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The heat of a summer night in the city, a fleeting silhouette of a woman by her window, the slit of dying

light between the gap of two buildings. These are some of the images evoked in Sojourner Truth

Parsons’ small but exuberant exhibition. ‘If nobody wants you you’re free’ presents nine large

paintings—and one series of smaller paintings—as an entirely new body of work and the artist’s most

abstract yet. The playful treatment of shape and colour creates emotive yet ambiguous landscapes, onto

which visitors inevitably cast their own projections.

Sojourner Truth Parsons: ‘If nobody wants you youʼre free,’ installation view at Esther

Schipper, Berlin, 2023 // Courtesy the artist and Esther Schipper, Berlin/Paris/Seoul, photo ©

Andrea Rossetti

Parsons is deft at playing with the intensity dial of colour. Whereas in parts a softened palette appears

more naturalistic, elsewhere hot pinks and bright orange offer tanginess that feels artificial. For the

most part, this sense of place is delivered by the sharp colours, allowing thoughts of fluorescent lights

and loud advertisements to surface. Few explicit references are made; in ‘You will get older’ (2023),

blocks of dark blues and black assume rolled-up high-rise buildings and through the oblong window of
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one, the moon (or a dusty sun) is glimpsed. In ‘Pain III’ and ‘Rain on Leaves’, the shapes of a woman

are segmented but discerned.

The smaller series of paintings, titled ‘End of April beginning of May,’ pepper one wall of the gallery

like a meditative interlude. Nearly exclusively painted with deep blues and black on black, the

paintings have a dash of brightness here and there: the illumination of a candle’s lit wick or a series of

overlapped, colourful circles, as though an object reduced to its unfocussed bokeh. A playfully

positioned black frog reappears in the shrouded night. The series offers us a quiet space in the dark, the

title speaking to the anticipation of longer, lighter days that will stretch out once more.

Sojourner Truth Parsons: ‘End of April beginning of May,’ 2023, acrylic on canvas, set of 15

paintings, 76,3 x 61,5 x 3,5 cm (each, 15 parts),exhibition view at Esther Schipper, Berlin, 2023

// Courtesy the artist and Esther Schipper, Berlin/Paris/Seoul, photo © Andrea Rossetti

Threaded together, the titles read like snippets from a poem. If the paintings were to be untitled, a touch

of the personal would be lost. ‘You will get older,’ ‘Beginning of the end,’ ‘Drinking alone I,’ ‘Pain

III’: each of these sparks a sensation, invoking something both universal and vague enough to elicit a

personal response or insertion from the viewer. This works to the power of Parson’s abstract paintings

which, in the atmosphere they conjure, invite visitors to connect their own dots of meaning together.
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Sojourner Truth Parsons: ‘If nobody wants you youʼre free,’ installation view at Esther

Schipper, Berlin, 2023 // Courtesy the artist and Esther Schipper, Berlin/Paris/Seoul, photo ©

Andrea Rossetti

There are instances in which the worlds of the work stammers. In ‘The wind blows it rattles, I close my

eyes’ and ‘Life knows how to live here,’ the outskirts of a painting work as a frame in which a smaller,

more intricate one is placed. One offsets the other in a way that feels irresolute. The eye is left without

quite knowing where to settle. Perhaps, given the artist’s self-proclaimed love for edges, this is part of

the intention. Edges can visually segment, clarify and even simplify, but they also have the power to

obstruct, confuse and unsettle. It comes back to a certain sense of playfulness, controlled by colour and

shape and microscopically skewed by the attention to detail—artwork titles, for example—on which

Parsons has a steady grip. In this sense, the artist sets the scene, inviting us into a vibrant world, within

which we each may come away with our own sense of place.

Exhibition Info

Esther Schipper Berlin

Sojourner Truth Parsons: ‘If nobody wants you you’re free’

 Exhibition: June 8-Jul. 6, 2023

 estherschipper.com

 Potsdamer Str. 81e/3rd Floor, 10785 Berlin, click here for map



74 75

Sojourner Truth PARSONS
b. 1984 in Vancouver, Canada / lives and works in New York

For nearly ten years now, the 
paintings of Sojourner Truth 
Parsons have tra!cked in the 
saturated and sensorial. Known 
for canvases that are as lucid and 
immediate as they are fragmentary 
and un"xed, Parsons' practice is 
driven by an elemental concern 
with the psychic life of the everyday, 
delineating the feelings, forms, and 
fantasies that structure our worlds. 

Bodies, #ora and fauna, the city 
around her—these forms recur 
across the Vancouver-born, New 
York-based artist’s work, indexes 
for the emotional acuities and 
atmospheric intensities that occupy 
her time in the studio. Whether 
rendering the dark heat of desire or 
the vacuous pull of despair, Parsons 
dispenses with distinctions between 
interior and exterior realms, 
nudging us instead toward a lexicon 
of the energetic and a$ective. 

In L’Invitation au !oyage, Parsons 
presents a suite of canvases 
grounded in darkness. Shadows 
stretch languidly across the surface 
of these works, with loosely brushed 
expanses of black suggesting the 
cover of nightfall, when thresholds 
between sense and sensation are at 
their gauziest. Here, Parsons o$ers 
a city imaged in fragments—the 
mirrored surface of the Manha%an 
skyline at dusk, moonlight playing 
on the East River—scenes drawn 
as readily from the artist’s frequent 
wanderings near her Brooklyn 
studio as from the New York of her 
mind’s eye, one conjured at least in 
part from relic. 

Operating on a perceptual plane 
that is both brisk and persuasive, 
these works are executed with a 
canny pale%e and knowing economy 
of perspective, one that privileges 
truth over fact and feeling over 
form. In reproductions of Parsons’ 

Sojourner Truth Parsons, July Tree, 2020-2021, acrylic on canvas, 
213,5 x 183 x 4 cm (83 7/8 x 72 1/8 x 1 5/8 in)
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works, this quality o&en translates 
to an obliging uniformity, the 
surfaces of her canvases appearing 
to coalesce into a graphic coolness, 
pitched against spreads of #at, 
saturated color. To stand in front 
of these paintings, however, is to 
absorb a #atness of an altogether 
di$erent register, one in which paint 
is harnessed thinly and intuitively to 
build images with the haptic quality 
of a vision: articulate in detail, but 
fragile in form. 

The moon anchors these 
compositions, repeating bright and 
full across all three canvases, their 
central "gures seemingly tethered 
to its transportive energies: desire, 
fantasy, introspection, risk. In 
July Tree, two women appear in 
silhoue%e, a recurring motif in 
Parsons’ work, one that casts the 
body as both energy and form. A 
neck arched in pleasure, a lithe 
"gure extending outside the frame 

—these are shadowy, sharp-edged 

presences, as elusive as they are 
compelling. Amidst their charge sits 
the suggestion of the city at night, 
its structures and rhythms, the 
fullness of its promises and potency 
of its perils. 

In Fa"ing out of love #ith you, this 
tension comes into sharper 
focus, a gowned and gloved 
"gure—noirishly stylized, the very 
projection of desire—gazing across 
the harbor toward Manha%an, a 
single long-stemmed rose in hand. 
Looser, prosaic #orals #ank the 
image, set against crude patchworks 
of blushes and golds. These 
arrangements puncture the shield of 
night, suggesting a scene about to 
end, the veil of illusion giving way 
to other forms of beauty—perhaps 
less precise in their elegance, but 
awaiting us regardless.  

The received idea will always 
exceed the frame of reality, Parsons 
reminds us—the fantasy by its very 

Sojourner Truth Parsons, Fa"ing out of love #ith you, 2020-2021,  
acrylic on canvas, 213,2 x 182 x 3,8 cm (83 7/8 x 71 5/8 x 1 1/2 in)
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nature is one fallible in form. A 
woman stares wistfully out a window 
in Pray for sex, the city re#ecting back 
at her as a goddess candle burns 
on o$er below. It’s uncommon for 
Parsons to render faces in her work, 
even rarer with the level of detail on 
view here. When she does, however, 
these faces are nearly always white—
parodically, blue-bloodedly white—a 
mordant nod to the ways love and 
fantasy are imaged and internalized 
culturally, with Parsons pointedly 
underscoring to whom the province 
of illusion so o&en belongs. In just a 
few strokes, Parsons makes plain to 
us that the look on this woman’s face 
is not one of longing, but rather of 
expectation—unthinking, unful"lled, 
unshakable, devastating. '

— Ma%hew Hyland

Sojourner Truth Parsons, Pray for sex, 2020-2021, acrylic on canvas, 
248,5 x 202,8 x 5 cm (97 7/8 x 79 7/8 x 2 in)
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SOJOURNER TRUTH 
PARSONS  
Through Aug. 16. Foxy Production; 
foxyproduction.com.

and beside her is a lavender 
doppelgänger. If, then, you turn to 
“Tell Them That It’s Human 
Nature” and find the same balle-
rina behind a seated, naked 
young woman, and both of them 
enclosed together in another 
painting-within-the-painting 
under another piece of blue 
“tape,” you may think you’ve got 
the point: The show, as billed, is 
about sex, love and escalating 
levels of self-consciousness, as 
well as a steady cultural drum-
beat of highly    stereotyped images 
of femininity.
     But since you could just as 
easily find a different progression 
entirely — crisscross the gallery 
following the round yellow moon, 
instead, or simply linger in front 
of the jagged, fractured face in 
“My Perfect Look” — it’s almost 
impossible to get your footing. 
The secret, I finally realized, was 
in those changeless black back-
grounds, which the paintings’
reds, yellow, and hot pinks throw 
into such relief. Though they look 
thick and velvety online, if you’re 
able to visit in person you’ll dis-
cover that they’re painted quick 
and thin. 
     In combination with the 
sketchy drawing, this makes the 
whole group of paintings look as 
much like stage dressings as they 
do like a gallery show — which 
adds a final, crucial turn to the 
work’s self-consciousness.
:,// +(,15,&+

Let’s say you start “6ex and Love 
With a Psychologist,” a tricky new 
show by 6ojourner Truth Parsons, 
with the painting “2cean With 
Piano.” There you’ll find a paper-
doll ballerina on point in front of a 
matte black background.
     Behind the dancer are several 
views of a full moon, “attached” to 
the painting’s bottomless darkness 
with trompe l’oeil blue tape, 

http://foxyproduction.com/
http://foxyproduction.com/


+yland� MattheZ. ,ntroductory te[t for �6oMourner 7ruth ParVonV: +olding <our 'og $t 1ight�, 2017, at Oakville gallerieV, 
Oakville� O1� Canada

:ith their canny palette and crude perVpective� the paintingV of 6oMourner 
7ruth ParVonV readily diVpenVe Zith diVtinctionV EetZeen interior and 
e[terior ZorldV. 5endering the atPoVpheric and ePotive energieV Vhe 
encounterV aV lucidly aV phyVical truthV� the Canadian�Eorn artiVt oEVerveV 
a Eroad affective terrain in her Zork� docuPenting the di]]y indulgenceV of 
glaPour and Poney aV gaPely aV the dark heat of VhaPe.

+olding <our 'og $t 1ight EringV together a VerieV of canvaVeV produced 
Ey ParVonV Vince Vhe relocated to LoV $ngeleV in 20��. :hether detailing 
the city
V infaPouV nightlife� itV e[traordinary Vunlight or the econoPic 
diVparitieV on Zhich it iV Euilt� ParVonV
 ZorkV offer a kind of EaroVcopic 
depiction of the VpaceV and placeV Vhe PoveV through� at once ingenuouV 
and acerEic. 1either autoEiographical nor narrative in forP� theVe paintingV 
inVtead nudge uV toZard the pVychic life of the everyday� to the feelingV� 
forPV and fantaVieV²Eoth Vaccharine and ViniVter²that Vtructure our 
ZorldV.
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L.A. WOMEN: SOJOURNER 
TRUTH PARSONS 

ART I SEP 2016 I BY MICHAEL SLENSKE 

In an era when identity politics are so prevalent. specifically in the U.S., it's easy to trivialize the 

travails of our neighbors to the north. Imagine the journey of a Black-Mi'kmaq-Caucasian 

Canadian painter born to an absentee father and a single mother who enlisted a craft-crazed 

grandmother to watch her child while she earned a living as a graphic designer for a television 

station in Victoria, British Columbia. "My nana was a knitter. She made crazy shit around me all the 

time, blankets and sweaters and hats with so many colors and patterns, but I felt really strange 

growing up:' says Sojourner Truth Parsons. Her name was picked out by her mother who was 

visiting a Judy Chicago exhibit in 1984 when baby Sojourner kicked as she was passing a 

reference to the 19th century abolitionist and activist. 

Though she wanted to "be a star" as a child, Truth Parsons' younger sister-now a professional 

dancer and choreographer-proved the more talented performer. "I would always draw out the 

things I wanted to be:· she explains of her early sketches of legs doing splits or turns. "I just pull 

from my life. My dad wasn't around much when I was growing up so I had all these watercolors of 

this black man. It's always been an expression of a personal journey'.' 

After graduating from the Nova Scotia College of Art and Design and burning through a few 

Canadian galleries, Truth Parsons' journey ultimately led her to a residency at New Mexico's Santa 

Fe Art Institute in 2014, where she used sand, acrylic and ceramic to make collaged canvases with 

warm colors and pink poodles to tackle notions of rejection and shame. That year she also 

connected with Davida Nemeroff and Mieke Marple, the founders of Los Angeles' Night Gallery. 

who invited Truth Parsons to show these works in "Hot House:· their 2014 pop-up show in 

Harlem during New York's Frieze Week. A year later, she ducked out to Mexico City "to get away 

for a bit:· but Nemeroff encouraged her to come back to the States and check out L A  for a few 

months in order to make a new body of work. 

6lenVke� Michael. ³L.$. :oPen: 6oMourner 7ruth ParVonV�´ &XOWXUHG 0DgD]inH 6ept. 20��. :eE.  
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Berardini� $ndreZ. ,ntroductory te[t for �6oMourner 7ruth ParVonV
 �, *ot $llergieV� $UW $gHnGD 2� -uly 20��. :eE. 

7he Voothing ZhiVperV of the Vong drift Eeneath the Vhift and chatter of the opening party like a lavender PiVt� 
velvety fingerV. 7he ne[t door gallery ZaV open Eut not opening. EPpty� itV harVh Zhite lightV EeaP like a 
drugVtore. But here� the light iV Vofter. Everything iV Vofter.

Ooh EaEy � yeV ooh EaEy � :hen Ze
re out in the Poonlight � Looking up on the VtarV aEove � )eelV Vo good 
Zhen ,
P near you � +olding handV and Paking love.

³BaEy´ Ey 'onnie and -oe EPerVon iVn¶t officially part of 6oMourner 7ruth ParVonV¶ firVt Volo e[hiEition in LoV 
$ngeleV �itVelf only the Vecond VhoZ at the neZly�opened Phil *allery�. But� hearing it on repeat during the 
opening� itV Vad longing and gentle deVireV reveal her aeVthetic too perfectly to ignore� Voundly Vhaping the 
variouV collage paintingV� the eEEing video� and curiouV VculptureV. :ritten and recorded Ey the teenage 
EPerVon ErotherV on a farP in ����� their record Vold only a feZ copieV� and itV e[penVe alPoVt Eankrupted 
their faPily. $ collector purchaVed a thrift Vtore copy in 200� and� thirty yearV later� 'reaPin¶ :ild ������ 
EecaPe an underground VenVation covered Ey L$ cult hero $riel Pink� Zho deVcriEed ³BaEy´ aV ³pure 
atPoVphere.´ $nd it iV. $ teenage Eoy¶V voice PoanV VZeet nothingV to the ViPpleVt of rhythPV. 6ad Zithout 
Eeing dark� haunting Eut only a little Pournful� innocence Zith a firVt taVte of VenVuality.

Pure atPoVphere� ³, *ot $llergieV´ iV hardly teen nawve. But even e[perienced� it¶V Vtill VoPehoZ pure. ,n the 
Piddle of the rooP cluVter giant Zhite grapeV Zith a popVicle�handle angling out �it¶V Py life� 20���. Made 
roughly froP paper collage and Vand� and ePEedded PyVteriouVly here and there Zith rhineVtoneV� the 
popVicle haV Pelted a perfect pool of Zhite paint onto the floor. 7he grapeV¶ cheZed VkinV look a Eit groVV� Eut 
the Pkchpd PaVV alVo holdV a gentle charP. $ fantaVy treat dropped Ey a giant child� a ClaeV OldenEurg relic 
froP ³7he 6tore´ ������ that couldn¶t take the VuPPer heat.

$ feZ feet aZay� a long Vcreen tucked into the corner playV a video of a Vingle roVe drifting VloZly in the cool 
chePical Elue of a VZiPPing pool �8ntitled� 20���. Collage paintingV angle and VZell off the ZallV Zith tertiary 
colorV and Vcrappy Paterial VhoZing fractured VceneV� pieced out and layered in PyVteriouV ZayV. 7Zo 
floating fingerV Zith long red nailV VeeP at a glance to hold a cigarette in tueVday Porning �20���²Eut the 
fingerV are deep lavender and unattached to any hand� Zhile the cigarette iVn¶t EetZeen the fingerV Eut 
floating Eehind theP. +andV appear tZice Pore� Zith different fleVh and poliVheV. ,n for ZoPen¶V eyeV only 
�20���� Zhite fingerV Zith pink nailV Ziggle freely acroVV the Vurface� MuVt a teaVe of -ohn :eVley¶V Ve[y pop 
Eut never aVpiring to the criVp� flat cleanlineVV of hiV playful planeV of color. Protruding and receVVed� 
VoPetiPeV VPooth though uVually PeVVy Zith te[ture� altogether coPpoVed� ParVonV¶ paintingV poVVeVV a 
looVe freedoP and carefree confidence.

:alking paVt the croZd into the Eack rooP� an ice Vculpture carved into the Vhape of poodle VtandV Zith itV 
feet VtreZn Zith paper roVeV. +eart iV Melting ,ce �20��� iV a collaEoration EetZeen ParVonV and 'avida 
1ePeroff� Zho iV e[hiEiting in the gallery¶V EathrooP. 6oPeone tellV Pe , can touch it. 5ivuletV of chill Zater 
Pelt aZay aV , Vlope Py handV over the fro]en Vurface� cryVtalline and tePporary. 7he floZerV lying at the 
puppy¶V paZV ePote VentiPentality Eut are hardly cloying. 7he EPerVon ErotherV¶ Vong finaleV. , glance over 
to Vee a cell phone hooked into VpeakerV Zith the tune diVplayed on itV Vcreen. 'rying off dripping fingerV on 
MeanV� , preVV repeat and Zalk aZay. 7he EoyV¶ voiceV folloZ Pe into the night.

Sojourner Truth Parsons’ “I Got Allergies”
Ey $ndreZ Berardini
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