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Lynn Lu is a visual artist from Singapore. She received her BFA from 
Carnegie Mellon University, her MFA from the San Francisco Art 
Institute, completed a Doctoral program at Musashino Art University in 
Tokyo (ABD), and earned her Doctor of Philosophy in Fine Art at the 
University of Newcastle.  

Her multidisciplinary practice revolves around participation and 
collaboration, context and site specificity, and the poetics of absurdity. 
Engaging vigorously with the present reality of all that is here-and-now, 
the meaning of her works often manifests in the resonant relationships 
created between herself and her audience, and between the audience 
themselves.  

Lynn exhibits and performs extensively worldwide. Recent venues 
include Staatlichen Kunstsammlungen Dresden (2019), Framer Framed 
(2018), National Gallery Singapore (2017), Science Gallery London 
(2017), Saatchi Gallery (2017), Palais de Tokyo (2015), The Barbican 
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(2015), Perth Institute of Contemporary Arts (2013), Tate Modern 
(2010), Beijing 798 Art Zone (2009), and Singapore Art Museum (2007). 

Lynn lives and works between Singapore and London. She is a Visiting 
Artist at London College of Communication, University of the Arts 
London, Associate Lecturer at Nanyang Academy of Fine Arts, and 
Associate Artist at ]performance s p a c e [. 
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Emily: Thank you so much for doing this. I was watching the 
documentation that you sent us and it's really powerful and moving. 

Lena: It’s very original and beautiful. So we will start with the first 
question, which is about your identity as a mother/artist.  What 
happened to your artistic practice when you became a mother and how 
has working around maternal themes affected your performance 
practice and your identity as an artist? 

Lynn: I came to performance art through many years of making site and 
context specific installation art. Each piece of work would respond so 
intensely to its physical space, and limitations of that space, that it 
would be nearly impossible, or it would make less sense, to reinstall the 
work in a different physical space or a different city or different 
continent. So I approached performance in the same way, using my 
immediate reality as raw material for making each piece. Sometimes 
the context would be, for example, Singapore's first International 
Performance Art Festival – The Future of Imagination 2 (2004) which 
was funded by the National Arts Council after a ten-year ban following 
a scandal about an artist's performance involving a tiny bit of nudity. So 
that work Kaleidoscope Peepshow (2004) was made in that particular 
context and it would not really make sense in any other context, in any 
other country, without this history.1 

Sometimes the context was being a young Asian female in Northern 
Cali where I felt more liked than anywhere else I’d lived, alongside an 
American saying I found funny and evocative: “I’d drink your bath 
water”, and I created Strawberrymilkbath (2002).2 Other times, the 
context would be heartbreak, for example.  

 
1 For more information see https://lynnlu.info/kaleidoscope-peepshow 
2 For more information see https://lynnlu.info/strawberrymilkbath 
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Other times it would be multiple 
miscarriages amid deep 
ambivalence about having a 
child and having access to a real-
life baby, having lactating 
breasts and experiencing severe 
post-natal depression bordering 
on psychosis. I was so certain 
when I was thirteen years old 
that I never wanted children that 
I tried to get a hysterectomy 
because I didn't see the point of 
having annoying periods for my 
whole life for no purpose. What I 
didn't count on was falling in 
love with a man who really likes 
babies. Now this man, who 
incidentally I'm still with after 

thirteen years, knew full well that I had no interest in children and did 
not ever try to coerce me into anything. But I understood, after many 
years with him, that life would never feel complete for him unless we 
had a child. So ultimately, I came to the decision that I would make him 
one. All of this is raw material to me and I use it in the same way that I 
approach all my other works. 

However, because of my deep ambivalence and anxieties around 
having a child, because I was certain it would ruin my life and my career 
I only began to identify as a mother when my child turned two and 
started to acquire language. In this way she became more human to 

Lynn Lu, Strawberrymilkbath (2002)  
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me. Prior to language acquisition she seemed like some kind of alien 
grub, whose life was terrifyingly dependent on me understanding her 
needs via some incomprehensible and crazy-making noises. So in her 
second year of life, and in my forty-second year of life, I finally (and 
luckily) fell madly in love with her. She's alive and well today in case you 
were worried, and now she occupies my mind even as I sleep - and in a 
good way. (Laughter.) 

Lena: Do you live in Singapore?  

Lynn: We usually live in London, we only came to Singapore when the 
schools closed because of Covid so I could get help from my family. 

Lena: So, you've always worked with the context that you are in and 
the things that are around you, your lived experience, so becoming a 
mother pushed you into a new experience. 

Lynn: Exactly. Becoming a mother was new material. 

Emily: Can I just pick up on something you said in that? You said that 
you were worried that becoming a mother would...  

Lynn: Ruin my life and career? 

Emily: Ruin your life and career, yes.  

Lynn: And it did.  

Emily: Can I push you a little bit on that? Obviously, it hasn't because 
you've used the material to feed your practice. 

Lynn: Using my material was a way to survive those terrible times but it 
didn't save me from the horrors of my real life, the depression that I 
experienced. My whole life changed in all the ways that I knew it would 
change. And it was one hundred times worse. I had her when I was 
forty, so I had enjoyed forty years of freedom and having complete 
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control over my own time, being able to be very productive and enjoy 
being very productive. I loved my life. So I felt a great loss. I lost 
complete control of my own time. The breastfeeding also was an 
impossible task. My breasts are too small to hold much milk. So it took 
a solid month of pumping 12 hours a day in order to coerce my breasts 
into producing enough milk to sustain her. Then for the next 12 months 
I had to pump every three hours for thirty minutes each time to make 
enough milk for her. That completely limited what I could do. I could 
only leave the house for thirty minutes and then it was time to come 
back and wash the bottles. Before becoming a mother, I would tour for 
six months of the year with my work and loved every bit of it. I was 
perfectly fulfilled. Then to suddenly be house-bound by these breasts 
that felt like they would explode if I didn’t milk them every three hours, 
and this small creature I was wholly responsible for and who screamed 
at me incomprehensibly… it was a nightmare. 

Perhaps unsurprisingly then, I gradually began to rage against my 
partner – whose life hadn’t altered much except he now had a baby he 
adored, and adored more than me! Of course, it wasn't his fault. He 
didn't force me to make him a child. But I just had all this rage towards 
him that nothing could quell. Then the psychosis came and at times I 
didn't know if I had murdered my child - if she was lying on the carpet 
because she was having a rest or because if I had stamped her to death 
without realising it. So the work was a way to use what I had and not 
waste it… but it didn't help me. It didn't help me feel less desperate. 

Lena: And how old is your child now?  

Lynn: She’s just turned seven. 
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Lena: It’s interesting that you talk about having a fulfilled life up to the 
age of forty. And then bang, this baby arrived… 

Lynn: And stole it! 

Lena: You have a style, aesthetics, as an artist, which includes working 
with your context and experience. Would you say that there is 
something very specific about your maternal aesthetics, the way and 
how you approached this work around the baby?  

Lynn: I don't think so. I think my aesthetic in general is clean and 
minimal, and everyday materials are chosen to function as both form 
and content. I approached the works that I made with my child and 
about her in this same way, possibly because I felt quite dispassionate 
towards her in the first two years of her life. So really, I viewed her as 
an unusual prop that I had special access to, and similarly viewed my 
lactating breasts as a prop that I could use for the year that I made milk. 

Lena: Interesting. I had a terrible experience breastfeeding but then I 
just used formula. Why didn't you?  

Lynn: Because I'm so competitive. I have extremely high expectations of 
myself in all aspects of my life. For instance, I had this very detailed 
birth plan that was about four pages long. I gave it to my obstetrician 
and said, “This is how I’m going to birth no matter what happens. So 
even if I beg for an epidural, don't give it to me”. You know, it's so crazy 
in retrospect. I really saw it as a competitive sport. Because my 
grandmother birthed twelve children in the rice paddy in China - if the 
child was a girl, she would have to go back to her chores for the rest of 
that day -cleaning the multi-family compound and cooking the evening 
meal for the extended family, etc. And if she was lucky enough to have 
a boy child, then she would have the evening off for herself. And of 
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course, the next day she would get back to work. I thought to myself, 
“Well, since I’ve descended from a woman like that, surely I can 
accomplish anything to put my mind to. Surely I can birth standing up 
without painkillers”. In the end I needed an epidural. I was like a beetle 
with my legs in the air. I felt so disappointed in myself. I felt like such a 
loser. Such a failure. Yes, I'm competitive with myself and so the 
breastfeeding was just another facet of that. I thought, “I'm going to do 
this - even if it kills me”.  

Lena: I also felt such a failure for not being able to breastfeed. I tried 
and tried and with every new pregnancy I swore “This time”. But in the 
end I was so happy formula feeding, giving in. There's something about 
that, that in the end you just have to give in. 

Lynn: Absolutely. In retrospect, I don't know what all that fuss was 
about. Looking back, I'm like, “Why was I even so bothered with it? 
Why didn't I just get on with my life and protect my mental health? 
Why did I drive myself crazy hung up on that stupid thing?”.  

Emily: There is such a cultural narrative about the failure though. I had 
a caesarean with my first. I medically needed a caesarean. Neither she 
nor I could have had any other option but I still felt such a failure for it. 
With my second I was like, “Right. This time I will birth properly.” I'd 
written a really stupid birth plan. I was going to birth at home in water 
but I ended up in hospital with a really messy birth, epidural and 
forceps, her cord round her neck. Again, I felt so guilty and it’s stupid 
guilt because we couldn't have survived the birth any other way.  

Lynn: Exactly. I think some of it is women not telling each other the 
truth. My sister had four children ten years before I had mine and she 
never told me any of this. She didn't tell me any of the ugly parts. She 
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told me how marvellous, how wonderful, how magical it was. Lies! I 
don’t think it was to protect me from the horrors of birthing and early 
motherhood. Perhaps she felt the need to preserve this narrative that 
motherhood is the most natural, most fulfilling thing a woman could 
do.  So many women have horrible experiences. They just don’t often 
tell anyone. 

Emily: I've used a breast pump but in the breastfeeding pieces that 
you’ve made, the ones where you’re lactating, to actually see the 
action of the breast pump is so brutal. So you are telling something of 
that truth. 

Lynn: Pumping so brutal - my nipples would bleed from it, just the 
friction of the plastic, the smooth plastic against my skin. Nobody tells 
you this shit. Nobody tells you that your nipples will bleed. 

Lena: Absolutely. I also feel that outrage because I was quite young 
with the first child. I was twenty-five years old. I was all alone in 
England with my husband but I was not with my friends. One day I was 
talking on the phone to my friend who didn't have a child. I just said to 
her, “It's just horrible. The birth is the worst thing ever. It rips you 
apart. It's like you're being split in two. The most horrific pain”. She was 
like, “Oh, my God Lena. Is that really true?”. She always remembered 
this and when she had a child later on she always said, “You were the 
only one who actually told me the truth about the birth”. Why didn't 
my mother tell me how much it hurts? It’s a pain I never, ever, ever 
knew existed.  

Lynn: Same. Then the pain of breastfeeding was worse than the labour. 
It was worse than being ripped apart. 
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Lena: Yes, because it had to be done over, and over, and over, and 
over. 

Lynn: Exactly. Under the crushing pressure to provide the “best” 
nutrition for your child. 

Lena: Exhausting. 

Emily: I do think it’s so powerful in your work though. The piece with 
the melting ice and the breast feeding.3 It's just so striking, this imagery 
of you and the ice and the breast milk. It took me right into that 
moment - the hell of the breast pump. 

Lynn: And the hellish part is not even documented. She started to cry in 
the middle of the performance, which was meant to be durational, at 
least two hours. She started to cry and would not stop. And because 
humans have evolved to respond to the cries of babies with urgency, 
the audience started making these sounds, these noises of indignation 
and upset. So I buckled under the weight of their judgment and brought 
the performance to a premature end. It ended less than halfway 
through the intended duration, and I was really aggrieved that the 
piece had failed. 

Emily: But that’s so interesting in terms of the piece. Now that you’re 
out of the heat of that emotional moment, have you thought about the 
aesthetics of her forcing this change in the piece?  

Lynn: I felt forced by her into bringing the piece to an end because I 
thought somebody would call the cops on me for child abuse. So there 
was terror about how I must be perceived by people as this horrible 
mother. That was not good. I did not like that. I felt like I lost to her.  

 
3 For more information see Adagio (2013),  https://lynnlu.info/adagio 
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Lynn Lu, Adagio (2013) Photo by Renae Coles 

Lena: Where was it? 

Lynn: This was in Australia, in Perth. It was an exhibition called In 
Confidence: Reorientations in Recent Art at the Perth Institute of 
Contemporary Arts (2013) and this performance was part of a public 
programme that included a panel for the artists to discuss their works. 

Lena: I have also sensed similar judgements from an audience when I 
did a performance where I was putting my child to sleep.4 I first wash 
him in the baby bath and then feed him formula, instead of doing it 
nicely by being a super mother with the breast, instead it felt like I'm 
giving him poison. It was such an interesting sense of judgement that I 

 
4 For more information see Sid Jonah Anderson by Lena Simic (2008), https://lenasimic.art/artsprojects/maternal-
matters/sid-jonah-anderson/  
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felt. You don't know what's going to happen. The baby was seven 
months, so were they going to start crying like crazy? Or would I be able 
to make him fall asleep? It's very interesting this sense of being judged 
as a mother whilst on stage performing with the baby. It's compelling 
that in your case you stopped.  

Lynn: I think in my case because I felt no maternal feelings towards her 
at the time, and was so terrified/resentful/miserable from all of it, that 
all of my anxieties were magnified to probably irrational levels. I knew 
in myself that I was not a good mother. I knew that I was not naturally 
nurturing, so felt the real risk of my child being taken from me. 

Lena: Was it the only time you did this performance? 

Lynn: Yes. I never performed with her again. She proved to be an 
uncooperative prop.  

Lena: But you continued to use your maternal experience as material, 
for example in On Mother’s Milk and Kisses Fed (2013).5  

Lynn: Yes. I went on tour in Canada when she was about five months 
old and left her behind in London with her Dad for two weeks. The 
original plan was to bring her along and use her as a prop, but after that 
experience in Australia I was like, “No, this will not work if she’s just 
going to cry the whole time and ruin everything.” So I decided to leave 
her behind, not least because the tour was pretty low budget, and I had 
to travel by bus from city to city. It would have been excruciating with 
all the breastfeeding, pumping, jetlag, wailing, etc. I just couldn't do it. I 
left her behind and in order to keep my breasts working, I had to keep 
up the pumping throughout the days and nights. I was determined to 
make milk for my child until she was at least a year old. So I had my 

 
5 For more information see https://lynnlu.info/on-mothers-milk-and-kisses-fed  
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pumps with me, and thought, “Well, I’ll just use my breasts”. So for that 
Canadian tour, my lactating breasts served as material or as the prop – 
in several different pieces. 

Lena: Would you then just discard the milk?  

Lynn: No, I gave it away. I connected with breast milk sharing sites, so 
in every city that I went to, I found mothers who needed breast milk 
and gave it to them. I made really nice friends, and nothing went to 
waste.  

Lena: And at the same time I assume you expressed the milk before you 
left for the baby to be fed? 

Lynn: Yes, she had a freezer full of frozen breast milk and it lasted her 
two weeks no problem. However, when I returned, she refused the 
breast. Even though we never had a good enough latch to feed, she’d 
always breastfed for comfort. But after I left her for two weeks, she 
absolutely refused my breast - didn't want to come near it. That was 
sad and I regret that. I feel sorry about that. 

Lena: There is a provocative quote in your work from Freud “No one 
who has seen a baby sinking back satiated from the breast and falling 
asleep with flushed cheeks and a blissful smile can escape the reflection 
that this picture persists as a prototype of the expression of sexual 
satisfaction in later life”.6  You can still get this picture of a baby if you 
feed them formula. Maybe just like you can still get sexual pleasure 
from a dildo!  

Lynn: Exactly. 

Lena: So you were reading all these quotes in the performance?  
 

6 Sigmund Freud quoted in Lynn Lu On Mother’s Milk and Kisses Fed (2013), https://lynnlu.info/on-mothers-milk-
and-kisses-fed  
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Lynn: For that performance On Mother’s Milk and Kisses Fed (2013) I 
started with the most idealised of these aphorisms, and the most 
idealised ones are made up by men who know nothing about the lived 
experience of breastfeeding. Then slowly and gradually I moved 
towards something closer to what I was actually experiencing. The final 
text from Mary McCarthy’s novel The Group (1963) went: “so far 
nursing, like most of sex, was an ordeal she had to steel herself for each 
time it happened, by using all her will-power and thinking about love 
and self-sacrifice.” That's where the performance ends, with milk that 
had been spilling from my breasts throughout the performance turning 
crimson at my feet. 

Lena: It's very powerful because after birth there is this period that we 
have named in our maternal research discussions Aftermath. It's almost 
like Birth is a catastrophic earthquake and then you have to survive the 
Aftermath.  

Emily: I wanted to ask when did your body come into the work? When 
you were making site specific pieces you are talking about using your 
body as a prop. Has that always been part of your method?  

Lynn: I guess the first live performance I ever made was 
Strawberrymilkbath. I was part of a group show. There were a lot of 
painters in my grad school that were painting in pink. The show was 
called Rethinking Pink, so I decided to bathe in strawberry milk and 
invite people (the audience) to drink from the bathtub and they did. 
That was the first time I used my body in a work. It related to a very 
specific context, which was being in Northern California where I was 
made to feel really, really special just because I looked 
Chinese/Japanese/Korean. It was odd. But I felt very liked. I thought, 
“Ok I'm going see whether these San Franciscans like me enough to 
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actually drink my bath water”. That was the first time I used the 
specificity of my body – that read as “Chinese/Japanese/Korean” – in 
my work.  

Lena: Was before you had the baby?  

Lynn: Yes, way before. 

Emily: One of the things that we're asserting is that maternal 
experience is a uniquely embodied experience. It’s something that is so 
visceral and so fluid. I know that all these things happen in other points 
in your life, but particularly maternal experience seems to especially 
lend itself to performance and to the live body on stage rather than to 
representation through other art forms. I wondered if that chimes with 
you at all. We are thinking about performance rather than other art 
forms and the live encounter between a performer and an audience 
member, having two or more physical bodies in a space together, and 
wondering how does that relate to maternal body and work. 

Lynn: I was performing as my authentic self, without putting on a 
fictional persona, but I stood in for a generic demographic, the young 
Asian female. I suppose in the maternal works it was more 
autobiographical because it was focusing on my particular experience 
of mothering and the particularities of my birthing and lactating body. 
For me, this is the difference.  

Lena: But of course, even though it's your particular experience, it also 
resonates with many mothers in terms of what is unsaid. It’s almost like 
you are daring to give us a true story to which we can also relate. It’s 
not usually out there in society.   

Lynn: Exactly. I'm creating a truthful narrative around a real experience. 
I’m countering all the lies that I feel we've been sold as women through 
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mainstream media, and all those ugly truths that women keep from 
each other for their own reasons. 

Lena: And that moment in particular when you decide to stop 
performing and tend to your baby, for whatever reason, whether it’s 
because of the baby crying or audience judgement, is an interesting 
breaking point in you as a performer, a live performer, who then 
suddenly has to become a mother again, or even performs being a good 
mother. 

Lynn: Yes, “performs being a good mother”. 

Lena: Something we are exploring through maternal performance are 
these breaking points or maybe moments of interruption that Lisa 
Baraitser writes about. We could also call them tipping points where 
suddenly you just have to stop being a performer. Possibly. We are just 
exploring this idea. What’s real and pressing? Do you suddenly become 
a mother again, or whatever you want to call it, that moment that you 
have to start tending to the child again and break the illusion of 
representation. The other aspect that Emily was talking about is the 
visceral body that’s really present there through the work and 
experience. 

Emily: I was really interested in Tend (2015) and in the Hand that Rocks 
the Cradle (2015).7  In these works you perform maternal actions for 
the community; be that the temporary community of the audience or 
the community of Deptford. When you said you were sharing your 
breast milk it took me back to this. In your work you create 
communities beyond the nuclear and biological family and perform 
maternal actions for those communities.  

 
7 For more information see https://lynnlu.info/tend and https://lynnlu.info/the-hand-that-rocks-the-cradle  
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Lynn: Tend is a companion piece to this other work called Spill.8 It is a 
kinetic sculpture with milk overflowing from a bathtub. This image 
came as one of those terrifying invasive thoughts that I had constantly 
in the first year of my child’s life. This was a scenario in which I would 
accidentally forget that she was in the bath and only realise it when the 
bath overflowed and water started cascading down the stairs, by which 
time I would realise my baby had long drowned. This gruesome image 
haunted me, and so I manifested it physically through this work.  

The fabricating of the sculpture itself was also traumatic because it was 
a turned out to be disaster. It didn't work in the end. At the opening, 
with all the press there, Spill just gave up the ghost. Tend, was a 
companion piece to this sculpture and was in the same exhibition. I 
needed a way to redeem myself for the failure of Spill and to redeem 
myself for having no maternal instinct and having these recurring day-
mares of my child drowning. It was a way to redeem myself through 
this act of durational tending to strangers. It also comes out of being 
parented neglectfully, which wasn’t unusual in my generation. My 
siblings and I were just like these random short people who happened 
to be living in my parents’ house. Like their contemporaries, my parents 
showed very little interest in us. In this work, I invited participants – 
one at a time – to relate a personal trauma that still troubled them. In 
exchange, I offered a menu of cherished ‘solaces’ that I received as a 
child from my mother (which, incidentally, she always withdrew too 
soon: back scratching with fingernails on bare skin, ear cleaning, hair 
brushing, and storytelling from memory lying down side by side. As a 
child, I never felt comforted enough, and so wanted to see if I could 

 
8 For more information see https://lynnlu.info/spill  
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offer these solaces to people to the point of satiation. One man 
requested for all the solaced on the menu and stayed an hour. 

Lynn Lu, Tend (2015) Photo by Vestal McIntyr 

Lena: That’s such a beautiful story. How did you feel as a performer 
doing this? Did you like doing it? 

Lynn: Tending to adults? I love it! I can have lovely conversations with 
them and they don't need me to survive. It was wonderful, very 
enjoyable.  

Emily: Your very physical and intimate actions in these pieces provoke 
me to think about the idea that thinking maternally is a political action 
and that to extend the intimate acts of kindness or compassion or 
empathy beyond our biological children is a political act.  

Lynn: Yes, absolutely. So that was also the impetus for making The 
Hand that Rocks the Cradle in Deptford. In that piece I offered care to 
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anyone who needed it for as long as they needed it. What I wasn't 
prepared for was how much it was needed in that community and how 
unequipped I was to provide it. The Hand that Rocks the Cradle was so 
challenging because in terms of duration it was much longer than Tend, 
which was only a day long. The context was completely different and 
that context was outside my scope of experience. Tend was made in 
Palais de Tokyo in Paris and the people who came were people that I 
was expecting - the art crowd. You know, people who know the rules of 
arts spaces and who generally don't need that much care, who are 
pretty fine on their own. But for the work in Deptford, which carried on 
for about four days, the people that came were not art people. They 
were not there to participate in this aesthetically-pleasing, conceptually 
stimulating experience. They were actually there to receive care and 
they needed a lot of it. They needed so much that I very quickly ran out 
of care.  

I invited people to put on headphones and listen to an audio recording 
of a conversation between Dr Camine Pariante (King’s College Professor 
of Biological Psychiatry) and I.9 It was a full disclosure conversation 
about my experience with perinatal depression and psychosis. I layered 
and manipulated the recording, turning it into a soothing biaural 
soundscape. Participants were invited to listen to this whilst cocooned 
and gently rocked in a hammock for as long as they wished. And people 
really took that on. I mean, people refused to leave. I didn’t know what 
to do.  

People needed someone to talk to, someone to listen to them. Maybe 
because they had not spoken to anyone in a long time. A lot of them 

 
9 Dr Carmine Pariante is Professor of Biological Psychiatry and Head of the Stress, Psychiatry and 
Immunology Lab & Perinatal Psychiatry at the Institute of Psychiatry, Psychology and Neuroscience at 
King’s College London. 
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were just really old people who live by themselves. A lot of them were 
also homeless. They just didn't have anyone to show care to them so 
when this offer was made they just took it and took it to an extent that 
I was not prepared or trained to give. I had to ask the curators to crowd 
control. The lines were so long with people waiting to experience the 
rocking and because I had offered to comfort them as long as they 
needed I couldn't be the one to say, “You need to get out of the 
hammock now”. In the end I asked the curators to say to the crowd, 
“There’s a line of people waiting here, so please don’t stay too long”. 

Lena: Were the audience asked to give their own story or not? 

Lynn: Yes, in another part of the performance. For the whole day, 
people could come in to the gallery space, write down something they 
never dared to tell anyone then roll up their writing and put it inside a 
clay envelope, which we baked so that it became a stone to protect 

their secrets. After they were baked we displayed them in the space. So 
the secrets and dark stories were all kept safe but released in a way. 
Then in the evening we did the rocking.  

The work was shown as part of a festival ‘Couldn’t Care Less’ (2015) 
organised by a curatorial collective called Something Human that was 
at the time ran by Alessandra Cianetti & Annie Jael Kwan. The festival 
was based around the idea of radical care, how we extend care beyond 
our immediate circles and what that could mean in art.  

Lena: And do you feel that's connected somehow with your experience 
of mothering? The practice of it as it's moved on throughout the years. 
Not just that period of shock but more generally?  

Lynn: At the time it was not that long after I had my child and it was 
before I felt that I was a mother. I was struggling with this feeling that I 



 

21 
 

was this imposter pretending to be a mother and pretending to care 
but actually I didn’t. I only cared about myself. I only wanted to look 
after myself. So that was in this period. 

Lena: And yet in the period when you were struggling with care for the 
child, you offered to do such a piece that relates to extending care. 

Lynn: Yes, I suppose as a way to learn how to do it. 

Emily: So rather than the mothering informing your art, it’s your art 
helping you to negotiate your mothering? 

Lynn: Yes, absolutely. I think a lot of my works function in that way so 
that I can learn something. In the early noughties I was a very serious 
student of Buddhism. I was learning all these very abstract ideas about 
how to live a good life, a decent life and worthwhile life. A lot of the 
performances I made in those years were experiments to see how this 
actually works in real life. Yes, I do approach my art making it that way. 
They are ways for me to learn something that I can't learn in other 
ways.  

Lena: Do you think there’s a link between maternal performance and 
well-being?  

Lynn: I don't think so. At least not in my in my work. My experience of 
motherhood was so far from any kind of intuitive care or love for my 
child. What I did experience was a lot of terror and anxiety. So I don't 
know that there is necessarily a relationship between works that 
address the subject of mothering with anything connected with well-
being. 

Lena: In a way, the exposure of those difficulties does generally help to 
create a better understanding of what motherhood is all about. So in 
that way it connects to well-being. 
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Lynn: Yes, in that sense. It helps with the well-being of other people. I 
created them intentionally for the well-being of other people, for the 
well-being of mothers and women. As part of the research for The Hand 
that Rocks the Cradle I visited Bethlam Royal hospital for women, for 
mothers who are experiencing severe postpartum depression (the word 
“bedlam” is derived from the hospital’s nickname). They're put in this 
Mother and Baby Unit where they're cared for twenty-four hours a day 
by therapists and other health care professionals who can help them 
process all of these feelings and, at the same time, make sure that the 
child doesn't get killed. I think that a lot of my works could show these 
women that they're not the only ones struggling and not the only ones 
having a horrible experience. There's more than one narrative on 
motherhood. There are as many kinds of experiences as there are 
women. 

Lena: Yes, and I think sharing these stories is crucial. For them and also 
wider society.  

Emily: What did psychiatrist Carmine Pariante take from your 
collaboration? 

Lynn: At the time he was a specialist in postnatal depression, so he 
already had a lot of experience with this. I sat in on his clinical sessions 
and listened in to what his patients shared with him. Coming from our 
different backgrounds, Dr Pariante’s approach to our project tended 
more towards outreach and education, whereas I tended towards 
creating empathetic resonance. It was a very fruitful collaboration for 
both of us, and we’ve worked together on a few other projects since. 
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He also wrote an article for the Huffington Post about our 
collaboration.10  

Lena: What an amazing opus of work. I looked at your more recent 
work and wanted to ask, do you feel that it's still informed by your 
maternal experience or not? Have you ‘moved on’ or not? 

Lynn: With Haumapuhia Rising (2018) I felt really compelled to make 
something to, in some way, protect my daughter from these 
experiences that I had throughout my life and which practically every 
woman I know has had - being predated upon by men, and the rage 
that I never had an outlet for. 11  Haumapuhia Rising was made because 
I am a mother to a daughter, and I want her to be powerful, to be the 
pontianak who strikes terror in men who prey on women.  

Lynn Lu, Haumapuhia Rising (2018) by Sam Trubridge 

 
10 Periante, C. (2016) ‘Seven Things Lynn Did Not Know About Pregnancy, the Postpartum, and Why She Became 

Depressed’ The Huffington Post, 29 February.   
11 For more information see https://lynnlu.info/haumapuhia-rising  


