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This is the most substantial exhibition to date of the work of Shin Sang-Ho, and so it
gives us a chance to evaluate and to contextualise his work. In the last thirty years it has
become clear that his work has been developing into the most fiercely ambitious body of
work of any Korean ceramic artist. From his radical re-interpretation of Punchong wares in
the 1970’s and early 1980’s to his current architectural and sculptural works that we see in
this exhibition, it has become widely acknowledged that his work, however grounded in
particular traditions, is completely international in its outlook and in its reach.

However his work has not been adequately presented within the critical and contextual
framework that allows us to see how it is positioned within the larger currents of international
twentieth century art. So what is the critical context in which we should see the art of

Shin Sang-Ho? In particular how should we understand his Dream of Aftica series, conce-
ived of after his extensive travels in Africa, and made between 2000 and 2006.

[ think that there are three loci, three places, that help us to see his achievement.
They are scale (how the artist understands his work in relationship to human scale), enco-
unter (how the artist understands his work in relation to the experience of another culture)
and lastly dialogue, (how the artist understands his work in relation to the particularity

of his own culture.)

The first loci in which to consider his work is scale. Scale is not to be confused with size.
There are artists who make very large works which still seem diminutive, just as there are
very small works of art that seem to displace considerably more energy than their size might
suggest. What is interesting about the way in which Shin Sang-Ho deals with scale is that
he is fascinated by the ways in which we can move around and through his work.

His work demands to be experienced rather than just seen, experienced by the whole of
someone rather than just the hand that experiences a domestic vessel. That is to say,

he is interested in the somatic-or bodily-relationship that we can have with his sculpture.
And that necessitates the sculpture both being large in scale (they can tower over any body)
or made in such breathtaking numbers that we cannot take them all in one easy glance,
cannot move round them or through them, in a simple way. In his Dream of Africa works
there are different groupings of figures, ram or horse or bird or a strange abstracted figure
in which the components of head, neck and feet have been reduced to their most abstract,
either placed in groups that stand on the ground-or raised on stands so that they confront

us at chest height. They are sentinels: they act as watching figures, scrutinising us.

Some are even called ‘totem’ to signify their relationship with the essential and the archaic.
For what their scale enacts is their ‘dream’ of beginnings: these figures not only have consi-
derable scale in themselves and in relation to each other, they also connect to the most

elemental places where art begins.

Clay is inexhaustible stuff. It is cheap. It has little value in the hierarchy of materials:
it 1s demotic, basic, primal. It is earth- Ka: C’est sa terre’. As earth it is universal but also
particular: it comes out of territory, land, place. To work with it is to make something out of
nothing. It is an act of creation: ‘God gave man a little bit of mud’ in Gauguin’s words.
The act of creation can be no more than a couple of squeezes of clay by a hand and two
sharp indentations for eyes as in the figures made for Antony Gormley’s Field. This is using
clay to record the passage of one moment of one person through the world.
The use of clay to sketch or to mark in an abbreviated way the flux of feeling, is part of this

map of the unexpected.

But it is also possible to work with clay on a totally different scale. It can become an
environment, taking not moments but months to make. The context in which we can under-
stand the scale of Shin Sang-Ho’s art is one in which clay has been used to connect the
viewer to a renewed sense of the earth. [ am reminded of the powerful example of the wall
of clay that the American-Japanese sculptor Isamu Noguchi constructed in his house in
Kamakura in Japan in the early 1950s. This wall is a long stretch of compacted clay,
scraped back, and with hollowed niches; one for the hearth and one for a haniwa, an
archaic head from the prehistoric Jomon period. Noguchi’s sculptures sit nearby.

With Noguchi’s wall we see not the small intimate gestures normally associated with cer-
amics, but a larger physicality - try beating out a mass of clay and you’ll see what is involved.
The idea of a wall of clay recurred in John Mason’s Grey Wall of 1960, and can be seen in
the contemporary work of Andy Goldsworthy in Britain.

Dream of Africa is an installation that like these clay walls uses clay to create a home,
a stage, a medium, and a landscape. The wall of clay is also a cave, a return to first principles.
It links the artist with the iconic places where art ‘began, the Prehistoric caves of Lascaux
and Altimira. The ceramic work of Joan Miro was created partly in response to his profound
experience of the caves of Altamira. And he placed his ceramic sculpture outside his
Catalan studio to see how it worked alongside the surrounding boulders. It was as if there
was a correspondence to be tested between these ceramics and the geology which
informed them. His monumental work in clay, Portique, is an archaic gateway; its scale

demands that it stand comparison with prehistory.

This sense of the challenge of the beginnings of art-the challenge of the totem- reveals
itself in the tough physicality of this way of working at scale. Part of the context in which we
should place the work of Shin Sang-Ho is that of other artists who used scale to return us
to the genesis of making art. For instance it is apparent in Lucio Fontana’s Natura series in
which he created an interior space by pushing a long pole deep into a large mass of clay.
Eduardo Chillida’s solid ceramic forms are sheer mass. And the series of monumental works
made by the American potter Peter Voulkos were titled precisely to evoke a relationship with
vast landscapes - 5000 Feet (1958), Little Big Horn (1959), Camelback Mountain (1959),
Gallas Rock (1961). The scale of these ‘confirms our sense that something big has actually
happened in the art of our time’ as the critic EC Goosens wrote in 1958 of Abstract

Expressionism. This is clay as challenge.

To sum up, 1t is possible to make an equation between monumental ceramic objects-
Shin Sang-Ho’s Dream of Aftica installation, Gormley’s Field, Noguchi’s ceramic sculpture,
Mason’s wall, Voulkos’ sculpture, Miro’s Portique, and the idea of a return to the beginnings
of art in landscape. For Miro this was the Prehistoric caves he knew from Catalonia, for
Voulkos it was the landscapes of the Mid West of America, for Noguchi it was the broken
sculptures from the Jomon period of Japan and for Shin Sang-Ho it was the Dream of Aftica.
In all these cases scale is integral in liberating the artist into a more direct relationship
with the earth.

Our second loci 1s that of ‘encounter’, how the artist understands his connection to ano-
ther culture. This is the act of the artist as ethnographer, the person who manages to see

into another culture, see both the strangeness and the familiarity of another life.

[ remember on a visit to his compound of studio, offices and workshops seeing a great
British Encyclopedia from the 19th century in many volumes. It is one of those series of
books that seem to encompass all knowledge of a culture-history, ritual, nature included.

In his studios the walls are covered with European vernacular tools, in his house there is a
superb collection of Aftican artefacts. All this suggests his passionate ethnographic tendency:
both his immersion in the ‘otherness’ of other cultures and his sense of kinship with them.
To collect images, tools and artefacts is revealing of the intensity of this: it goes well beyond

aesthetic styling. It is a serious attempt to understand and internalise other cultures.

The context for this lies historically in the early part of the 20th century in the encounters
between the cultures of Africa and Oceania and European artists. These encounters, by the
Fauves, Die Brucke and by Picasso and the other pioneers of Cubism, are partly about the
adoption of the mannerisms of alternative artistic practices. But more crucially it was the
discovery that art-and artefacts-could be spontaneous, visceral and violent. These objects
seemed to possess an energy that was lacking in the more refined cultures of the West.

They had something that Noguchi, defined as ‘an essence of sculpture. ....we may bump

into it, bleed from its rough surface, or delineate its contours with our fingers’. When we read
the words of Emil Nolde on his encounter with African art we hear the excitement of an artist
discovering that art does not have to be safe. Indeed it can be unsafe. The idea of African or

Oceanic art revealing the essential nature of art is fascinating.

Shin Sang-Ho calls his series ‘Dream of Africa’. What happens in dreams? What happe-
ns in this Dream? In dreams we often see into the essence of reality-we see through the
surface clutter of our everyday existence and encounter the underlying narratives of our lives,
fears and aspirations. In dreams things are slightly different than in our waking lives. In this
Dream we don’t encounter the surface imagery of African life, we do not see Aftican
artefacts turned into clay. We don’t see the African masks turning into Picasso’s Damoiselles
D’ Avignon. We do not see African imagery lying on the surface of Shin Sang-Ho’s sculpture.
Rather we see his return to the earth, a return to beginnings, to the place where culture begins.
We see his Dream of return. And we see his location of ‘the essence of sculpture’ in Aftica,
the abstracted, essential nature of what sculpture can mean. It is animist, the inhabitation of
another kind of body by another kind of spirit. This of course is an act that lies at the very

heart of any art practice: it is the act of poesis, of creating life outside oneself.

In Dream of Africa some of the figures have the characteristic white and olive grey glazes
that are associated with Choson ceramics. In these pieces there are flashes of indigo or red
pigmentation around the eyes and horns. The effect is to give the impression that these are
archaic-that their patina is worn away, that they have been totems in the past. Other pieces,
by contrast, are glazed in the deep rich colours of red, yellow, green or purple. They have
the sense of being newly revitalized. This is one of the triumphs of this body of work: they are
paintings and they are sculpture. He has developed this side of his practice in his Fired
Paintings series in which multiple panels of fired ceramic are built up into monumental
architectural works. These work both as huge and impressive architectural statements-
the exterior of the Clayarch Gimhae Museum for instance-and as smaller more immersive
moments. It is reminiscent of the rhythmical repetitions that we find in the mark making of the

Abstract Expressionists of course-but more Barnett Newman or Richard Diebenkorn.

Many of these figures reveal their structures: they are abstracted versions of the interiority
of the figure. They are, in fact, abstracted from dreams, something that Noguchi hinted at
when he wrote about his own sculpture that ‘ Abstractions themselves are rooted in
associations as potent as anatomy.” In Shin Sang-Ho’s Dream of Aftica art comes into being,
dream figures and landscapes and symbols change and become ‘other’. It reminds me of
Miro’s strong connection for Neolithic art, where organs and limbs interchange, and for
children’s art where objects recede in and out of focus in the picture plane. In Dream of
Africa we see a world inhabited by spirit, a world of essential beings, a world of power,

beauty and terror.

Clay becomes ceramic when it is fired. When clay is still in its raw state it can be broken
down, mixed with water, reconstituted: objects can be made and remade indefinitely.
Its plasticity 1s almost dangerous, it allows for revision and effacement. It has little resistance
in comparison with wood or stone. Every touch is present but contingent. As the British
sculptor Tony Cragg has said of this transparency of expression possible with clay ‘I move,
it moves’. After firing clay becomes other: it can be broken, chipped, made fragmentary,
but it cannot return to its primal state. It is now unalterable, holding a record of the move-
ments that made it: it is, as Lucio Fontana wrote, ‘Terramotata ma ferme’: ‘earthquaked but
motionless’. Clay and ceramic are polarised states of being, motion and stasis.
And 1t is this pair of polarities, artist and material, the movement of making and the hardness
of the object that lie at the heart of Shin Sang-Ho’s work. This is the third loci, the third place
where we can contextualise his art. For we can now see that Shin Sang-Ho has done what
Yagi Kazuo did in Japan and Peter Voulkos did in America. He has redefined the territory in
which those around him can operate by working on a truly ambitious scale and in bringing
alive the ways in which we understand, internalise and dream about the essential origins of
culture.
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