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The Appearance of Things



The world enters our body via sensual portals: eyes, nose, ears, skin 
and nervous system, it is then translated by our brains into meaning 
and experience.

The Appearance of Things attempts to access this tactile and optical 
experience and explores how we are enmeshed in an embodied and 
ephemeral world. All life, including our human form and being, passes 
through stages of birth, blossoming and death.

Life occupies environments—it makes itself at home, and enacts an 
arc of existence on this stage, be it a pond, a forest or a suburban home. 
Each image strives to celebrate a multitude of sensual bodies: animals, 
plants, and human beings. In many ways, the photographs are cabinets 
of wonder, echoing nineteenth century natural science’s fascination 
with the diversity of life. 

The Appearance of Things encompasses still life, portrait, and 
landscape photographs, as well as many images that fuse these genres. 
This mingling is partly what the work is about: creating a shift in 
perspective where a body (portrait) becomes a landscape; a still life 
becomes a portrait; and a landscape becomes a body.

Printed at large scale and floating against a rich, dark background, 
the photographs beckon the viewer to a cinematic immersion in the 
image. The installation of the work as triptychs and diptychs juxtapose 
various bodies in divergent earthly environments and shift scale 
significantly across the images. The works are meant to engage the 
body of the viewer and become galaxies of their own through the use 
of space and the dilation and contraction of scale.

My hope is that the images will appear as if seen from the sky at 
night (the perspective from the deep universe above) looking down at 
illuminated stages—spotlit moments of real magic occurring all over 
our extraordinary planet simultaneously.

Jocelyn Lee, 2017
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The Appearance of Things

Front Cover, Dark Matter #2 (Pomegranate and Hosta), 2016

Back Cover, Pearl Behind Glass, 2014



Rather than the exchange between camera and subject, these painterly 
pictures—currently on view at the Center for Maine Contemporary 
Art—reveal a symbiosis between human and natural forms, each  
enhancing the other’s uncanny, shifting beauty. There is a “Winter  
Venus,” a flame-haired nude wandering among a thicket of branches,  
and a sunburnt odalisque, her skin as bright pink as the flowers 
growing from a nearby bush. A young woman, shown spotlit at 
night, sits on the ground, surrounded by fallen apples, their bruised, 
pockmarked surfaces echoing the dimples that dapple her exposed 
skin, the dirt on the bottom of her feet. Another woman, much older, 
floats naked in a cove, her arms outstretched above her head, her 
breasts and the tops of her thighs breaking the surface of the water like 
the seaweeds rising around her.

The New Yorker, Photo Booth, Jocelyn Lee’s 
Painterly Portraits of Nudes Immersed in Nature,
Rebecca Bengal, June 15, 2018

The Cove, 2017
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“A Jocelyn Lee photograph… is true to the mysteries of our lives… 
What is this f lesh, anyway?! Are we “spirits” “in” bodies? We are 
bodies–something unexplained, unknown, and kept secret. We 
are reminded here that our bodies are nothing to be proud of, or 
ashamed of… Jocelyn Lee welcomes us to contemplate the secrets 
hidden in plain sight.”
       — Sharon Olds

Winter Venus, 2016
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Her series, The Appearance of Things, continues Lee’s ongoing 
examination of the physical world. Encompassing and fusing still life, 
portrait and landscape genres, the images depict bodies enmeshed in 
an ephemeral environment. The female forms are submerged in water 
or dappled in sunlight, counterpointed with contemporary memento 
mori of vivid and painterly still lifes of rotting flowers and glistening 
fruit. Collectively, they offer a melancholy yet unsentimental reflection 
on life’s transitions through stages of birth, blossoming and death.

Creative Boom, Jocelyn Lee’s Melancholy 
Photographs of Women Through Every 
Stage of Life,
Tora Baker, March 4, 2018

The Woods Near the Quarry, 2016
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Feature Shoot, One Photographer Reflects 
On the Mysteries of the Human Body
Ellyn Kail, August 14, 2018

Raw, 2010

The possibility of new life lingers in the background of every frame. So 
does the inevitability of death and loss. By breaking down the barriers 
between genres (portraits, landscapes, still lives), Lee invites us to enter a 
time before time–and a primordial realm where everything is beautiful 
and nothing ever stays the same. 
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For American photographer Jocelyn Lee, the most exquisite depths 
of beauty can be found within the fundamental vulnerability of 
life itself. Here, within the strength and fragility of the physical 
world, Lee looks at the subjects of sexuality, family, aging and death 
to express the transitory feelings of joy and melancholia that are 
inherent to the ephemeral nature of existence.

In The Appearance of Things, the artist’s first UK solo show at Huxley-
Parlour Gallery, Lee uses portraiture, landscape and still life to 
explore the tactile qualities of the living world, juxtaposing foliage, 
fabric and flesh to capture the transitory beauty of a moment that 
arrives as quickly as it disappears.

Another, “The Unclothed Body is Our Primary 
Vessel”: Photographing Vulnerability
Miss Rosen, April 20, 2018

Quitsa Pond, 2016



Raising the Cherry Tree, 2016

[Lee’s] genre-bending work finds beauty in difficult places and seeks 
to explore and expand conventional definitions of female beauty. Her 
portraits are raw, honest, and rich in implied narrative, showing 
women both young and old situated within the natural landscape. 
Lee’s large-scale photographs are one-of-a-kind cinematic tableaux 
featuring multiple images, each striving to celebrate a multitude of 
sensual bodies: animals, plants, and human beings. Together, the 
series reflects on life’s transitions from birth through to death.

Lenscratch, Joceyn Lee: The Appearance 
of Things at The Center for Maine 
Montemporary Art,
Aline Smithson, June 5, 2018
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L’ŒIL DE LA PHOTOGRAPHIE, Jocelyn 
Lee–The Appearance of Things,
July 4, 2018

The Appearance of Things represents nearly ten years of work by 
photographer Jocelyn Lee and encompasses still life, portrait and 
landscape photographs, as well as many images that fuse these genres. 
This mingling is partly what the work is about: creating a shift in 
perspective where a body (portrait) becomes a landscape, a still life 
becomes a portrait, and a landscape becomes a body. Throughout her 
work, Jocelyn Lee poignantly captures beauty and humanity’s fragile 
nature. Her images of the natural and constructed world explore the  
sensuality and materiality of the environments against which life’s 
events continually unfold.
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Dark Matter #6 (The Sunflower’s Belly), 2016
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Dark Matter #13 (Sinking Rose and Sunflower), 2017

The portraits are juxtaposed with bold, painterly compositions of 
decomposing flowers and aging fruit. Echoing tropes and techniques used 
in 17th century Dutch still-life painting, Lee’s use of memento mori imagery 
emphasises the impermanence of the mortal world, whilst a rich colour 
palette accentuates the tactile qualities of fauna and flora. By reflecting on 
the breadth of art history whilst addressing contemporary concerns, the 
photographer’s body of work rewrites tradition, presenting a subtle yet 
powerful statement about the female experience.

Aesthetica Magazine, Transient Moments,
April 11, 2018



10

The Appearance of Things was a novel exhibition, or perhaps even a novel 
of an exhibition, featuring some 40 of Jocelyn Lee’s gorgeous chromogenic 
prints, saturated in color, full of images of flowers, fruit and females, all 
presented in constellations of prints hung against gallery walls as dark 
as the night sky and the unconscious mind. [It is] a poetic, feminine 
narrative of the human life cycle, women and girls, flora and fruit in bud 
and bloom and decay.
 
Jocelyn Lee belongs to a new wave of photographers who are redefining 
and challenging cultural norms about the lives of women. Her images of 
women and girls are part of a contemporary photo-dialogue that includes 
the work of artists such as Sally Mann, Katy Grannan, Justine Kurland 
and Catherine Opie. Lee’s photographs of Rubenesque women and older 
women subvert conventional notions of female beauty.
 
The Appearance of Things then was a sensory experience of the feminine 
imagination, images untitled and unnumbered free floating in the dark 
space of Jocelyn Lee’s subconscious.

The Maine Arts Journal: The UMVA Quarterly, 
The Appearance of Things: Jocelyn Lee 
Dreams a World of Women,
Edgar Allen Beem, Fall, 2018

Jenna and the Fallen Aapples, 2016
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Milk and Sap, 2017

On her website, Lee introduces the series with a quote from French 
phenomenological philosopher, Maurice Merlau-Pony. It reads; “Visible 
and mobile, my body is a thing among things; it’s caught in the fabric of 
the world, and its cohesion is that of a thing. But, because it moves itself 
and sees, it holds things in a circle around itself.” This quote is indeed 
pertinent to The Appearance of Things, which seems itself to both create 
and collapse that circle. The photographs show the way in which we are 
caught in the fabric of the landscape; both separate and the same as the 
natural world which surrounds us. Women, in their multitude of ages 
and forms, are woven into the landscape; their naked bodies as much a 
part of it as the flowers that bloom around them, or the kelp that laps at 
their body as they float in the ocean amongst it.

Ignant, Jocelyn Lee Captures The 
Appearance Of Things, 
Rosie Flanagan, July 23, 2018
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The Bath, 2016

“Over here a cascade of red curls overf lows 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...”

       — Bill Roorbach
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It’s Nice That, Jocelyn Lee’s First UK Solo 
Exhibition Surveys The Appearance of Things, 
Lucy Bourton, April 19, 2018

Shortlists:

Late September, 2017

Through Jocelyn’s range of styles, props and subjects, the photographs 
“seek to question and expand on the traditional definitions of female 
beauty—her portraits steer clear of the conventional and idealised,” the 
gallery continues. For the photographer the aim of The Appearance 
of Things is similar, wanting “to expand the notion of the beautiful 
to include the more vulnerable stages of life, including adolescence, 
pregnancy, middle age, old age and illness,” she explains. “I am 
interested in embracing what others may see as physical imperfection 
or vulnerability, and documenting it with the eyes of a lover.”

—

Artsy, 10 Must-See Artists at AIPAD’s Photography Show
Alina Cohen, April 9, 2018

Fad Magazine, Photo London Top 5
Lee Sharrock, 17 May 2018
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Jocelyn Lee has a very certain way of looking at people. Her work is 
often driven by themes of “sexuality, family, death and ageing,” and in 
turn, there is an eeriness to her photographs that viewers just can’t help 
looking at. Lee sings the body extreme, with inflated female bodies 
of lugubrious dimension or ravaged by age and diminished by time. 
Some of her women are submerged in water or delicately balanced on 
a rotting log in the midst of a wild forest, their splayed forms resting 
in fragile repose. In others, gleeful Rubenesques defy their mass and 
musically move through an airy wood—like ample Shakespearean 
nymphs. There is a disturbing intimacy in much of the work along 
with a note of incredulity.

—

Jocelyn Lee’s The Appearance of Things is an ambitious and 
beautiful exhibition of large-scale photography…the overall effect 
of the show is beautiful and deeply respectful. 

—

Artscope Online, Maine’s Mini-Mecca, 
July/August, 2018

Portland Press Herald, Art review
Dan Kany, July 15, 2018

Dark Matter #3 (Wedding Flowers #1), 2015




