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Adrienne Lee features repeating gestures and movements in her abstract paintings, which she has proclaimed as “writing.” Writing
constitutes the act of the visual representation of language, which also includes speech as the auditory counterpart. Why has Lee
chosen writing over spoken words that western philosophers have traditionally privileged (over written words)? And is the artist
examining the content of the writing or the very moment, the process, and the act of writing? 

“Abstract Painting in Relation to the Act of Writing” is a solo presentation by dmincubator at NADA Miami, curated by Daniela Mercuri.
In this presentation, Lee presents both very large, monumental-sized works of abstraction that exert a sense of expansive space like
an abstract landscape, and smaller abstract works that serve as intimate studies for the larger works. The dialogue between the
smaller, early iterations and the larger, later finished works shows the evolution and refinement of the artist’s vision. 

And this is mainly possible through painting and writing, both of which share the power of revisions and subsequent iterations,
which are absent in spoken words that demand spontaneity and articulation of all points in the moment. 

If spoken word is like calligraphy with ink (done with spontaneous, singular marks without any revisions), then the written word is
like an oil painting (allowing for layering and revisions). 

Lee studies writing as an abstract gesture, repetition, and an ongoing process of denying the full formation of words and meanings
and never arriving at the final destination. Lee repeats certain characters in either the English or the Korean alphabet, either in
cursive or calligraphic motif, such as the letter ‘A’ or the equivalent of the letter ‘J’ in Korean (‘ㅈ’). 



Lee’s investigation of the act of writing as a subject matter of her abstraction is not truly Derriderian, however, and even less
Saussurian. Ferdinand de Saussure laid the foundations of structural linguistics by contributing the idea that signs consist of the
signifier and the signified. He also argued that signs gain meaning from their relationships and contrasts with other signs. Jacques
Derrida, on the other hand, developed the post-structuralist concept of deconstruction and critiqued logocentrism of western
philosophy that prioritized speech over written words.

In Lee’s paintings that examine the act of writing, the artist freezes the moment of writing by applying the same letter and the same
action over and over again, like a repeating mantra. While language makes us think that we understand the subject that the words
are signifying, Lee’s painting refuses any form of signification beyond the formal relationship of color and form. This is because
words never fully form in Lee’s paintings, which are alphabets carrying sounds of vowels or consonants, rather than hieroglyphics
like the Egyptian writing system or pictographic characters like the Chinese characters. This is the conceptual framework by which
Lee’s paintings operate, in which a written letter replicates itself infinitely as the same letter without any differences of meaning
and no latency between the meanings that facilitate differance.

In Lee’s paintings, meanings cease to exist outside the immediate visual and formal experience of color, form, texture, and scale
because the artist understands the limitation of words, whether spoken or written, in relation to painting. This is because words are
not enough to capture the entirety of the visual experience. The word “pink” does not fully capture the particular color pink.

Lee’s paintings are often displayed as raw canvases (layered on with acrylic paint and hanji) on the floor or the ground, as if to exert
a sense of territorial space like the embassy compound in which Lee used to live as the daughter of a South Korean diplomat.

While Lee in part reflects on her lived experiences overseas that made her question her own sense of identity, her paintings achieve
something entirely different: they condense the moment of writing without allowing the writing to complete itself into the
formation of complete words. And this denies meanings and the relationships of meanings, collapsing the entire ecosystem of words
and meanings.  



In fact, Lee breaks down the dichotomy between speech and writing by representing speech through writing. (While the artist has
described the abstract gestures as relating to writing, the conclusion that Lee focuses on writing rather than spoken language may
be misleading upon subsequent examination.) This is because the consonants and vowels represent sounds, and it’s impossible to
make a painting enact sounds, but it is possible to suggest sounds of speech through writing or visual representation of the letters.
Writing is the signifier of speech, the signified, and speech is the signifier of writing, also the signified. 

In conclusion, Lee collapses the ecosystem of words and meanings and breaks down language to its core building blocks - letters -
because she may seek to break through the preconceptions and predefined imagery that words and signs convey. 

The lion is strong and brave. The rabbit is gentle and cute.

These are all assumptions that words carry due to their symbolic means of signification. 

The artist defies these preconceived notions, stereotypes and expectations. What lies next for her is ultimate liberation and freedom
on canvas, with paint, with gesture, with colors, and forms that exist prior to language, at the very moment of existence and being. 





(Assisi) no.19, 2026
acrylic, hanji, and hanbok on

unprimed and unstretched canvas
85 x 82.25 x 0.1 in.

215.9 x 209 x 0.25 cm.





(Assisi) no.7, 2025
acrylic and hanji on unprimed and

unstretched canvas
27.5 x 25.75 x 0.1 in.

69.8 x 65.4 x 0.25 cm.





(Assisi) no.8, 2025
acrylic and hanji on unprimed and

unstretched canvas
27 x 26 x 0.1 in.

68.5 x 66 x 0.25 cm.





(Assisi) no.9, 2025
acrylic and hanji on unprimed and

unstretched canvas
27 x 26 x 0.1 in.

68.5 x 66 x 0.25 cm..





(Assisi) no.10, 2025
acrylic and hanji on unprimed and

unstretched canvas
27 x 26 x 0.1 in.

68.5 x 66 x 0.25 cm.





Statement:

I have been consumed by the process of layering acrylic paint onto the absorbent surfaces
of unprimed canvas and Hanji. I hold my paintbrushes like I would a pen, and observe
writings unfold and articulate existent words in vain. Is it English, Korean, French, Farsi,
Chinese, Arabic? How many languages lived and reunited? Keeping up with linguistic
memory is so burdensome. My gestures are reminiscent of writing in gibberish as if to
surrender myself to the limitations of memory. But my writing is unruly and free; it is an
unencumbered thinking and doing.



Biography:

Adrienne Lee (b. 1998) is a Korean-American artist based in New York City. The squareness
of her paintings is a reference to the square coverslips used on microscopes in a
neuroscience lab, which was integral to her degree in neuroscience. 

Her academic pursuit of memory studies followed her reflections on her upbringing. As the
daughter of a diplomat, she moved countries every two to three years, during which the
term “identity” only evolved elusively. What matters most is now and where. Lee sets the
stage for a purposeful engagement between the artwork and its site of installation. 

Two of her former works in plasma-cut steel address memory loss and are currently on
view at the National Institute of Neurological Disorders and Stroke – National Institutes of
Health, U.S. Lee’s new paintings continue to preserve one’s connection to a place. Lee
started her own series of a site-specific installation model entitled <You and I>. The first of
the series, <You and I (Assisi)>, took place at a fourteenth-century oratory in the UNESCO
heritage site, Assisi, Italy, in May 2026.
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2021 - Current  
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Disorders and Stroke, National Institutes of Health | U.S. 
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2026   “Hand of Venus” + Group Exhibition -   
            dmincubator gallery | NYC, U.S. 

            “Feast” - Group Exhibition | McGuire Hall of St. 
             Joseph’s Church | NYC, U.S.

2025   “Assisi International Contemporary Art 
            Exhibition” | Assisi, Italy

           “40 Under 40” with Juror Jennie Goldstein, the 
            Jennifer Rubio Associate Curator at The Whitney 
            Museum of American Art | Long Beach Island 
            Foundation of the Arts & Sciences | U.S.

2024   “Playing Around” | Annunciation Church | NYC, U.S.

2019 “International Contemporary Art Exhibition” | Assisi, Italy

PERMANENT COLLECTION
Psychology Department of E. Craig Wall Jr. Academic Center at
Davidson College | U.S.

BIBLIOGRAPHY
Review by Marco Eugenio Di Giandomenico (ENG // IT)
Review by Richard Vine
Brooklyn to Gangnam - Issue 1
Scientific American
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2021   Honorable Mention | Art of Neuroscience Annual 
           Competition by the Netherlands Institute for 
           Neuroscience with jurors Dr. Paula Albuquerque, 
           Prof. Rodrigo Q. Quiroga, Prof. Semir Zeki

2019   Best Submission – Sculpture | Organization for 
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           Featured Artist | 32nd European College of
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https://by-adrienne.com/eng-adrienne-lee-and-the-resonance-retentissement-of-places-the-you-and-i-series/
https://by-adrienne.com/it-adrienne-lee-and-the-resonance-retentissement-of-places-the-you-and-i-series/
https://by-adrienne.com/across-the-synaptic-cleft/
https://www.brooklyntogangnam.com/issue-1
https://www.scientificamerican.com/article/inspired-by-chronic-illness-she-made-award-winning-art-about-the-brain/
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