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Dan Lie
by Andrew Cummings « 21.01.2026

In order to enter Death Center for the Living Fic., installed at
Performeum during the Vienna Festival in 2017, visitors were given
several conditions by the artist Dan Lie (b.1988). They were asked
to leave personal belongings and shoes outside and to move
around the space in silence. Once inside, they were met with a
cornucopia of botanical and bacterial life, snaking through the air in
towering rungs of hemp sacks, slathered in mud and suspended by
rope Fic.2. Plates of rotting fruit were placed among vessels filled
with fermenting rice, which sat like offerings at the periphery of
the installation. In the centre, two cannabis plants were
surrounded by withering flowers, and mats were arranged across
the straw-covered floor. Visitors were invited to come and go as
they please: to lie on the mats, perhaps, to take in the odours of
straw and decay or to listen to the ambient soundtrack produced
by the artist Vivian Caccuri (b.1986). Entry was free, but only
permitted for four hours between 6 and 10pm, four days a week,
during the festival’s four-week run. The work staged a ritualistic
space that, as its title suggests, hoped to bring the living into a
closer relationship with the dead or dying.

Similar gestures echo throughout Lie’s practice, which comprises
site-specific installation, sculpture, performance and drawing. For
example, Meus Sentimentos Fie.3 - which roughly translates from
Portuguese as ‘my condolences’ - consists of a circle of standing
wreaths of white flowers, which recall rituals of commemoration
and mourning. Other early works and exhibitions paid homage to
the artist’s aging elders. In Lindinalva and the Balm Fic.4 a
suspended column of coconuts, aloe vera, snake plants and flowers
is slowly disassembled by the artist and laid at the feet of their
then-ninety-five-year-old grandmother. The solo exhibition Lije
Liong Khing Fie.5, meanwhile, constituted a collection of humble
offerings to the artist’s father, including personal objects, plants
and tropical fruit hanging from colourful rope in plastic bags or
netting. Over time, synthetic elements have disappeared from Lie’s
work, replaced with organic and locally sourced materials that are
both more sustainable and wear down naturally, complementing
rather than opposing the work’s aesthetics of decay.

These brief forays into biographical material have become the
exception rather than the rule in Lie’s practice, in which rituals for
honouring elders, ancestors and the dead also become an
opportunity for thinking more expansively about where life and
‘the human’ begin and end. The gradual putrefaction and



fermentation of organic material in Lie’s installations present life
and death as process, spectrum and cycle. Just as human corpses
are metabolised by bacteria and flies, so too are the fermenting
rice and rotting fruit in Lie’s works, foregrounding the
intertwinement of death with life, unbeing with being. In Lie’s work,
these processes also evoke what the cultural historian Stacy
Alaimo has called ‘trans-corporeality’ - namely, the porosity of the
living human body, its entanglement with more-than-human beings
and with microbes in the gut and on the skin.!

Fig.1 Death Center for the Living, by Dan Lie. 2017. Dirt, straw, sprouting
linseeds, mud, hemp fabric, hemp rope, rotten fruit, flowers, speaker boxes,
water, straw mats, ceramic vases, fermenting rice and indica cannabis plants,
approx. 10 by 14 by 11 m. (Courtesy the artist and Galerie Barbara Wien,
Berlin).

The various odours that permeate Lie’s projects - such as the
cannabis leaves, floral fragrances and faint, sour rotting in Death
Centre for the Living - are also reminders of this porosity. Smell is,
as Hsuan L. Hsu writes, ‘inherently trans-corporeal’: to inhale
something is to allow it to enter the body, to be vulnerable to it.2 In
their ritualistic arrangements of fragrant, slowly decaying
materials, Lie’s installations make perceptible the body’s
vulnerability, the entanglement of human life with other lives and,
most importantly, with dying and death.

Much like the way Lie relinquishes a certain level of authorial
control to microorganisms, they also view the audience as active
stakeholders in the building of meaning. ‘How, then’, they ask, ‘can |
put forward a sensorial experience about topics like death without
scaring people off?’2 In creating sites for reflection on life and
death, they are also keen to avoid emulating the solemn, sacred
spaces of museums and galleries. In any case, Lie’s odorous,
decaying works are not really at home in the clinical,
atmospherically controlled space of the museum, which, despite
interventions in olfactory art since the 1990s, remains largely
‘anosmic’, or smell-blind.* Moreover, ‘lots of people do not feel



invited into museum and gallery spaces’, Lie says, ‘either because
they were never exposed to them, or because tickets can be too
expensive’.

Unsurprisingly, many of Lie’s exhibitions have been free to enter,
and the artist has often worked outside of white cube spaces: past
venues include a disused confectionery shop, a ruined historic
house, a former school and a deactivated power plant. One of Lie’s
strategies for enticing visitors in has been - quite
straightforwardly - to provide spaces for them to sit or lie down. In
Death Center for the Living, Lie provided mats; in Children of End
Fic.6, hay bales wrapped in red cloth were dotted around the room.
On other occasions, the artist has performed a gesture of
welcome: at the 14th Yogyakarta Biennale in 2017, Lie offered
jackfruit to visitors. They also regularly work with modest, familiar
materials, such as mud, jute and turmeric-dyed fabric, often locally
sourced. In Indonesia, it was jackfruit; in Scotland, wool; and in
Colombia, the traditional fermented rice beverage masato. The
result is work that is as beguiling as it is perplexing.

The death of Lie’s father from COVID-19 in 2021 brought a new
intensity to the artist’s interest in the subject. By that time, the
artist had moved from Yogyakarta to Berlin, where they still
reside. ‘Being in this full state of very hardcore grieving made me
realise how society deals with it’, they share. ‘l became even more
interested in the taboos surrounding dying and grieving. | felt
anger at the lack of space in society for holding this non-negotiable
condition’. Lie’s words echo the commentary of many grief
workers on disenchanted, capitalist and Western contexts. Many of
those working in this field - from the psychotherapist Francis
Weller and the writer Martin Prechtel to the ritualist and educator
Sobonfu Somé - consider the privatisation, medicalisation and
pathologisation of grief to have dire effects on both the individual
and the collective. Instead, they view communal grief-tending as
vital for reconnecting to the self and to the world: human, animal,
ancestor.® These voices position grief, like death, as integral to life
and to being present to one’s entanglements with human and non-
human beings.



Fig. 2 Detail of Death Center for the Living, by Dan Lie. 2017. Dirt, straw,
sprouting linseeds, mud, hemp fabric, hemp rope, rotten fruit, flowers,
speaker boxes, water, straw mats, ceramic vases, fermenting rice and indica
cannabis plants. (Courtesy the artist and Galerie Barbara Wien, Berlin).

Lie’s installations set up spaces for such reconnection. While they
continue to use similar materials and gestures - hanging bolts of
cloth, ceramic vessels, flowers, straw, mud and mushrooms - since
their father’s death, grief has more explicitly entered the
vocabulary of their research, titles and framing too. Their 2024
exhibition 36 Months of Loss Fic.7 Fic.s at Art Sonje Center, Seoul -
composed of earthenware pots, straw, hemp fabric and
chrysanthemum flowers typical of funerals in Korea - was inspired
by the traditional Korean mourning ritual samnyeonsang, which
marks three years since a person’s passing. The work is described
in part as an illustration of the artist’s ‘own methods of grieving
through processes of decomposition, growth, fermentation, and
annihilation’.®
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Fig. 3 Meus Sentimentos, by Dan Lie. 2015. Flower wreaths, easels, fruit, metal



chain, metal hook, metal clamps and ropes, approx. 6 by 4 m. (Courtesy the
artist and Galerie Barbara Wien, Berlin; photograph Vanessa Bohn).

Similarly, for the installation Grieving Secret Society Fic.9 at the
Carnegie Museum, Pittsburgh, eight pieces of cloth, hand-dyed
with turmeric and printed with mould, were suspended above the
three-storey grand staircase. The transformations of the fabric -
the gradual bleaching of the turmeric by sunlight, the creeping
growth of the mould - speak to the inevitability of change and loss.
The grief that comes with this is not something to be ‘gotten over’,
but rather something that lingers, making a home in the body like
the morphing mould on cloth. Sharing the space with the museum'’s
4,000-square-foot mural glorifying the labour of white, working
class steel workers, the installation also evoked the grief, loss and
dispossession upon which both the collection’s and the city’s
fortunes are built. Black workers are nowhere to be found in the
mural, which sits near the entrance to the collection of Indigenous
American objects on the upper floor.

In the wake of the COVID-19 pandemic, ongoing wars and genocide,
and the accelerating climate crisis, there has been, as Lie
suggests, ‘very little elaboration on grieving’. It is perhaps this
unacknowledged, untended grief that has afforded Lie’s work a
particular urgency over the past few years, resulting in an
abundance of invitations to participate in exhibitions. In 2024
alone, the artist produced five solo shows across three continents.
But this increased visibility has come at a cost for Lie: a form of
burnout that, in turn, became the subject of one of their newest
installations, Sleeping Methodologies at Spike Island, Bristol (27th
September 2025-11th January 2026).

Fig. 4 Lindinalva and the Balm, by Dan Lie. 2016. Performance installation;
green coconuts, metal chain, sisal ropes, lemongrass, snake plant, flowers and
aloe vera, approx. 8 by 1 m. (Courtesy the artist and Galerie Barbara Wien,
Berlin).



Here Lie’s practice shifts once again into a new register. The work
carries over familiar motifs. The characteristic warm yellow of
their hand-dyed cloth was translated into the glow of golden light
emanating from the edges of the space, as though from behind a
curtain, and ritualistic gestures could be sensed in the small
bundles of candles dotted around the room Fic.10. But there are
differences, too. Dense rocks rested on cushions Fie.11, ready for
visitors to lean on or embrace; popcorn garlands hung from chairs
placed on the walls and ceiling; lavender-scented air drifted faintly
throughout the space, intended to act as a resting place for the
university art students and artist-residents who use the building’s
studios. The installation extends Lie’s exploration of grief into the
territory of burnout, revealing affinities between the two. Both
inexorably slow us down; both resist the relentless forward march
of productivity.

Fig. 5 Installation view of Dan Lie: Lie Liong Khing at Casa Triangulo, Sao
Paulo, 2015. (Courtesy the artist, Galerie Barbara Wien, Berlin, and Casa
Triangulo, Sdo Paulo; photograph Edouard Fraipont).

For those of us moved by accelerating social inequality, ecological
breakdown and violence, such a gesture might seem
counterintuitive. But as the writer Bayo Akomolafé argues, slowing
down is necessary precisely because ‘the times are urgent’. For
Akdémolafé, grieving is a form of slowing down that allows for
‘noticing the others’ - the microbial, the mineral, the ancestral -
‘that often get lost in our practices of seeing’.” Like Akédmolafé’s
words, Lie’s work suggests that slowing down might yield new
perspectives, new relations and the possibility of beginning again
otherwise.



Fig. 6 Children of End, by Dan Lie. 2018. Flowers, jute, hay, cotton, hanging
batik paintings, wall painting, sisal rope, ceramic jars, water, fungi, rice,
coconut milk, mud, linseeds and plants, dimensions variable. (Courtesy the
artist, Galerie Barbara Wien, Berlin, and Casa Triangulo, Sdo Paulo;
photograph Edouard Fraipont).

Fig. 7 Installation view of Dan Lie: 36 Months of Loss at Art Sonje Center,
Seoul, 2024. (Courtesy the artist, Galerie Barbara Wien, Berlin, and Art Sonje
Center, Seoul; photograph Seowon Nam).



Fig. 8 Installation view of Dan Lie: 36 Months of Loss at Art Sonje Center,
Seoul, 2024. (Courtesy the artist, Galerie Barbara Wien, Berlin, and Art Sonje
Center, Seoul; photograph Seowon Nam).
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Fig. 9 Grieving Secret Society, by Dan Lie. 2022. Mould print and mud on
turmeric-dyed cotton, wooden sticks, flowers, terracotta ceramic vases,
dimensions variable. (Courtesy the artist, Galerie Barbara Wien, Berlin, and
Carnegie Museum of Art, Pittsburgh; photograph Dan Lie).
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Fig. 10 Installation view of Dan Lie: Sleeping Methodologies at Spike Island,
Bristol, 2025-26. (Courtesy the artist, Galerie Barbara Wien, Berlin, and
Spike Island, Bristol; photograph Rob Harris).

Fig. 11 Installation view of Dan Lie: Sleeping Methodologies at Spike Island,
Bristol, 2025-26. (Courtesy the artist, Galerie Barbara Wien, Berlin, and
Spike Island, Bristol; photograph Rob Harris).

Footnotes
1 S. Alaimo: Bodily Natures: Science, Environment, and the Material Self, Bloomington
IN 2010, p.2.
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New York 2020, p.30.

12



Unless otherwise stated, all quotations are taken from a conversation between Dan

Lie and the present author, 11th September 2025.
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