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TC :  Van Gogh pa i ns t ak i ng l y  cop i ed Japanese p r i n t s  i n o i l s ,  maybe t o f i nd ou t  

how t hey we re cons t r u c t ed .  Wha t  do you l ea r n when you make you r  own o i l  

on canvas ve r s i ons o f  Japanese p r i n t s ? 

LM : I began t o pa i n t  Japanese p r i n t s i n t he 1980s . They f o rmed one o f t he 

ca t ego r i e s o f ob j e c t s f o r t he s t i l l  l i f e pa i n t i n g s I wo r ked on du r i n g t ha t  

decade . The p r i n t s a l l owed me t o dep i c t  an o r d i n a r y ob j e c t ,  a shee t o f pape r ,  

wh i l e po r t r a y i n g scenes o f peop l e go i n g abou t t he i r  da i l y bus i n e s s .  The mo re I 

g r ew abso r bed by pa i n t i n g t he se de l i g h t f u l  s cenes , t he mo re I f o r go t  abou t t he 

p r i n t s as shee t s o f pape r .  I n my m i nd , I  en t e r ed an imag i na t i v e space i n 

wh i c h I cou l d a lmos t hea r t he c l a t t e r  o f a c r owd , f ee l  t h e we i gh t  o f a k imono , 

sme l l  f o od cook i n g ,  eavesd r op on women cha t t i n g .  Bu t t hen t h i s men t a l  

connec t i o n wou l d s l i p and I ’ d g r ow consc i o u s o f s imp l y pa i n t i n g shee t s o f 

pape r .  I ’ d f o cu s on t he i r  f l a t n e s s and t he way t he r e c t a ngu l a r shapes t h r ew 

shadows aga i n s t  a g r ound . I  l e f t  an imag i ned peop l ed wo r l d beh i n d f o r ma t e r i a l  

app r e c i a t i o n o f t he p r i n t s ,  wh i c h r e - a c t i v a t e d my connec t i o n t o t he r ea l ,  

phy s i c a l  wo r l d .  

Wha t I l e a r ned f r om t he Japanese p r i n t s was some t h i n g abou t t he na t u r e o f 

pa i n t i n g :  t h i s sh i f t  be tween t he imma t e r i a l  and ma t e r i a l  m i r r o r ed a f undamen t a l  

a spec t  o f pa i n t i n g i t s e l f .  Wh i l e pa i n t i n g ,  I  cons t an t l y hand l e t he s t u f f  o f  pa i n t  

- pa i n t  as a ma t e r i a l  i s go r geous l y bu l k y ,  o i l y ,  sme l l y and messy . Ye t wh i l e 

wo r k i n g w i t h i t ,  I ’m comp l e t e l y i n vo l v ed w i t h images i n my head , w i t h my 

f ee l i n g s ,  w i t h concen t r a t i n g on t he canvas and pa l e t t e .  The manua l ,  concep t ua l  

and emo t i o na l  a r e sepa r a t e expe r i e n ce s ye t become meshed as one . Th r ough 

t he p r o ces s o f mak i ng , e l emen t s o f my i nne r wo r l d ,  i n t a ng i b l e bu t cha r ged w i t h 

ene r g y ,  ge t t r a n s f o rmed i n t o a ma t e r i a l  f o rm - i t ’ s amaz i ng t o r e cogn i s e i n 

pa i n t  t h i n g s o f t he m i nd and hea r t .  I ’m comp l e t e l y f a s c i n a t ed by t h i s r e l a t i o n 

be tween m i nd , ob j e c t  and t r a n s f o rma t i o n .  



TC :  Why do you abs t r a c t  some you r  t r ansc r i p t i ons o f  p r i n t s ,  ove r l a y t hem w i t h 

bands o f  co l ou r  and o t he r  geome t r i c  shapes? 

LM : I ’ v e a lway s f ound Japanese p r i n t s use f u l  a s mo t i f s t o exp l o r e d i f f e r e n t  

aspec t s o f pa i n t i n g and my r e l a t i o n t o t he wo r l d .  A t t he end o f t he 1990s I 

used Japanese p r i n t s t o deve l o p my app r oa ch t o s t i l l  l i f e pa i n t i n g i n t e rms o f 

s t o r y - t e l l i n g ,  and t h i s was l i n k ed t o my i n t e r e s t  i n pa i n t i n g peop l e .  By t he m i d -

1990s i t  began t o bo t he r me t ha t I on l y pa i n t e d t h i n g s and p l a ce s .  I  f i n a l l y 

f ound a way t o pa i n t  peop l e :  by t r e a t i n g a pe r son as an ob j e c t ,  a s t i l l  l i f e .  

Th i s s t r a t e g y l ed me t o pho t og r aph peop l e a t venues l i k e t he B r i t i s h Museum 

whe r e peop l e s t ood ou t s i d e wa i t i n g f o r f r i e nd s .  The l oo k o f a pe r son wa i t i n g i s 

r a t h e r mask l i k e ,  evok i n g a k i n d o f absence , and t h i s gave me t he emo t i o na l  

d i s t a n ce I needed a t t ha t  t ime f o r my pa i n t i n g s .  By f o cu s i n g on t h i s absen t 

exp r e s s i o n i n my pho t o s ,  I  cou l d pa i n t  a f a ce i n a s im i l a r  way t o how I 

pa i n t e d a bu i l d i n g f a cade o r an ob j e c t .  A pe r son ’ s f a ce was s imp l y a su r f a ce 

t o dep i c t .  

By t he end o f t he decade I was f ed up w i t h pa i n t i n g peop l e i n such an 

a l i e na t ed f a sh i o n .  I ’ d ha t c hed an i n t e r e s t  i n t he cha r a c t e r s I pa i n t e d and 

wan t ed t o po r t r a y aspec t s o f t he i r  l i v e s ,  t h e i r  pe r s ona l i t i e s ,  t h ough t s and 

f ee l i n g s ,  t he i r  s t o r i e s .  I  wan t ed t o l oo k a t wha t l a y beh i nd t he mask . The 

Japanese p r i n t  t h a t  he l p ed me make t h i s change showed a g r oup o f peop l e on 

a p l ea su r e boa t d r i f t i n g down a r i v e r .  I  was d r awn t o t h i s image o f peop l e 

g r ouped i n one p l a ce , t he boa t ,  bu t who a l s o moved t h r ough a cons t an t l y 

chang i n g l ands cape - I l i k e t he way t he y we r e s imu l t a neous l y f i x ed and i n 

mo t i o n .  I n pa i n t i n g t h i s p r i n t ,  I  wan t ed t o convey some t h i n g o f t ho se pa r t i c u l a r  

momen t s t ha t  b i n d peop l e t oge t he r and l a y t he f ounda t i o n f o r a f u t u r e s t o r y o r 

memo r y .  I  pa i n t e d t he p r i n t  as i f  i t  had been en l a r ged and cu t up i n t o 

sec t i o n s .  By d i s so l v i n g t he pa t t e r n s and co l o u r he l d by t he b l a c k l i n e s and 

b r u sh i n g sweeps o f co l o u r up and down t he canvas , I  hoped t o t r a n sm i t  a 

sense o f bo t h t he spec i a l n e s s o f t ha t  p r e sen t momen t i n t andem w i t h t ime 

un f o l d i n g ,  and o f a memo r y o f t h i s p l e a san t ou t i n g i n t he mak i ng . 

TC :  Japanese co l ou r  woodb l ock p r i n t s  a re an i nc r ed i b l y  con t r o l l ed med i um ,  

t ak i ng a nea t  d r aw i ng and t u r n i ng i t  i n t o a mass - p r oduced ,  exqu i s i t e  a r t - c r a f t  

p r oduc t .  The l i ne i n you r  pa i n t i ngs i s  f r ee and spon t aneous .  Can you t a l k  

abou t  t he gap be tween t hese two and wha t  t he rewo r k i ng means f o r  you? 

 



LM : Wheneve r I l o o k a t an ac t ua l  woodb l o c k ,  I ’m s t r u c k by t he tw i nn i n g o f t h i s 

r a t h e r c l u n k y ob j e c t  w i t h t he e l egan t p r i n t  i t s e l f  - t he ha r d da r k wood i s 

s co r ed by i n t r i c a t e g r oo ves and heavy gouges made w i t h cu t t i n g t oo l s t ha t  

need i n t e n se muscu l a r e f f o r t .  Shadows poo l  i n t he g r ooves and t he d r aw i ng i s 

d i f f i c u l t  t o see whe r eas t he p r i n t e d image i s so immed i a t e and f r e sh w i t h i t s 

ove r a l l  f l a t n e s s ,  i t s seem i ng l y e f f o r t l e s s l y r ende r ed b l a c k l i n e s and beau t i f u l  

comb i na t i o n s o f co l o u r .  One s t age o f t he p r i n t  i n vo l v e s r e s i s t a n ce wh i l e a t 

ano t he r ,  t h e r e ’ s no t h i n g bu t ease . Pa i n t  a l s o o f f e r s a k i n d o f r e s i s t a n ce as i t  

s i t s on t he pa l e t t e w i t h i t s t h r ee - d imens i o na l  bu l k .  I t ’ s ex t r eme l y p l e a su r ab l e t o 

see and f ee l  t h i s immob i l e b l o b g i v e way t o f l u i d i t y when m i xed w i t h t u r pen t i n e 

and l i n s eed o i l .  Wh i l e I pa i n t  a Japanese p r i n t ,  t h e p l a y be tween t he f i x ed 

l i n e s o f t he ac t ua l  p r i n t  and t he movemen t I g i v e t hem t h r ough pa i n t i n g 

t r i g ge r s a p r o f ound sense o f r e l e a se - I f ee l  l i k e I ’m f l y i n g !  

TC :  You r ge i sha pa i n t i ngs make me t h i n k abou t  t he cons t r u c t i on o f  f em in i n i t y  

-  and a cons t r u c t i on o f  Japan ,  t oo .  Te l l  me mo re . 

LM : As many ch i l d r e n do , I wo r e a numbe r o f un i f o rms and cos t umes t h r ough 

my ch i l d hood and ado l e s cence - s choo l  un i f o rm , B r own i e un i f o rm , ba l l e t  l e o t a r d 

and s l i p pe r s ,  Ha l l oween masque r ades , s choo l  p l a y cos t umes . I n my t eens du r i n g 

t he 1970s , I  cu l t i v a t e d a f l owe r ch i l d l o o k .  I  donned l ong sk i r t s impo r t e d f r om 

I nd i a ,  sanda l s ,  pa t c hou l i  o i l  and i t  was impo r t a n t  t o me t ha t I  wo r e my ha i r  

pa r t e d i n t he m i dd l e and as s t r a i g h t  as poss i b l e ,  l i k e Jon i  M i t c he l l  - d i f f i c u l t  

f o r someone w i t h cu r l s .  Then I wen t t h r ough a phase o f wea r i n g a l o t  o f 

make - up , pa i n t i n g my f a ce . Th r ough my cho i c e o f c l o t h e s and ou t f i t s ,  I  f e l t  a s 

t hough I pou r ed my amo rphous se l f  i n t o va r i o u s mou l d s and exp l o r ed t he f i t .  

A t some p l a y f u l  l e ve l ,  t h i s s t i l l  c on t i n ue s t oday .  The key i s t o p i c k t he r i g h t  

ou t e r f o i l  t o i d en t i f y o r m i r r o r my i nne r s t a t e .  A l l  t h i s engende r s a sense o f 

cons t r u c t i o n i n r e l a t i o n t o t he se l f ,  and w i t h i n t h i s my i deas o f f em i n i n i t y a r e 

su r e l y i n vo l v ed . 

Japanese p r i n t s ce r t a i n l y i g n i t e d my cu r i o s i t y abou t Japan i t s e l f .  My f i r s t  t r i p 

t o Japan was i n 1989 f o r a show o f B r i t i s h a r t  t h a t  i n c l u ded my wo r k .  A f t e r  

t ha t  f i r s t  e xpe r i e n ce , I  was hooked - neve r had I been t o a mo re v i s ua l l y 

compe l l i n g and engag i ng p l a ce . Bu t howeve r much I was cap t i v a t e d ,  I  f e l t  

equa l l y shu t ou t by t he shee r sense o f o t he r ne s s ,  by no t unde r s t a nd i n g t he 

l anguage o r soc i a l  cu s t oms . I f i n d t h i s push / pu l l  e f f e c t  o f a t t r a c t i o n and 

a l i e na t i o n ve r y seduc t i v e ;  and i n Japan , t h i s dynam i c i s ac t i v a t e d t o an 



ex t r eme . The sub j e c t  o f connec t i o n and d i s connec t i o n ,  o f t he f am i l i a r  and 

un f am i l i a r  i s one o f my g r and p r eoc cupa t i o n s as a pa i n t e r and so i t  makes 

Japan , o r my i dea o f Japan , an impo r t a n t  a r t i s t i c ca t a l y s t .  

TC :  You a re ve r y p l a y f u l  i n t he way you encou rage you r  ge i sha t o m i sbehave .  

You ’ ve w r i t t en t ha t  t hey a re you r  a l t e r - ego ,  so t hey mus t  a l l ow you do t h i ngs 

you cou l dn ’ t  o t he rw i se do .  I f  t r ue ,  wha t ? 

LM : When I was s t r u gg l i n g t o f i n d a way o f pa i n t i n g peop l e i n t e rms o f t he i r  

f e e l i n g s and s t o r i e s ,  t he ge i s has bu r s t  ou t o f my Japanese p r i n t  t r a n s c r i p t i o n s 

and o f f e r ed ass i s t a n ce . As my own i n ven t ed t r o upe o f cha r a c t e r s ,  t h e ge i s ha s 

qu i c k l y l e t  me know i t  was my own f ee l i n g s and s t o r i e s t ha t  I  wan t ed t o 

add r e s s .  Bu t I ’m t oo shy t o r e vea l  myse l f  d i r e c t l y so i t  was g r ea t t o h i de 

beh i nd t hem and l e t  t hem t a ke ove r - t he y cou l d emo t e f o r me . Th r ough t he 

ge i s ha s , I  was ab l e t o f o r ge t  my shynes s and my sense o f du t y .  Th i s spa r k ed 

t he f un o f b r ea k i n g r u l e s and ge t t i n g up t o no good . 

TC :  And wha t  abou t  t he da r ke r  s i de? Wha t  i s  go i ng on i n t he b l ack pa i n t i ngs 

o f  ge i sha ( a f t e r  Mane t ) ,  and when t hey cu t  t he heads o f f  ch i c kens? 

LM : I pa i n t e d t he ge i s ha s f o r a yea r .  I  pa i n t e d t hem l o s t ,  l o ne l y ,  happy , 

wea r y ,  t h ough t f u l .  They we r e i n sa t i a b l e ,  a lway s demand i ng mo re pa i n t i n g s .  Bu t 

as t ime wen t on , I  g r ew a f r a i d I ’ d have t o pa i n t  t he ge i s ha s f o r e ve r .  A t l a s t  I  

t oo k a d r a s t i c measu r e and b r ough t a ha l t  t o t he end l e s s f l ow by hav i n g a 

ge i s ha d i e .  I  f e l t  aw f u l  do i n g i t ,  bu t qu i t e empowe r ed . To m i t i g a t e t he r ea l n e s s 

o f he r dea t h ,  I  couched my dead ge i s ha i n t ha t  o f Mane t ’ s Dead To r eado r - 

she ’ d l i v e on f o r e ve r i n a r t .  Fo l l ow i ng t he ge i s ha ’ s dea t h ,  I  needed t o convey 

t he ce r emony and r i t u a l  o f mou r n i n g ,  and f o r t h i s I had t o f i n d ano t he r way o f 

pa i n t i n g - t he g l o s s y subs t an ce o f o i l  pa i n t ;  t h e co l o u r and qu i c k ges t u r e t ha t  

cha r a c t e r i s ed t he ge i s ha pa i n t i n g s we r e no t app r op r i a t e .  I  made my b l a c k 

mou r n i n g pa i n t i n g s by r ubb i n g a pas t e o f b l a c k powde r - p i gmen t and b i nde r on t o 

t he canvas . I t  opened up a wo r l d o f s t i l l n e s s .  

The ch i c k en pa i n t i n g s t ems f r om a memo r y o f my g r andma who l i v ed i n a 

sma l l  f a rm i ng t own i n t he Canad i an p r a i r i e s and who I wou l d v i s i t  mos t 

summe r s du r i n g my ch i l d hood . To s t o c k he r mass i v e f r e e ze r f o r t he com i ng 

w i n t e r ,  she and he r bes t f r i e nd wou l d o r de r a c r a t e o f l i v e ch i c k ens f r om a 

l o ca l  f a rme r and spend a mo rn i n g decap i t a t i n g t he b i r d s .  Wh i l e p l u c k i n g 

f ea t he r s and chopp i ng bod i e s f o r cook i n g and f r e e z i n g ,  t he y goss i p ed t he en t i r e 

t ime . Fo r me , t he v i o l e n ce and t he b l ood and go r e sca t t e r e d a r ound t he sun -



f i l l e d bac k ya r d was shoc k i n g .  Ye t t he r e was p r agma t i c g r andma and he r f r i e nd 

cha t t i n g a l l  t h e wh i l e ,  ob l i v i o u s t o t he ho r r o r ,  en j o y i n g t hemse l v e s .  As a mo t i f  

f o r pa i n t i n g ,  t h i s was a p r ime examp l e o f t he f am i l i a r  co l l i d i n g w i t h t he 

un f am i l i a r .  

TC :  You r exh i b i t i o n w i l l  be t he occas i on f o r  f und - r a i s i ng f o r  t he v i c t ims o f  

t he recen t  ea r t hquake and t sunam i i n t he no r t heas t  o f  Japan .  Wha t  does an 

a r t  show o f f e r  i n t imes o f  d i sas t e r ? 

LM : I n t h i s i n s t a n ce , I  hope i t  o f f e r s so l i d a r i t y ,  and opens up an emo t i o na l  

space f o r v i ewe r s t o r e f l e c t  on t he va l u e o f human connec t i o n and empa t h y .  

 

 

 


