sandra’s  mood and style would be a  great fit 
for a  feature about how depression among teen males can turn from violence against oneself to violence against others. 
The creeping veil  of dark shadow let the viewer know that yes ,  this  is  a  dark moment but the close-up portrait of a  suffering teen is  also 
beautiful and empathetic.

D a v e  M c k e n n a 

A r t  D i r e c t o r 

5 2 8 0  M a g a z i n e
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My     earliest recollection   of    being      interested   in   art    

			   was at    about     age     eleven. 

			       	      I     think    it started    by      watching    my   mother 

				                            		          paint    and    draw—I     basically   started    by 

							                           	  	 copying    what   she   was   doing.
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Sandra is  a  wonderful creative contributor to work with. 
Her quiet, 
calm style 
has a  wonderful way of bringing ideas 
into strong focus.

J o h n  M o n t g o m e r y 

A r t  D i r e c t o r  

R e a d e r ’s  D i g e s t  C a n a d a
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