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Critique | Shin Sangho's Fired Painting Series and the Korean Artist’s
Evolution-from “Potter” to “Painter of Clay”
or “Ceramist / Painter”

In 2002 Yangmo Chung, former Director of the National Museum of Korea in Seoul and
a colleague juror with me for the first International Biennale of Ceramics in Ichon, Korea, the
previous year, wrote an article about the works of Shin Sangho extolling the energy, ambition
and the technical ability of this prodigiously talented and productive artist titling his article,
“Sangho Shin: The Incessant Experimental Spirit”, extolling Shin’s “search for the new” within
the tradition of Korean ceramics. This article was published in American Ceramics Magazine
of which I am the Editor as a cover story in an issue devoted to contemporary Asian Cera-
mics in general. In his article Chung Yangmo’s astute analysis surveyed the range of Shin
Sangho ceramics from his early vessel forms-pure white classical porcelain works-celadon
and Buncheong works from the early 60’s (the “Dream” series) to the slab-built sculptural
figurative animal heads of the mid-90’s, an abrupt break with the apparent virtues of traditio-
nal Korean ceramics. Although always iventive and progressive while working with traditional
forms of Korean Ceramics which are notably and most often, to my eye, sensitively restrained
in color and shape, the expressively rough animal “Heads” series were a surprising departure?
except perhaps that in terms of color, they too were conservatively, mostly brown in color,
abstracted sculptural forms of ambiguous and rather mysterious animals left unglazed with

the clay’s natural color intact.

Another ceramic jury assignment brought me back to Korea several times in 2003 after
a much earlier exposure to Shin’s works (I had known of his work since the early 80’s when
[ first visited Korea and subsequently first met Shin in Boston at an International Academy of
Ceramics Meeting there, introduced to him and his family by the Japanese ceramist Kozuru
Gen). Two decades later I then visited Shin’s extensive studios and later in 2004 organized
a very well received exhibition of his “Dream of Africa” series of totems and animal structures
for the Long House Reserve in East Hampton, New York. I also introduced Shin’s work to
Loveed Fine Arts in New York which displayed his African inspired sculptures as well as
“fired paintings”-both “The Charm” series and “Clayarch” series-at the SOFA exhibition in
Manbhattan’s Park Avenue Armory in 2006. Nothing prepared me however for the visually
stunning, surprising presentation of his bold, blatantly seductive, and coloristically gorgeous
large scale “fired paintings” series (tile wall works) hung superbly in Shin’s own galleries at his
spacious home north of Seoul in 2006. This first “sighting” and display coincided with the
festive official opening of the Clayarch Gimhae Museum in Gimhae in the southern most part
of the South Korean peninsula dedicated in its innovative programming to exploit the interest
in ceramics and architecture and their mutual use and enhancement possibilities.
The Clayarch Museum itself, a circular shaped structure is embellished with 4,400 large
hand made panel-like “fired paintings” by Shin Sangho covering the circular second story of
its great exhibition hall. Each “square tile” or rather “designed fired painting” is painted with a
diversity of colorful designs suggesting a kaleidoscope of geometrical patterns each with
penetrating perspectives. They represent a “tour de force” of Shin’s creative genius, the
ultimate, most recent example of ceramics use as a major feature ennobling and distingui-
shing a public building. The Clayarch Museum’s facade makes one reflect, visually, on great
examples of ceramic tiles usage in the historical past, across cultures, glorifying for instance
some of the large Portuguese domestic facades in Lisbon and Porto, and in wondrous
domes of mosques in ancient Iran’s holiest cities, and also most importantly of the spacious
interior dome of the magnificent Sultan Ahmed Mosque (the Blue Mosque) which is covered
with thousands of blue Iznik tiles and designed by the esteemed Ottoman architect, Mimar

Sinan in Istanbul, Turkey.

As impressive as the Clayarch Museum’s recent example of ceramics employment to
enhance a contemporary public building 1s, however, I must comment much further on the
newest “fired paintings” witnessed at first hand later last year in Shin Sangho’s studio and
viewing room galleries on his impressive country estate where he lives with his family and
works so assiduously. The large assembled wall works exhibited there for the first time in
2005 are exceptionally stunning in their juxtaposition of brilliant hues and pure abstract
beauty (a word I'm told by a number of respected New York art critics is once again in fash-
ion and worthy of esthetic consideration). They reveal Shin as a supreme colorist in their
formal organization of colors from dark to light and vivid vertical then horizontal patterning,
deeply resonating colors and their often times hypnotic geometry. There is certainly in many
of these assembled “fired paintings” too, a note of patterns suggestive perhaps of the textile
arts whether subliminally inspired by Korean women’s brilliantly colored traditional garments
or African, Ashante kenti-cloth patterns or Scottish men’s criss-crossed plaid kilts.

Whether any of these references or influences are acknowledged or relevant is not so impo-
rtant however in appreciating the fired painting’s very artful presence on the walls of a pristine
gallery. I am confident though, that the late greatly respected formalist American art critic,
Clement Greenberg, a major advocate of color-field painting in America in the 70’s and 807s,
with whom I on occasion would speak (as when Greenberg visited the Everson Museum in
Syracuse while [ was director there), would have approved - of Shin Sangho’s “truth to
materials’ approach” to tile-making and of his elevating the art of ceramics to a new level of
appreciation as an art form and to its exceptionally appropriate use in architecture.
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Shin’s “fired paintings”™” abstract geometry consists mostly of a staccato succession of
colorful squares and vertical accents punctuating them in linear striations. Those with vertical
linear accents suggest a forest of non-objective impulses and those with horizontal lines
dominant suggest a series of distant horizons. However, the rich panoply and generous

array of vivid colors in most modular works dominate their large compositions and somehow
overwhelm their grid-like patterning unlike most minimalist paintings done in the 80’s and
90’s in America and Europe which most often are devoid of bold colors (as with well-known

American minimalist painters Agnes Martin or Robert Ryman for instance).

More importantly and significantly perhaps are comparisons to be made with modern
and contemporary abstract painting enjoying a revival lately according to many enlightened
critics and curators. Shin’s “fired paintings” might be associated esthetically with paintings of
other abstract artists from the early geometric abstractions of Europeans; artists such as
Piet Mondrian, Paul Klee, Frantisek Kupka, Vassily Kandinsky and Victor Vasarely for instan-
ce or to later American abstract expressionists and colorists such as Joseph Albers, Mark
Rothko and Barnett Newman. Hans Hofmann whose studio I often visited while living in
Provincetown, Massachusetts in the 1960’s and whose “push and pull” advocacy of dyna-
mic color relationships in abstract painting might also be relevant to Shin’s large colorful and
harmonious abstract compositions. Shin’s “fired paintings™ might further be compared to the
works of intensely colorful minimalists such as Ellsworth Kelly, Frank Stella, Sol Le Witt or
later Gene Davis, Al Held, William T. Williams, Ross Bleckner and still later Philip Taafe or the
[rish-born American painter, Sean Scully. With a fine intelligence and astute knowledge of
the art world around the globe, Shin Sangho has confronted a semantic challenge by
cogently naming his recent works of clay and glaze, “fired paintings” dismissing the possible
pejorative utilitarian sound of the words glazed tiles or ceramic plaques, as if to avoid relating
them to the stigma of belonging to the category of crafts. For an ameliorative reference for
his most distinguished recent works, designating them “fired paintings”, he has semantically
launched an effort to raise the appreciation and expectations of that sometimes too humble
sounding medium called at random either pottery or clay or even ceramics for the greater

appreciation of that medium in the world’s major pantheons of art.

And so, finally, in the rather meteoric trajectory of this astonishing ceramic artist’s
career, from being an inventive master potter updating traditional Korean motifs and forms
of his beloved country’s venerable culture and later exposed to a wider world with frequent
travel to Europe, America, and especially Africa, Shin is engaging a more universal esthetic
and audience today. From his “Dream of Africa” series he has now realized the dream of a
unique colorist painter and an international art form of his own devise that is as ambitiously

innovative as it is purely beautiful.

New York, 2007
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