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Destruction and Reconstruction Until the Kingdom Comes
A reading of Simen Johan’s Digital Imagery

Simen Johan, a Swedish digital artist working in New York, creates stunning 

large format digital images. In what appear to be exquisitely printed photographs, he 

uses digital collage techniques to challenge representations of wildlife, reality and the 

condition of the natural world. In his most recent project, Until the Kingdom Comes, the 

very size of the images — some exceeding 8 feet — provide an experience of 

verisimilitude that offer the viewer a chance, voyeuristic encounter with a living animal.  

And yet, Johan is far from a traditional wildlife photographer offering a connection to an 

exotic land, or chance to witness beautiful animals in their native habitats. Instead, 

Johan’s images are provocative digital constructs: hybrid collages of wildlife, 

landscapes and commentary.  His creative process and subtle juxtaposition of a wild 

animal’s casual posture, in a landscape teeming with intrigue, allow me to suggest that 

his images are designed to call attention to the strange, threatened, and disjunctive 

condition of our natural world.

In his work, Untitled, #152, three giant bears lounge among the debris of a land-

fill brimming with wasted fruit. Shiny apples and perfect grapes carefully placed along 

side moldy cantaloupes hint that a Dutch Master’s painting has gone awry. Or perhaps, 

that a culture’s decadence has caught up to it, leaving the most fierce of predators as 

victims on display. The desert foot hills of Arizona mirror the languid posture of these 

peaceful grizzlies — the texture of their dense fur in the arid landscape is in stark 

contrast to the colorful details of their bed. In Untitled #152 the bears are dislocated 



from their natural habitat, and inserted into a constructed reality, communicating ideas 

of fracturing, excess, waste, and dislocation. 

Johan begins his creative process with photographs he takes of animals held 

captive in zoos, farms or nature preserves, and sometimes creatures that are 

taxidermied and placed in museums in front of dioramas (Johan, slatemagazine.com). 

By digitally inserting his subjects into yet another alternative environment, Johan 

metaphorically reuses the tools of a poacher — digitally shooting, extracting and 

relocating. Both grizzly and American black bears are species effected by commercial 

poaching, along with white rhinos, white tailed deer, bobcats, big horn sheep, and many 

species of primates — all animals appearing (or reappearing) in Johan’s work. In 

Untitled #175 the figure of a forlorn orangoutang oddly lounges in a bed of human 

debris, while a lush tropical forest fills the background. Untitled #174 portrays a tree 

densely populated with Golden Lion Tamarins whose humanlike faces are hauntingly 

expressive. (Interestingly, the National Zoo website informs us that, “30 years ago fewer 

than 200 Golden Lion Tamarins could be found in their native habitat” of deforested 

Brazil, yet, with the help of the Smithsonian National Zoo’s “Adopt a Tamarin” breeding 

and reintroduction program the population has grown to more than 1500 individuals.) 

Similarly, in Untitled #168 a forlorn white rhino lies alone in the desert sand. (CNN 

reports that there is only one male white rhino left in the world today.)

In another work, Untitled # 172  Johan makes the overlay of human intervention 

apparent enough to combine a commentary on habitat destruction while preserving a 

sense of wonder and illusion. As he describes his work, “I depict ‘living’ as an emotion-

fueled experience, engulfed in uncertainty, desire and illusion” (Johan, Huffington Post 



03/09/2012).  In #172 a herd of giraffes stand isolated in an eerie desolate landscape. 

Their heads reach toward the clear sky, where spots of blue peek through the misty 

smog hanging over the earth. These creatures appear to have just stepped off the arc 

into a strange, new world. It is a haunting image that may offer some insight behind the 

elusive title of Johan’s project, Until the Kingdom Comes.  Here you can imagine a 

biblical, post-arc world that is entirely fabricated. It is not the one described in Sunday 

bible school, where two-by-two the animals are spared, departing the arc to begin anew 

in a fresh organic landscape, but rather one where the species are digitally transplanted 

to an incongruent world of foggy illusion that is, importantly, digitally constructed.  A 

single species left alone to forge a new identity without any connection to the ground on 

which it stands.  As if through the meticulous re-construction of the “real,” a new 

kingdom is realized.  Or, similarly, Johan seems to say, “living” in today’s world offers not 

only the ability to travel the earth and beyond through the digital superhighway, but also 

into imagined, surreal digital worlds.

In summary, the project Until the Kingdom Comes, has inspired a reading of 

Simen Johan’s work as an imaginative critique on the condition of our natural world. For 

me, his work calls attention to displaced remnants of human intervention and 

demonstrates how to communicate these concerns through purposeful digital 

techniques, that metaphorically emulate the practices called into question.  When I first 

encountered, Johan’s prints, I was most interested in his effort to reconstruct a “reality” 

that seemed both believable and surreal. Ultimately, I found much more.


