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works are highly romanticised European representations of landscape, and the over-painting in 

Blue Willow Landscape is based on the eponymous plate design, widely used in early colonial times, 

showing an exotic `Oriental' scene as imagined by the English artist who created it.

 These details suggest that the works can be read as commentaries on a white settler society, 

itself with still only a tenuous connection to the land, which excluded and stereotyped the `Other'. 

In Chinatown, Wellington, Lee weaves the silk cords used in the folk art of knotting through an old 

Wellington street map, centering on the historic Chinese quarter around Haining Street. With wry 

irony, the cords recall the tentacles of the Yellow Peril Octopus from a well-known populist-racist 

cartoon published by the New Zealand Truth in 1907.

 Elsewhere, the works uncover happier connections between Chinese and `mainstream' 

New Zealand cultures. In Charms, Golden Kiwi lottery tickets become raw material for traditional 

Chinese paper-cut charms meant to bring about, variously, a surplus of wealth, prosperity, or long 

life. Dream of the Skyland imagines New Zealand as a land of gold and clouds, which represent good 

fortune in traditional Chinese landscape painting.

 Given her intent to overturn accepted narratives and reestablish the Chinese community's 

presence in New Zealand history, Lee's use of lo-fi illustrative techniques from the world of zines is 

particularly apt: zines have always been a forum to tell stories from the fringe, often highly personal, 

or subversive, or both. Lee herself has described the Home Made works as `alternative cultural histories'. 

Her deployment of elements of mainstream New Zealand's visual identity corresponds with Deleuze 

and Guattari's concept of `minor literature', a critical language which subverts, while operating within 

the boundaries of, a dominant culture.

* * *

Lee's use of collage and paper techniques has one more resonance which is important to mention. 

Her distinctly personal approach also reveals an unlikely connection between the underground zine 

movement and traditional Chinese folk arts. The same qualities that make paper an attractive medium 

for contemporary zine producers (chiefly its versatility and cheapness), also make it a material of 

choice in Chinese homes, where paper-cut charms are used to celebrate festivals and holidays, births, 

deaths, and marriages.

 The success of Lee's work, both in terms of her aesthetic accomplishment and political 

persuasiveness, can be measured by the myriad of connections her work suggests, and by the seam-

lessness with which she combines her constituent materials. Lee's `integration' of diverse visual 

artistic traditions and source materials is not only elegant, but ultimately optimistic: a practical 

demonstration of the rich potential of synthesis and hybridity. Her works look forward to a post-

`model minority', post-`Asian Invasion' future where Chinese New Zealand identity is forged based 

on awareness, confidence, and pride in difference.
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THE AESTHETICS OF DISTRIBUTION, PART II
Luke Wood talks to Brian Butler

[00:10:10]

LW: I was keen to know if this whole publishing 

thing was something you were doing before 

you came here? Or if it was a result of your 

coming here and seeing how badly we did it or 

something? Because I've heard you tell the story 

about Stella a couple of times,1 about having all 

the books in boxes in her bedroom.

BB: Well, I think two things—I think one; I've 

always loved books and I've been interested 

in publishing and I've hung around people 

who're publishers—

LW: Like who?

BB: Well like JRP Ringier, like Revolver, and 

Walter Koenig.

LW: So when had you met up with these people?

BB: Walter Koenig I knew when I lived in Cologne 

in the early 90s, and he was making some 

books, but he was really selling books. And then 

looking at artists like Martin Kippenberger and 

RosemarieTrockel—I liked the way they made 

editions, but also Martin made books. Sometimes 

they were small, sometimes they were bigger, 

sometimes they were self-funded, and he would 

find a way to distribute them; they'd get out, 

you'd find them in different places. But some-

times they were sitting in boxes—it was Fred 

The Frog Rings The Bell, I remember seeing boxes 

and boxes of at Max Hetzler's storage.

 And then, what happened then—I 

opened the gallery and I remember meeting 

Nicolaus Schafhausen and he had Lucas and 

Sternberg, and then Christoph Keller started 

Revolver. And I thought that was quite 

interesting, how Revolver had started. It 

was basically a bunch of designers but then 

they realised quite quickly that they needed 

distribution, and they started very quickly also 

linking up to institutions—and then making 

that part of Revolver. And this is also the Clouds 

model. I think with Christoph though he kinda 

got burnt out on the day to day running—

LW: And he sounds cynical about that 

institutional backing in the end as well?

BB: Well that's a big conversation we can have. 

Because I think, in the end, I'm quite cynical 

about it as well.

LW: Because he sort of cites that as the reason for 

getting out of Revolver.

BB: Well I think that and I think if you can partner 

with JRP Ringier and you can do self-funding, you 

know, in other words you can sort of say: I'll get 

you, and you, and you, and you, and we'll all get 

the money together and we'll be much more 

cooperative about the project—then there's a 

real freedom to it.

 One of the things I like about Clouds is that 

there's no Director's Forward. So it's not about 

me pitching or the Director pitching the project. 

I think we came to the agreement that you could 

have one that was perforated. But I thought if 

that's the case then why don't we just put it 

inside the shrink wrap? It's just something that 

sits on the back and it's like: “Hi!”

 I thought it'd be really great to make 
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In September 2006 Brian Butler was appointed Director of 

Artspace, Auckland. Brian came to Auckland from Los Angeles 

where he had been running his own commercial art gallery, 

1301PE, for the last 15 years. He has, however, recently returned 

to LA, and to 1301PE, having completed his three year term at 

Artspace. An interest in publishing was one of the cornerstones 

of Brian's tenure here, and something he plans to continue to 

work on through his association with Clouds, a new publishing 

venture for New Zealand art books. 

This interview was conducted at DOC Bar on Karangahape 

Road, Auckland, on Wednesday 29th of October, 2008.
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