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Interview with the artist

Looking in

A 12th century French philosopher, Hugues de Saint Victor once wrote, The man who finds
his homeland sweet is still a tender beginner; He to whom every soil is as his native one is alre-
ady strong; But he is perfect to whom the entire world is as a foreign land. The tender soul has
fixed his love on one spot in the world; the strong man has extended his love to all places;
The perfect man has extinguished his.
A worldwide master and a pioneer, who has fiercely led the modern ceramics through forty
years of innovations. An artist, who single handedly outstretched his influence through expan-
ding the realm of ceramic arts into structural arts, sculptures and even into architectures.
These are the phrases commonly depicting the artist, Shin Sangho. Meeting a person like him
raises curiosity about what are the substance and energies inside him that led him to make such
changes tirelessly, while retaining deep curiosity and expectation to his next step.
However rather than filling such expectation and curiosity, reading a perfect person as depicted
by Hugues de Saint Victor in Shin Sangho in mind left a deep impression, as if encountering an
unexpected spiritual awakening. Shin truly was an integral being within himself; a perfect free

nomad.

The identity

The theme of big changes that could be read in his creative activities over 40 years was rea-
lized by the incessant craving for novelty and self-attachment of the artist to his creative work.
He also endlessly talks about becoming a creator to the world. What is the novelty and fervor
he is talking about? He said returning to the time when he started to touch clay for the first time,
when he tried to start a career as an artist, he was in the midst of an age when national patriotism
was emphasized and pride for our culture was stressed. He felt continued confusion between his
identity as an individual artist and the concept of ‘us (including the meaning of both tradition
and group)’ forced on him by the society. His resistance to society and nation caused him much
suffering but his belief in his vision inside him and his aspiration for freedom grew. “I was liber-
ated through my journeys. It all dawned on me one day. More and more I traveled, it became
clear that everything in the world were as beautiful as the beauty of my own culture.”
As his journeys him with growing confidence, he was able to unbind himself from his world.
He extricated himself from the timely ligature, and started to focus on things that were truly of
his own. “I decided to give my work a modern view. I didn’t want to stick with the same old
tradition anymore. A lot of people noticed it and liked it. In normal sense, you could say that it
was a huge success. It brought me ‘fame and fortune.””” He made his debut in the new realm of
ceramics in Japan by combining tradition and modernism in technology and shape. This was the
start of novelty initiated by him. However he was looking for something deeper concerning the
substance of his art and himself once again. The value recognized by people was something
different from the substantial value he sought. “But it wasn’t like that for me at all. Yes, it’s not
easy thing to leave everything you have achieved, but my decision was already made. The only
thing I can say, with an absolute certainty, is that [ never have once regretted of picking up clay.
[ just simply don’t. And secondly, the fact that I walked away from everything when it really
meant something to do so, that-I also don’t regret-“ The novelty of his work that was recognized
by the world is already the past to him. Since then, he has made his debut with modern techno-
logy, and caused a sensation in the ceramics circle, and made history in art by expanding cera-
mics to plastics and sculpture. “At that time, nobody got what I was trying to do. Just called me,

‘the absent minded.’ A loser who lost his way... what a bitter moment, that was-*

However he felt for sure that he did very well regarding what he has discarded or what he has
selected, and at the same time he has endured and enjoyed the loneliness and harshness that
came together with the excitement known only to him. “After 20 years have gone by, people
talk me- What seem to be a horrible idea back then, all just seems great now. This guy I know
said something similar about the work I did for Grand Hyatt hotel in ‘93, He said something
like; he was disappointed to a point where be was offended. Tat he thought I was a ‘fine ceramic
artist.” And to create something so weird was just horrible. But as time went by he started to like
them” As generation changed, his works seem much more celebrated in conjunction to the
recognition in his work’s outstanding innovation. He added. “I also heard some stories like-

Oh I thought they were foreign artist’s works. Never expected it to be a work of Korean artist. ..
And some talks about how refreshing it was when they finally found out that they were my work.
[ thought to my self- Why does it have to be foreign just because they look different?”

He continued to have an aspiration for freedom and incessant desire for novelty - looking into
things and listening. And the energy expressing this and attachment to the completion of this
and the acts of recoding in time and the wonder of breaking the rules and the traces of beauty
were all there. And the aspiration for freedom recurred again. His contribution takes the pattern
of taking to the road perfectly following the sound of his own inside. This pattern is his substance
and rules of his life. The trace made by him becomes his outside together with the birth of his art.
His traces remain and communicate with the world and inscribe their value in time by
themselves. He removes his realm and does not belong to anywhere and drifts in other world.

“I think 1t’s all up to each person, what they choose to do. Since from I can’t remember, all they
talk about is my things, my country. And media calls them ‘identity.” Boundaries. My identity
belongs to me only.” Shin doesn’t seem to have any ties in this world. Could it be possible that
even his own self doesn’t hold any harness to him self? He truly seemed free of this world and

within him self, always traveling beyond the time and spaces.

The nature

What does Shin personally think of himself? To the inquiry of his own thoughts on somewhat
‘bizarre persona,’ of his, he answered swiftly with-out any hesitation that he is an extremely
emotional person. “My wife always tells me that I am a terribly emotional man. Yes, I quite
agree. Emotional man indeed. When I get hit with these gigantic waves of emotions, I lost all
the control I have over my self. So when it comes to making decisions, I am quick as a lightening.
Never calculate. I never calculate anything in my head. When the moment comes, Bam- there
it 1s. The good thing about this is that, it allows me to change easily. Anyway, once I make a
decision, I try to be as responsible as possible for my decision and... I don’t Know if this can be
called propulsion or momentum, but I don’t stop charging at it, until my decision is fulfilled.”
“When I ask other people for their opinion, I don’t ask it for their advice. I only want to know
what’s in their head. It’s got nothing to do with making decisions. That’s been done long before
[ ask anybody.” Saying that his own judgment was all correct although he could not say that the
road taken at his will was never wrong, he said it was his disposition to go forward. For these

reasons people around him define him as a strong man.

Earthly spirit

The consumption of his inner self takes place at the dawn of the day, as soon as he opens his
eyes in the morning. “Sometimes I get up early as two thirty in the morning. I just roam around
for hours. Just wander around. I don’t really know what I do, then. I sort of try to organize my
thoughts as they come. I do that for about couple hours, doing it comes very easy during those
hours.” The width of his enormous thought and the vortex thereof, where is the calm force
pulling out serenity from inside, they are his soil and his good clay. He watches his body and his
good clay reacting with each other while looking into his works and various curios and nature
as 1f mulling over this or that way and changing the arrangement between them. “I love it-
Fixing it little here, changing it little there-it just is bliss. I cherish it with all my heart. Give it a
little twist and go-Awwh. ... how nice-*“. He who has the soul of nomad endures the creative
energy within him with his body just as it is and scatters it in his good clay. And he moves his
body and records it in his body while observing and discovering the meaning and depth chang-
ing and generating in his good clay. “On a deeper note, what I feel means to be directly conne-
cted to my work. Some kind of process that fills my personal void, you know. I think that’s a real
enlightenment. Just keep contemplating it over and over. I don’t try to analyze it. I just look and
look and look some more.” “Form while ago, I stopped taking pictures. I still love cameras, and
[ probably have more cameras than most of the professional photographer. But, for some reason,
[ just stopped taking pictures. Not even when I travel. I guess what comes across in my mind is

already captured in my eyes, in my head. I remember them all. They’re all in here.”

Reading the future in the past

To have such wholesome faith in one self and its reasons- Does such wholesomeness constitutes
certain steadfastness and so to perfection?

To look at the size and flow of energy held by the substance of his thought and body as they are.
Such an act of reacting honestly to him is clearly a lonely and calm experience. However, such
loneliness and calmness embrace solid energy in the intensity of his inside. The form of such
solid intensity is flexible. To make himself new while being persuaded by novelty or value
existing outside him is also his substance. “I have some very narcissistic tendencies. Totally self
-absorbed. But, I'm not close-minded either. I'm open to all possibilities.

[ just need to understand them and feel them my self first. Once I get them my self, I completely
admit that [ was wrong. I even do it, when I’'m talking to my self.”

A perfect freedom that molds tenacity, which congeals a denseness that takes a form of
resilience and liberation; such quality resonated within Shin as he spoke of his personal view of
this world. “To say there is only one right answer, that is just wrong. Or to say since this one is
really important, that one must be less important. It is such a wrong thing to think that. It can be
one’s belief, or it can simply be one’s choice as well. The important thing is the truth about
whether you are ignorant or not. If your eyes and minds are open, you’ll be enlightened.

And if you’re ignorant, you’ll just keep on assuming and discriminating others. If we truly
realize something, we have to admit it. We should be able to recant what we have been alleging.
We should be able to say-I was wrong.” While he emphasized that it was extremely crucial,
especially in the field of art education, for experts to reduce the ‘trials and errors,’ for the inex-
perienced, he also made a point in saying the primary focus of any education in the future will
have to be concentrated on encouraging creativity. “The thing about fine arts, that is- It is always
changing. They once use to critique fine arts according to its level of craftsmanship. But, now-
don’t we measure them by its creativity? Just like, once photography was considered a means to
document. But now, they are taking over the whole fine arts genre. Whether we want them to
change or not, that doesn’t really matter. The world just does and we live in that world. In this
world of change, whether you like it or not.” As he said, we see him already headed for another
world in such flow. He who says that he wishes to flow naturally rather than flowing against the
tide of change is but a person clearly making a flow by himself. When asked if he has something
he wishes to do, he laughs saying that he is in pain. He says he is in pain because he has too
many things that he wishes to do. He says that he knows already how it will turn out to be.

So he should change again, if he should change at his age, he says how he could stand the change.
Notwithstanding, he who sees through himself well confident of himself as someone who will
not stand still until the moment he dies.

Shin Sangho, a genuine nomad, who is always true to himself, constantly traveling beyond our
time and spaces; the wave of frontier he will create before us; from its birth to their parting and

to becoming his bygone, only then, will we be able to designate it as “our future.”
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