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What a privilege it is to journey into the mind of an artist. When graphic designer, TAFE 
lecturer and accomplished printmaker Penelope Lee addressed the October meeting (2019) of 
the Lane Cove Art Society we were transported to a world rich in imagination and beauty. 
We were guided to a conceptual world where the book as an object of art was the epicenter of 
the presentation. 

“Art has always been an important part of my life,” remarked Penelope, “right from my high 
school days where it may have been favoured over Maths and French!” Fatherly advice 
suggested graphic design was a better option than art so Penelope studied graphic design. 
With her husband John they ran a graphic design business for many years. Penelope was 
approached to teach graphic design at Randwick TAFE which she has done for many years 
and still loves it. 

In the 1990’s when the demise of the book was heralded, Penelope responded. It led to a 
Masters degree in 2000 researching all aspects of the book as an object of art. Parts of her 
research were shared in her presentation. We were treated to a fascinating history lesson 
exposing the chameleon form the book has taken through time looking at the paper used, the 
text employed and the binding  techniques executed. As the presentation unfolded it was 
Penelope’s ideas and processes undertaken that became compelling. The role of today’s artist 
was also clearly exposed. 

When Penelope’s thoughts began to crystallise she started to see links between the 
magnificent illuminated manuscripts of medieval times and the illuminated books we now 
use to load up our reading material! Questions were raised. Surely the book is more than just 
giving text…..Researching the work of Umberta Eco, an Italian novelist, philosopher and 
university professor, led Penelope on a quest to see what connections if any, could be made 
between medieval illuminated manuscripts and books as an object of art in today’s world 
using contemporary materials and modern technology. Time had taken on a timeless quality 
as ideas and concepts from the medieval era were superimposed on those of today! Gothic 
architecture and the transporting quality it brings through the ethereal dispersal of light was a 
concept that Penelope was able to successfully replicate in her modern day interpretation of 
the book as an art object. Using “slate” as a book cover, thick slabs of transparent acrylic 
were installed as “pages”. Light danced through this art object just as in a Gothic cathedral. 
Text had been laser cut into the acrylic sheets. Four symbolic objects were captured within 
each “page” including a rosary, a bottle, a horseshoe and a rose, each symbol strengthening 
the connection to medieval times. Penelope had successfully reconceptualised the medieval 
manuscript giving it a very contemporary interpretation through her choice of materials, 
construction design and the technology used. 

	 	



Penelope continued her presentation constantly relaying ideas housed within her books. At 
times she see-sawed between the virtual world of codes and computers and the physical 
world. However, in the book, “The Invisible City” which was in an exhibition about place, 
the planning of Canberra was in focus. Original plans of Walter and Marion Burley Griffin 
were incorporated into this book and homage to their ideas was included. They were 
extremely conscious of the shape of the land and its connection with water as well as being 
very appreciative of aboriginal heritage. How could a book as an art object reflect these 
values? Penelope used a Japanese water printing method, namely suminagashi  to symbolize 
the harmony between land and water and the respect with which the indigenous people view 
the landscape. 

Penelope has researched the history of the book. Although Johan Gutenberg revolutionized 
the book when he introduced movable type it was the work of William Morris that captured 
Penelope’s respect. He refined all the skills required to make a book. He made his own paper, 
overhauled the typeface and learnt binding. Penelope’s art journey somewhat mirrors that of 
Morris as she too has honed her skills. Through her wonderful mentor and printmaking 
teacher, Bernhardine Mueller(who was in the audience) Penelope learnt her printmaking 
skills. Papermaking was taught to her by Geraldine Berkemeier. Sabine Pierard tutored 
Penelope in her bookbinding skills. 

So many lessons were housed within Penelope’s refreshing presentation where the role of the 
modern artist was blaringly obvious. Embrace ideas and then think through suitable 
frameworks for their realization. Be open to learning new skills. More experimentation can 
ensue. Make technology your friend. Finally, in Penelope Lee’s very competent hands the 
future of the book as an art object is bright.  Thankyou for allowing us into your very original 
artworld Penelope. 

 

 


