
Celestial Bodies 

Jocelyn Lee’s images are borne of nature.  To walk into a room lit with her work is to look out at 

the universe itself—planets and moons, bright galaxies, nebulae, dark matter—all of it 

expanding, so much to examine that we are no mere onlookers but nineteenth-century naturalists 

engrossed with our telescopes or perusing our cabinets of wonders, our halls of biodiversity.  

And what wonders are here to be seen! 

I’ve known Jocelyn Lee a long time.  Years ago we shared a summer rental in Martha’s 

Vineyard, a bunch of us twenty-somethings, musicians and artists, beachcombers and dreamers.  

Jocie, always with the camera even then, got us to pose, indoors and out, shades drawn on beach 

days, the beach in the rain.  A common sight was her studying the leaves of the forest, the shape 

of a seed head, the contents of a puddle or tide-pool, finding her own exhilarating moments in 

the stuff the rest of us overlooked, stuff we’d only get to fully share later, film canisters piling up 

on her passenger seat.  It was a pleasure to be seen by her, and later a greater pleasure to see what 

she’d seen. 

Fast forward a few decades.  After her 2014 wedding (“Love is lovelier the second time 

around,” as the lyricist said), and wanting to preserve her nuptial flowers, she left them in a giant 

bucket of water on her Maine back porch, where of course they didn’t keep forever but instead 

transformed, transmutated, drooped and sank and went all diaphanous, something fresh to see 

every time she visited them, and not only the alterations of age and decomposition, but re-

compositions authored by the weather, by the quality of light, by the time of day, perhaps even 

by her curious children stirring with a stick, anyway endlessly fascinating, anything but static. 



The artist was intrigued: could she create a world like this on purpose?  At the farm-

supply store she purchased large feeding troughs, arranged them in her backyard among the 

apple trees and ’possum tracks, filled them with water, or let the rain do the job.  A floating 

sunflower head became a celestial body, and apples satellites, add leaves for texture (some 

simply falling from the sky), fruit from the Farm Stand, mostly locally grown (the pomegranates, 

however, from another galaxy at least), and throw in seaweed from the nearby beaches (all of it 

star stuff in any case).  It was the world’s slowest show, and ongoing, stopped only by Jocelyn’s 

lens. 

For Jocelyn, portraits are a kind of still life, and still-lifes a kind of portrait.  It was barely 

a leap from the troughs to her interest in human bodies, our own temporality, our blooming and 

fading, our collective stories, which are all the same in the end: we come, we go, wisdom 

accruing, skin sagging, liquids seeking their level, gases in, gases out, the fruit that we are, the 

petals of us, the leaves and bark. 

These images create mythic juxtapositions.  A fertility goddess supine in the grass.  Did 

she fly too close to the sun?  Is she of the earth or fallen to it?  And over here a vexed muse sur 

l’herbe, the tumult of roses in her background as pink as her living, sun-kissed skin, her youth 

almost daring fate to intervene, the daylilies behind her orange as rust, orange as the tangled 

tresses of the half-shell maiden caught up in winter honeysuckle, winter-pale skin taut with the 

chill of anticipation as spring makes way.  And what goddess is this ambivalent forsythia woman, 

still dressed in her snow-drift leotard, hair a carnelian bloom?  Has she been thrust out of some 

violent fairy tale?  Or has she escaped, exerting her own powerful will?  Over here a cascade of 

red curls overflows a sky-blue bathtub, and those tresses reach across the boundaries of their 



photograph to rhyme with the rust of deliquescing fruit in a feeding trough or find consonance 

with grasses dried golden on stone, the seat of an older woman before a pond, portrait and still 

life and landscape all holding mirrors to one another. 

Do the perils of aging lead to grace?  The older woman is so soft and pale compared to 

the coarse metamudstone, both photo and woman stripped of excess, her hair as white and as still 

as the sky behind her but soon to be ruffled by the breeze we observers see coming in the 

distance, Persephone’s last meditation, winter on its way. 

These blooms, these bodies, these floating realities: this is where we’ve been, and yet it’s 

where we’re going.  We’re all children, gazing inscrutably through textured glass, all but opaque, 

beauty awaiting her turn. 


