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Lindy Lee’s practice is driven by questions of 
identity and the nature of the self. Her works 
foreground impermanence, flux, connection 
and interdependence, presenting a dynamic 
and liberating take on who we are and how 
we construct ourselves.
F E AT U R E b y  JA N E O ’ SU L L I VA N

THE  
ORIGINAL 
AND THE  

COPY

“Repetition, the photograph, the 
copy – all of those were methods to 
find a deeper connection,” says Lindy 
Lee, reflecting on the threads running 
through her diverse 35-year practice. 
In that time, she has worked with 
photocopies, photographs, ink, wax, 
bronze, paper, steel and fire. She has 
developed a vivid and symbolic language 
of colour and then moved towards 
somethings much more austere. “To me, 
it’s this continuous journey,” she says. 

In a survey exhibition of Lee’s career 
scheduled for later in 2020, Sydney’s 
Museum of Contemporary Art (MCA) 
plans to present works that travel from 
her early photocopy pieces through to 
later series’ about family, Buddhism 
and the elements, as well as a large 
new commission, Moonlight Deity 
(2020). !e in-depth survey has been 
curated by museum director Elizabeth 
Ann Macgregor, who has known Lee’s 
practice for decades. “I visited Lindy’s 
studio on my first trip to Australia 
in 1995 – before I ever considered 
working here – and have followed her 
career with close interest ever since,” 
she says. “I was struck then by the 
way she was thinking through what it 
means to be ‘between two cultures’.” 
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!ese early works of Lee’s are 
photocopies of photographs of paintings 
from the Western canon. Untitled (After 
Jan van Eyck) (1985) is a single image, 
compelling and hazy. Philosophy of the 
Parvenu (1990) is two lines of faces fading 
in and out. !e context for these was a 
period spent abroad. Lee had just returned 
to Australia after several years travelling, 
including to Italy, as well as studying in 
London at the Chelsea School of Art. 
She had moved to Sydney to continue 
her studies at the Sydney College of Art 
and was finding that the works she’d seen 
overseas were still on her mind.  

“I was always told that the original 
is better than the copy. Okay, accepted 
wisdom. But something else was 
happening,” she says about the photocopies 
she had begun to make. !e images were 
grainy. She saw something “ghostly and 
very beautiful” in them, something that 
o"ered its own authentic experience. 

Up to this point, Lee had gravitated 
towards non-figurative abstract painting, 
but the new medium captured her 
straight away. “I think artists use certain 
methodologies and materialities because 
there is something that matches the 
question that is trying to emerge,” she 
says. !ere’s something in them that is 

suggestive of other, deeper questions, even 
if it’s not immediately obvious. “For me  
it’s always personal somehow. I’m not really 
an intellectual.”

!e photocopy works might have 
started as a reflection on portraiture and 
an enquiry into what was reproducible, but 
Lee soon came to see the copy as “a sort of 
metaphor for me – I’m just such a bad copy 
of China and white Australia, the realm  
of the copy is what I am.”

!ese works meant facing some hard 
truths. “I was deliberately trying to carve 
out my sense of belonging and calibrating 
it towards absolutely and entirely Western 
traditions. As soon as I realised that it 
was because I wanted to belong – that it 
was a question of belonging – I realised it 
was a red herring,” she says. “Because if 
you belong, you just belong and you never 
question it.”

Lee turned to ancestry. In the 1990s and 
early 2000s she introduced photographs of 
her own family. In Birth and Death (2003), 
these photographs are a vibrant red, a 
colour speaking of blood and the body, and 
are presented in Chinese accordion books. 
Together, the faces form a crowd. Taken 
more slowly, the repetition and subtle 
shifts in the copies speak of the many 
di"erent moments that go into building 

Top to bottom 
LINDY LEE 
Untitled, c.1985 
photocopy on paper 

LINDY LEE  
Untitled (After Jan  
van Eyck), 1985 
photocopy and synthetic 
polymer paint on paper 
28.5 x 21 cm

LINDY LEE  
Untitled (Yellow Series 2) 
(date unconfirmed) 
photocopy and synthetic 
polymer paint on paper 
41.9 x 29.7 cm
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LINDY LEE  
The Silence of the 
Painters, 1989 
photocopy and synthetic 
polymer paint on paper 
15 parts 
42 x 29.5 cm (each) 
Museum of 
Contemporary Art, gift 
of Loti Smorgon AO and 
Victor Smorgon AC, 1995

Courtesy the artist, 
Sutton Gallery, 
Melbourne and 
Sullivan+Strumpf, 
Sydney/Singapore

Lindy Lee with Life of Stars at Art Gallery of South Australia, Adelaide 2018. 
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relationships. !e work can be read as 
a self-portrait, as told through personal 
connections and history, but Birth and 
Death also shows Lee’s expanding sense 
and understanding of the self. 

Lee had begun studying Zen Buddhism 
in 1993 and took Jukai, the formal 
initiation into Zen Buddhism, in 1994. 
“!e questions that had plagued me 
about identity – about a sense of self and 
the world – they’re actually all contained 
within Zen texts [and] k#ans … All of 
that is about the construction of self and 
the dismantling of that,” she says. !e 
early impact of this was shown in a major 
1995 work that Lee is recreating for the 

scheduled MCA survey. !e title of No 
Up, No Down, I Am Ten !ousand !ings, 
which was first shown at the Art Gallery 
of New South Wales, refers to the idea of 
forgetting the self and choosing instead 
to be actualised in surrounding things and 
connections. !e work is a constellation of 
photocopies and works on paper that cover 
the walls, floor and ceiling. Each one is its 
own experience, but together they form a 
kind of radiating explosion. !is sense of 
intensity and expansion characterises much 
of Lee’s practice. 

Regular meditation also led to Lee’s 
flung ink works (later also flung bronze). 
!ese works read as traces of moments, 
but what is existing in that moment is not 
entirely clear. Lee flings the ink when, at 
rare moments during meditation, the inner 
voice subsides and disappears. “When it 
happens, it is wondrous but then after, it’s 
terrifying,” she says. “If all of my thoughts 
and all of the constructions of who I am do 
not actually exist, then what is there?” 

She has also made work by burning into 
paper and metal. !e surfaces and textures 
of these works, like Immutable (2012), call 
the viewer into the feeling of the present 
moment, while the array of holes conjure 
a firmament of stars. More recently, Lee 
has used ash and ink to create deep black 
works like !e Exile Awakens #8 (2018). 
Now, however, the black doesn’t speak 
about loss, mourning or obliteration  
but the cosmos and, by extension, the 
state of unknowing.

Macgregor believes the MCA’s survey is 
timely. “She addresses such potent issues of 
identity and our relationship to the cosmos,” 
she says. “It is also a show that combines 

pertinent themes, complex processes 
and strong aesthetics.” !e roughly 
chronological approach of the exhibition 
also brings out Lee’s use of repetition, from 
the photocopies to the burning of holes. 

“[Even as a student] in Chelsea, when  
I was just doing these one-stroke paintings, 
it was all repetition,” says Lee. “When I 
took up meditation, I was already training 
for it ... I was already doing it in my own 
weird way.” She now sees the repetition 
involved in many of her works as its own 
kind of meditation. 

“But the framework through which  
I understand it now is that every mark of 
repetition is this absolute engagement with 
the present moment – and that’s meditation. 
It’s always coming back to this moment.”

“Poetically, this moment is infinity 
and eternity at the same time,” she says. 
“Eternity is the ever-unfolding now ... 
which also by connection stretches out to 
the edges of the universe. It sounds fanciful 
but it’s not actually.”  
Lindy Lee: Moon in a Dew Drop is forthcoming at the 
Museum of Contemporary Art, Sydney, scheduled for 
Winter 2020. She will exhibit in I am a heart beating in the 
World: Diaspora Pavilion 2 at 4A Centre for Contemporary 
Asian Art, Sydney, in November 2020 and with 
Sullivan+Strumpf, Sydney, from September 4 to 26, 2020.
At the time of printing the Museum of Contemporary 
Art, 4A Centre for Contemporary Asian Art and 
Sullivan+Strumpf, Sydney, are temporarily closed to  
the public in response to COVID-19. All exhibition dates 
are current however, due to the unfolding circumstances  
of COVID-19, please refer to institutional websites for 
further details.
Lindy Lee is represented by Sullivan+Strumpf, Sydney  
and Singapore and Sutton Gallery, Melbourne.
mca.com.au 
4a.com.au 
sullivanstrumpf.com 

LINDY LEE  
The Exile  
Awakens #8, 2018 
from the True Ch’ien series 
Chinese ink, fire and  
giclee print 
155 x 103 cm

Opposite 
Top to bottom 
Installation view  
LINDY LEE  
Exploding Suns, 2019 
Sullivan+Strumpf, 
Singapore

LINDY LEE  
Immutable, 2012 
black mild steel and fire 
210 x 100 cm

Courtesy the artist, 
Sutton Gallery, Melbourne 
and Sullivan+Strumpf, 
Sydney/Singapore
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