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Like the American painter John James Audu-

bon or German photographer Karl Blossfeldt, Johanna 

Goodman fulfills the role of the artist-as-naturalist—

but with the notable difference that she invents the 

exotic species she so laboriously documents. “I call 

them ‘Imaginary Beings’ because I didn’t want them 

to just be ‘people in outfits,’” she laughs. “I had this 

idea that I would love to make a giant reference 

book, like the Audubon compendium of birds, 

with big illustrated plates, and each one has a 

plate number at the bottom.” At this point her 

compendium would exceed 400 plates—or “the 

mid-fours,” as she puts it.

One of the signature aspects of Johanna’s Cat-

alogue of Imaginary Beings is her reinvention 

of the body’s proportions. Massive, freeform 

torsos dominate these collages, with minia-

turized heads, hands, and feet emerging like 

tiny appendages: whereas the standard head-

to-body ratio taught in figure drawing classes 

is around 1:8, the head-to-body ratio of most 

Beings is roughly 1:14. The change in scale 

monumentalizes and mythologizes the figures 

even as it creates a somewhat comical effect—

or if not comic, perhaps the tiny extremities 

simply render these powerful bodies a tad less 

menacing.

The unexpected shift in hierarchy—from 

the face to the body—creates opportunities for unex-

pected narratives. “Much like Nick Cave’s Soundsuits, 

so much can be expressed through the body,” Johanna 

observes. “Focusing on the figure frees me up to 

emphasize gesture and adornment and gives me the 

opportunity to make the body not a body at all, but 

something else—anything at all.”

Johanna’s  shape-shifting bodies  and their 

adornment do indeed become many things: pastoral 

landscapes, modern cityscapes, protest posters, galac-

tic visions and natural phenomena, among others. In 

her 2018 illustration for Persisticon (an organization 

devoted to electing feminists to public office), a 

conglomeration of 35 black and white eyes con-

stitutes the figure’s body and garb. This vigilant 

Being is a modern-day Argos, the Greek giant 

with so many eyes that he continued to keep 

watch, even while asleep.

An Imaginary Being commissioned by The River 

Newsroom and Chronogram magazine in 2021 

features the Hudson Valley architect Juhee 

Lee-Hartford. Clothed in a loose schematic of a 

multilevel dwelling, Juhee is transformed into 

the architectural ideal of a Living Building—a 

structure that is compatible with nature and 

thus with life itself.

In addition to the artist Nick Cave, Johanna 

cites Julie Taymor and her costume designs for 

The Lion King as creative points of reference. 

“Those are puppets, but there is something 

about their over-the-topness, their larger-than-

life power that I love and that I try to tap into a 

little bit,” she says. Johanna likens her Beings’ adorn-

ment to costume or even armor, and the projection 

of power and agency is common to all of her portraits 

of women. “Not to simplify it too much, but I think 

representation is important; there’s so little repre-

sentation for so many women. I like making women 

i n t e r v i e w e d  b y  m a r k  f o x   p h o t o g r a p h y  b y  j o h a n n a  g o o d m a n

g o o d m a n

g r o w i n g  u p  i n  l o n g  i s l a n d ,  w i t h  p a r e n t s  h e a v i l y  i n v o l v e d  w i t h  t h e  N e w  Y o r k  a r t  s c e n e ,  i t  w a s 

i n e v i t a b l e  t h a t  a r t  w o u l d  b e  a  p a r t  o f  h e r  f u t u r e .  c h i l d r e n ’ s  b o o k s  a n d  m a g a z i n e s  w e r e  a  s o u r c e 

o f  e a r l y  i n s p i r a t i o n .  S w i t c h i n g  f r o m  f i n e  a r t  t o  P a r s o n s  s c h o o l  o f  d e s i g n  p a v e d  t h e  p a t h  t o w a r d s 

i l l u s t r a t i o n .  w h i l e  s t i l l  i n  s c h o o l ,  a  p i e c e  f o r  t h e  N e w  Y o r k e r ;  a f t e r ,  a  j o b  a t  c r o w n  p r i n t  p r e s s 

a f f o r d e d  t h e  t i m e  t o  h y p e  t h e  p o r t f o l i o  a n d  a  c h a n c e  f o r  h e r  f i r s t  t i m e  m a g a z i n e  c o v e r .
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j o h a n n a

Johanna  
is  just 
on it. 

She  
doesn’t miss . 

Also,  
something 

about 
how she 

treats 
people’s 

feet in all  
of her  

Imaginary 
Beings.  

they’re these  
l ittle  
bonus  

moments  
at  

the bottom  
of the  

compositions 
that make  

the  
whole thing 

sing.

L a r r y  B u c h a n a n 

A r t  D i r e c t o r 

R a c q u e t  

m a g a z i n e
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I feed 

myself 

a lot of 

visual 

inspiration— 

other artists’  

work, 

ads, music, 

crafts 

and 

people on 

the 

street.   

Then I try 

and 

take as 

many 

cues 

as possible 

from my 

intuition. 

Not 

knowing 

exactly 

where a 

piece is going 

is the

best way 

for me. 

If I have 

it too 

planned 

before 

starting the 

work, 

the journey 

isn’t as 

surprising  

and fulfilling.  

very big—as big as possible—and letting them take 

up space and be loud and opinionated.” Johanna con-

cludes: “They’re not for the male gaze. They’re for my 

own, or for everybody’s.”

Collage seems to be a  natural extension 

of Johanna’s interest in the material world—and what 

might be thought of as her mix-and-match aesthetic. 

“I love finding stuff other than collage material,” she 

admits. “I have a little obsession with tag sales and sec-

ond-hand stores, and I love sifting through junk to 

find hidden treasures. I suppose it’s a lifestyle. Just as 

in a collage, putting a room or outfit together from 

disparate, collected materials found by mistake that 

don’t seem to go together is so much more interesting 

and satisfying than anything prescribed or planned.”

The unplanned compo-

nent is an important one for 

Johanna, and she typically starts 

her illustrations by considering 

composition and adornment 

only—any specific meanings 

can be teased out later. 

The advantage of this approach 

is that Johanna gives herself 

the freedom to propose juxta-

positions that might defy logic 

or escape notice if her initial 

thought process were more 

linear. “I always hated trying 

to get things right, and work-

ing cohesively—I just hate that!” 

she tells me. “I just really, really 

love it when things don’t go 

together. There’s nothing better 

than that.”

Much of the graphic 

impact of Johanna’s collages 

come from “things that don’t go 

together.” Some of these visual 

conflicts are obvious—black 

and white photographs against 

color, for example—but others 

are more subtle, like the con-

flict between two irreconcilable 

points of view. Plate No. 324 

features an Imaginary Being standing in a frozen land-

scape photographed at eye-level.  

The chef’s hat silhouette of the Being’s dress, however, 

is filled with tree branches photographed from a low 

angle. Collapsing these images—two realities—into 

one moment creates an impossible perspective that 

increases the mythic power of the image. Curiously, it 

also confers a godlike power to the viewer who now 

sees the world from multiple vantage points at once.

In Plate No. 356 the magic of the image is in the incon-

gruity between foreground and background. An 

ombré sky of corals and lavenders above the Holly-

wood sign forms the comma-shaped garment that a 

Being wears in front of a stuccoed Angeleno facade. 

What must be background—the sign, ridge, and a 

small helicopter in the distance—is nonetheless fore-

ground, and vice versa. This weird defiance of our 

shared understanding of space is one of the many 

delights of Johanna’s work, and I never tire of this 

simple, playful maneuver.

“To me,  making a  collage feels  like play 

because I was never taught col-

lage,” she offers. “I was taught 

how to draw and paint but col-

lage wasn’t in my education. It 

feels like there is no ‘right’ way 

to do it.” Although Johanna’s 

collages are informed by thirty 

years of considering color, com-

position and concept as an illus-

trator, she sees these aspects 

infusing her current work more 

through “osmosis” than from 

any calculated approach. “I love 

the combination of control with 

lack of control of the medium.”

The brilliance of using 

The Catalogue of Imaginary 

Beings as the title for this series 

is in its double entendre. When 

“Beings” is a noun it aptly 

describes the mythic creatures 

that Johanna assembles. But 

when “Being” is understood as a 

tense of the verb “to be,” as in “a 

state of being,” it turns out that 

Johanna’s Imaginary Beings are 

also imagined ways of living.  

The range of women this body 

of work depicts, and the models 

for being that it offers, reminds 

me of Walt Whitman’s famous verse: “Do I contradict 

myself?/Very well then I contradict myself,/ I am large, 

I contain multitudes.” Four-hundred plus collages later, 

Johanna Goodman has forcefully demonstrated that 

she and her Beings also contain multitudes—and most 

happily so.
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We worked together for about six  months last year on the Pirelli  Annual Report. 
To illustrate the concept of the human dimension,  Johanna created collages about the six  values that Pirelli  cares about. 
It  was a  true journey—made in the middle of a  pandemic—together with Johanna and our team we created something 
strong,  meaningful and beautiful. 

T e r e s a  B e l l e m o 

B r a n d  E d i t o r i a l  M a n a g e r 

S t u d i o  E d i t o r i a l e ,  M i l a n
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I  love    making      collages   about     women. 

	 There are     images   of    women      everywhere   you   look    but   so   few   of   them    are   interesting    to  me. 

		  They’re    so   often    about     beauty   or   sex    appeal   and    selling a    product. 

			         I’m    hungry   for     images  of    women   that   are      monumental,      complicated,     imposing, 			 

			                                          unusual   and   solid.   A     different   kind  of    beauty.

	                                             I’m     interested  in    making   them    larger-than-life,     enigmatic,     radiating   power,    conviction   and   joy.	
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There is  a  cheerful power  
in the proportions and color of Joanna’s  work that draws the eye in; 
every element of a  Goodman illustration expands the narrative. 
She is  world-building, 
and yet,  the use of an anchoring figure is  an intuitive reminder 
of how personal every topic is 
no matter how distant, 
monolithic,  or intractable 
it  may feel.

J e n n  B o g g s  

A r t  D i r e c t o r  

V Q R
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I  love collage and every time I  see a  Johanna Goodman piece 
I  wish I  had done it.  
Johanna latched on to a  specific illustration style  
and wrestled it  into submission.  
She has stayed the course thematically  
and has never wavered.  
Her work gets better and better  
with every execution.

D J  S t o u t  

P a r t n e r  a n d  P r i n c i p a l 

P e n t a g r a m ,  A u s t i n
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I ’ve  been a  fan and follower of Johanna for many years,  
and was thrilled when I  got the opportunity to feature her work in a  high-profile campaign for trutv.  
The assignment inspired our production designers to utilize Johanna’s  art work as  the main set piece  
for a  special live taping of the show.  
And it  enabled me to witness  her process  first-hand when she magically combined analog and digital  
techniques to create a  stunning backdrop for these special episodes.

N o e l  C l a r o 

C r e a t i v e  P r o d u c e r 

N e t f l i x
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