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In 1959, Robert Rauschenberg wrote, “painting relates to both 
art and life. Neither can be made (I try to act in that gap between 
the two). A pair of socks is no less suitable to make a painting 
with than wood, nails, turpentine, oil, and fabric. A canvas is 
never empty.” 

This sentiment is just as applicable now in the work of 
Marta Lee as it was mid-century. Her hybrid paintings and 
constructions similarly bridge the gap between art and life, 
text and image, self and other, superficial divides that she 
pastes over with palpable touches of muted acrylics and papery 
skeins of black and white photo transfers. Lee offsets these 
purely visual elements by incorporating things she habitually 
borrows from the world. She weaves together these dispa-
rate media into resonant yet incomplete wholes, sites where 
memory and matter intermesh, not unlike those very tex-
tiles that are often the subjects of her paintings. Lee’s tender-
ness and emotion are revealed in the way she lives with and 
through objects, all of which—in their unpredictable diversity 
and idiosyncrasy—touchingly index her feelings and relation-
ships with both people and place.

Lee often portrays her subjects illusionistically, metic-
ulously built up with thousands of delicate strokes, as in 
Couched in Our Indifference or Laying and Lying. In other recent 
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works like Welcome Home or Schlafzimmer Kabinett (Dresden), 
she includes the actual objects reproduced in the two previously 
mentioned paintings as ghostly photo transfers. In Welcome 
Home, we see a pair of socks (a photo transfer of a risograph 
print) that have been layered over the trademark “Members 
Only” brand logo, which she has altered to read, “Me Only,” 
a coy allusion to lonely times past. The visual presence of the 
socks is deceptive, both indexical and iconic; are they illusions 
or really there? Welcome Home reflects the sensibility of poet 
Eileen Myles, the cover of whose book Lee featured in a 2017 
still life in which the author’s portrait by Robert Mapplethorpe 
appeared transformed by Lee’s simultaneously sensitive and 
lively mark-making. In a 1991 poem, Myles ponders: “Do you 
know what the message of Western Civilization is? I am alone. 
Am I alone tonight? I don’t think so.”

Lee unspools the legacy of Western art in her work, yet 
weaves its lineages into a new 21st-century tapestry. In her 
painted world of poetry and socks, album covers and clothes 
hangers, altogether new forms of living and identity seem 
possible. It seems that even in those times of acute isola-
tion, we may find ourselves enmeshed and embraced by new 
threads, texts and textiles that contain the ability to tie us 
all together.
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1. Installation view 
2. Laying and Lying, 2018, acrylic and transfer on linen, 56” x 48” 
3. Bloody Mother Fucking Asshole (Myles), 2017, acrylic and crayon on found fabric, 7” x 11” 
4. (left) Welcome Home, 2018, acrylic, transfer, and Risograph on linen, 17” x 11” 
    (right), Made in Wooster, 2018, transfer on canvas, 10” x 8” 
5. (verso) Couched in Our Indifference (diptych), 2018, acrylic, transfer, and oil bar on linen      
    with compact disc, 45” x 30” each
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