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PROJECT PROPOSAL

Written in Soap: A Plinth Project is supported using public funding by the National Lottery through Arts Council England
and Arts Council Korea, with additional support from Korean Cultural Centre UK and Haunch of Venison. Soap for Written
in Soap is donated by LUSH FRESH HANDMADE COSMETICS.

This project forms a part of All Eyes on Korea, Festival of Korean Culture
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Korea

Equestrian statue in Cavendish Square
London Town and Country Magazine
February 1771
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William Duke of Cumberland, born April 15, 1721; died 31st of
October, 1766. This equestrian statue was erected by Lieutenant-
general William Strode, in gratitude for his private kindness in
honour to his public virtues, Nov. 5, Anno Domaini 1770.°

No Good
Resolution

J P Malcolm
The West Side of Cavendish Square
1808
Etching on paper
14x11 cm
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Introduction

Written in Soap: A Plinth Project proposes to erect a large-scale sculpture
created in soap by the artist Meekyoung Shin in Cavendish Square (W1G) - a
stone’s throw away from the iconic Oxford Street in the heart of the West End
- in time for the 2012 London Olympic Games. It is organized with gener-
ous support from the Westminster City Council, Arts Council Korea, British
Council Korea, Korea Culture Centre in London, the Haunch of Venison,
London, and Kukje Gallery, Seoul.

Erected in the Central Activity Zone (CAZ) of South Marylebone, this project
will be an opportunity to historically and socially reinvigorate a site that has
functioned primarily as a passageway for pedestrians and a place of refuge
for those working nearby in the bustling West End. The sculpture will take
the place of the former equestrian statue of the Duke of Cumberland that
was erected in 1770 and removed in 1868; it will be placed on the original
plinth, which has remained empty ever since. Through a contemporary work
of art, Written in Soap aims to bring art to the public in an area of London
— though designated as a part of the Strategic Cultural Area — more estab-
lished for its commercial activities and to encourage dialogue between art and
the public, past and present, and the city of London and its inhabitants. On
show for a total duration of one year from the summer of 2012, this project
will also bring focus to the passage of time as the soap weathers, changing the
appearance of the sculpture.

This one-year public project is an opportunity for the city of London to en-
hance its reputation as the global centre of contemporary art to its cosmopoli-
tan residents and visitors, and to highlight the endeavours of the supporting
organisations and the government of South Korea in enabling a global cultur-
al dialogue through the arts. In anticipation of the London Olympic Games,
Written in Soap also hopes to connect with the world at large, reasserting
London’s privileged status as the centre of arts and culture for the estimated
5.3 million visitors next summer. The statue by an established Korean artist
Shin will also enhance the city of London’s profile as a culturally diverse and
inclusive global city.

The Westminster City Council is the local authority for the City of Westmin-
ster, a historic area of London with the City of London to its East. It is the
home to British history and tradition, including the Buckingham Palace, St.
James’s Palace, Houses of Parliament, Westminster Abbey, and the Trafalgar
Square. Some of the most important cultural institutions in Great Britain are
also found in the City of Westminster, such as the National Gallery and the
National Portrait Gallery, and thus is a host to the most sought-out tourist
district in London.
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Rewriting History:

Notions of Tradition and Time in Written in Soap Cavendish Square

While notions of time and history have occupied important The square was originally built in the early 18th century and the plinth in 1770 at the same time as the statue
positions in contemporary art, their direct impact on the that once stood upon it. Once erected, it is likely that the piece will look very much a natural part of the site.
changing cityscape and for its inhabitants has remained un- Placed just north to the only other artistic work inside the square, a statue of Lord George Frederick Caven-
questioned. Borrowing from Sanford Levinson’s study on the dish Bentinck, 1848, by Thomas Campbell on the south side, the work will bring a visual coherence to the
tradition of public monument building in changing societies park and its surrounding buildings. It will also be an occasion to bring attention to the arch leading to the
titled “Written in Stone” (1998), Written in Soap enables a re- Theology faculty of the University of London that bears the celebrated American — British sculptor Jacob
evaluation of this phenomenon. The idea of literally writing Epstein’s Madonna and Child, 1953, between two Palladian houses to the north of the square.

or inscribing history onto the urban landscape is intricately
intertwined with display of power and endowment of owner-
ship, where changes in political power or important historical
event were given justification and validation through the act
of removing old monuments and erecting new ones. In this
sense, this project is a special witness to history in making.
Erected in time for the London Olympics, Shin’s monument,
as it weathers through the four seasons, is a testament to the
continuously mutable meanings we attach to not only monu-
ments but to one’s history.

The empty plinth in Cavendish Square provides an interest-
ing site of historical negotiations to pursue this project since
on the empty plinth in the Cavendish Square — on which
Shin’s work will stand — originally stood the statue of William
Augustus, Duke of Cumberland, which was duly removed in
the 19th century due to his unpopularity. The Duke was the
third son of King George II and was popular briefly due to
his victory over Bonnie Prince Charles and the Jacobites at
Culloden in 1746. However, his punitive measures to suppress
the uprisings in the Highlands soon earned him the name of
‘Butcher’ and led to his widespread unpopularity. While the
whereabouts of the original sculpture is unknown, an etching
dating from 1808 recording this monument has been found,

bearing an uncanny resemblance to the equestrian statuette
of the Duke produced c. 1746-1770, currently held in the col-
lection of the National Army Museum in London.

The proposed sculptural piece will remain as close as possi-
ble to the original sculpture. While dimensions of the original
statue of Duke of Cumberland is unknown, the final sculpture
that will resemble closely the attached image below in terms of
scale and proportions atop the empty plinth which measures
approximately 104cm in width, 178cm in length, and 320cm
in height.
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Composition

The sculpture contains two components: soap and a metal based skele-
tal armature. The actual body of the sculpture uses melt and pour soaps
all made from 100% vegetable based ingredients including coconut and
palm oils (eco- friendly). The skeletal armature within will be attached
to the base on which the piece stands and therefore will keep the work
upright and in position in anticipation of adverse weather conditions.

Installation and Weathering

The sculpture’s appearance will change noticeably during its installation due to weathering by wind, rain,
snow, and heat. The closest example to date that visibly bears these effects are works which were shown at
the Gyeong- gi Museum of Modern Art in 2009 and at Kukje Gallery in Seoul, from 2009 to 2010. These
freestanding sculptures were left outside for a total of three and eleven months, respectively, and while the
works were not completely destroyed, the weathering process that it endured is clearly visible on the work
itself. The exploration of weathering as an artistic process is pivotal in Shin’s own practice. It is a further
development of Translation - Toilet Series, 2009, which encouraged the public to participate in weathering
the work by offering it as usable soap in toilets.

Unknown Sir Henry Cheere
Equestrian Portrait of William Augustus, Equestrian statuette of the Duke of Cumberland c. 1746-177
Duke of Cumberland (1721-1765), on His Grey Charger Lead and bronze patina on marble plinth
Date unknown National Army Museum, London

Private Collection
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COMPUTER MODELLING

Computer Modelling
Work in Process
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CALY MODELLING

Clay Modelling
Work in Process
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SOAP CASTING

Saop Casting
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Soap Work

Work in Process
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INSTALLATION

CAVENDISH SQUARE, LONDON

Installation-

i ). Square, London

P ".-2__‘_""l E;

Project




00 | Written in Soap: A Plinth Project

Installation

Cavendish Square, London
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Installation scene / Summer 2012 Installation scene / Autumn 2012
Cavendish Square, London Cavendish Square, London
Written in Soap: A Plnth Project Written in Soap: A Plnth Project
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Installation scene / Winter 2012
Cavendish Square, London
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Solo Show
Art Club Seoul
2011
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Solo Show
Kukje Gallery
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Solo Show
Haunch of Venison Gallery London
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Solo Show

Haunch of Venison Gallery London
2011
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Solo Show

Haunch of Venison Gallery London
2011




00 | Ghost Series Ghost Series | 00

[Ghost Series: Purple] Buncheong: Poetry in Clay
Asian Museum of Sanfransisco
2011
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[Ghost Series: Clear] Fantastic Ordinary

Saatchi Gallery London
2010
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[Ghost Series: Yellow] Art & Synesthesia [Ghost Series: Yellow] Art & Synesthesia
Seoul City Museum, Seoul Seoul City Museum, Seoul
2009 2009
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No Good
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[Ghost Series: Red] Translation / Solo Show
Lefebvre & Fils Gallery, Paris
2009
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[Ghost Series] Translation / Solo Show [Ghost Series] Translation / Solo Show
Mongin Art Centre, Seoul Mongin Art Centre, Seoul
2007 2007



Translation Series | 00

IV

Translation Sereis

2006 ~

- g
i
- =y

r ?l' - - L
e T
[Transla 1on.éermshow
Haunch of Veniso '.‘_'_G'allé'i'y London
~ e 2011




Translation Series | 00

[Translation Series] Solo Show

Haunch of Venison Gallery London
2011
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[Translation Series] Solo Show

Haunch of Venison Gallery London
2011
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[Translation Series] Memories from the Past / LEEUM
Samsung Museum of Art, Seoul
2010
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[Translation Series] Art & Synesthesia
Seoul City Museum, Seoul
2009
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[Translation Series] Solo Show [Translation Series] Solo Show
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Visitors to Cavendish Square in London may well smell something e memaEm_——— ST
fragrant in the air next month when the Korean artist Meekyoung Shin Eﬁi&?ﬂﬂ?}&ﬂw ;EE*F;E:::_TE?'
unveils a grand equestrian statue of the Duke of Cumberiand there made e —— E‘:::TEE.:H. T
not of marble or bronze, but of... soap (from 10 July). The artist will Sariel W ——
recreale the statue that occupied a plinth in the central London space P 11—
from 1770 to 1868, only to be removed during the nineteenth century. As s e o e o e i
the sculpture softens in the snow and rain, Meekyoung's sweet-smelling e s e s o g Y Pt et o b e et T P
piece should give new meaning to the term “aded grandeur™, s M e e e
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The artworks recreates in soap the original equestrian that sat on a plinth in the square from 1770 to 1868 and was removed in the

As the sculpture softens in the snow and rain, Meekyoung’s sweet —smelling piece nineteenth century due to widespread disapproval of his actions at war. The new commission will make use of the Cavendish Square
should give new meaning to the term ‘faded grandeur’ plinth for the first time in 144 years and bring focus to the passage of time as the sculpture weathers through the four seasons.
The Art Newspaper | 2012 Haunch of Venison | 2012
New London sculpture puts art world in a lather | The Art Newspaper | 24.06.2012 Perfumed effigy of “Butcher” Duke raises a stink in the Highlands | Scotland on Sunday | 08.07.2012

http://www.theartnewspaper.com/in-the-frame/2012/6 http://www.scotsman.com/scotland-on-sunday/scotland/perfumed-eftigy-ofbutcher-dukeraises-a-stink-in-the-highlands-1-2399182
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As monuments are built, removed, replaced, or relocated geographically and temporally (for instance,
displaying a sculpture of an unknown Roman figure in a museum today), we are reminded that history
can be mistranslated and miscontextualized. In this sense, the empty plinth in Cavendish Square pro-
vided the impetus to trace a part of history that had literally been erased
Meekyoung Shin | 2012
Clean art: the Duke of Cumberland will be lush | TimeOut | 09.07.2012

http://now-here-this.timeout.com/2012/07/09/clean-art-theduke-of-cumberland-will-be-lush/
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lomhaigh Ghlan a' Bhuidseir

Le Tedrlach Cuinnel
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Bha te-galain & Colria, Moskyoung Shin, air ———— i St
a f=abie a thoirt do leac, ann an 1els- -
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Wasiminsier. alf nach rebh lomhalgh-
shnrakghie.
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Thi irehy 3" SoamihabE 1 CiimnimsBchain

Thskad beigesd less an boaiaban Crionssh son aesic b

phobiach, agus air ar n-eachdrakih gu farsainn, o

Thagh | cuspalr as a bhih connspaideach airson na h=0brach (i pice
ge-ta

Bha uair & b omhalgh-ahnaighie de Dhide Chumberiand Boldsesr Chol
Lodair™ & b air an Be, BgUS 'S | Bn -lomnaigh Sin @ (ha | i agh-
ehiuinachadh. ann o Siuth nach &l chd MANGARD Fis a0 umha & bA'
Anns a' chiad i

Tearainnteachd na Staite

Thugmh Slod an -S0MmRaigh & bh" ann ann an 1866, N Gnn droch child an
Dide, agus sealagh MOMansach oir na Gaighed ' 135 tsann.

Dar a chaidh an t=lomBaigh a chur suas ge=i, bha muinntic an
eslabishmont g choimhead mas kaoch mir, 8 b air cobRair siginnoach
i dhidanamh air Taigh Hanbbhair, #pus air faghlach Prostannadh
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gun robh o T gUCHHr Cogaidh

Lomhaigh Ghlan &’ Bhuidseir | BBC | 10.07.2012

http://www.bbc.co.uk/naidheachdan/18780918
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midirie chio mdr "% a Chunmacas i
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Lombhaigh Ghlan @’ Bhuidseir | BBC | 10.07.2012

http://www.bbc.co.uk/naidheachdan/18780918
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Seeking a Cavendish square deal | Peter Bill | The Evening Standard | 30.11.2012
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http://www.craftscouncil.org.uk/crafts-magazine/news/view/2012/soapy-newsculpture?from=/crafts-magazine/news/list/2012/3
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Shin’s work brings these seemingly irreconcilable aesthetic ideas into one place, translating Eastern aes-
thetic values into objects; classical statues and oriental vases which are highly valued in the West.

Edward Allington | Frieze | 2011
Meekyoung Shin. Haunch of Venison | Edward Allington | Frieze | Issue 140 | 06-08.2011

http://www.frieze.com/issue/review/meekyoung-shin/
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Soap neatly evokes the elision of meaning across history and continents - it’s slippery stuff, malle-
able and vulnerable to being lathered down to nothing.

It’s this kind of cultural translation that interests Shin: the rifts that occur when something that’s
created organically in one country gets uprooted and placed, out of context, somewhere else.

Skye Sherwin | The Guardian | 2011

Artist of the week 131: Meekyoung Shin | Skye Sherwin | The Guardian | 25.03.2011

The idea is to question the value and authority of the originals by re-working them in a humble
domestic material. And Shin, herself a product of both Seoul National University and the Slade
in London, also explores, how the meanings of the original pieces were lost in translation as they

were taken from one location/culture to another.

Crafts Magazine | 2011

Tsunamis and Soap Dream: Meekyoung Shin’s Soluble Sculpture | Kisa Lala | Huffington Post |
01.04.2011

Shin has installed her works in the bathroom so that the audience can participate in the process of
transforming her work into a relic as they use the soap to wash their hands. Thus, each of her art-
works becomes authentic through its placement, duration of the work and the active participation
of the audience. In effect, Shin’s work presents the idea of not creating a work that is complete as
it leaves the artists’ studio, but the ongoing process of the whole work that has site-specificity and
historicity through natural weathering

Cathy Rose A. Garcia | Korea Times | 2009

Shin Mee-kyoung’s Soap Sculptures at Kukje | Cathy Rose A. Garcia | The Korea Times |
04.12.2011

Soap without a rope: sculptor’s quirky take on ancient artefacts | Louise Jury | The Evening Stand-
ard | 22.02.2011

First Major Exhibition in the UK of the Korean Artist Meekyoung Shin at Haunch of Venison |
Artdaily | 02.2011

Meekyoung Shin: Mongin At Center | Shinyoung Chung | Artforum International | 01.04.2008
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The Concept of Translation Meekyoung Shin

I first developed my concept of translation when the native and latterly acquired backgrounds of my artistic
training in Korea were given a new perspective by moving to Europe. The European ways of living and thinking
were very different from what I was used to and at times I myself felt like a relic in a museum. The Parthenon frieze
felt alien and uncomfortable in the British museum, uprooted from its history and original surroundings, such as the
light, air and wind, of its native place. It came to be represented in a different way. Western art is rooted in a time
and place peculiar to itself and what I had been taught in Korea was a version of that which had been institutional-
ized in Korean society and was not quite the genuine thing. This led me to think about this shift in locality and how
the shift might cause distortion by the possible lack of cultural understanding. There is a fundamental difference be-
tween something that has spontaneously developed and something that is translated. Therefore, I developed a general
mistrust of translated information that was delivered without cultural or historical understanding. There is always
an element of interpretation in translation, but especially when dealing with ancient or historical discourses, which
often depends on other translated texts as sources. Hence the relationship between the original and the end product
inevitably becomes stretched and distorted. Finally, one can also question the validity of cultural definitions on a more
general level. Even if the translator possesses adequate understanding of the two cultures that they are interpreting,
ultimately the translated material is experienced by an audience who can hold an entirely different set of cultural
definitions and expectations. This problem is exacerbated under the context of globalization and the hybridization of
cultures taking place today.

In my new work, I reference Chinese porcelain, made and decorated in China exclusively for export to Eu-
rope and later to North America from the 16th and the 20th century. Such items are a good example of the complex
interactions that can occur in a single translation experience. These pieces, when viewed by their European owners
may represent an object with specific ‘Chinese’ traits. Yet, this understanding should be viewed under the pretext
that these pieces were not used and seen by everyday Chinese people. Thus, the culture that these pieces represent is
different than what one might consider the pure, national cultural identity of China. Conceptually, ‘translation’ for
me as an artist, has involved reproducing an art work situated in a public establishment and relocating it. After being
produced alongside its original, the work is moved to a place of my choice. By relocation, I want to provide a different
context to the work, though its shape may be identical to its original; but I am also looking forward to meeting new
viewers, who have different cultural experiences, in recognition that a work of art reads differently depending upon
the viewer’s cultural back ground, experience and accumulated knowledge. Living and working in London and Seoul,
I have experienced these types of hybrid cultural situations and often locate my own identity on the border between
various cultures. In my work, I represent, as specific images of ceramics and Buddha’s, my ‘translation’ of various
religious, historical, and cultural problems that I experience as an Asian artist in the 21st century. And my reinterpre-
tation gets again ‘translated’ by viewers in their distinct conditions and situations through the religious, historical, and
cultural contexts in which they exist.

These works deal with penetration between civilizations, transference, and questions of originality, copy, and
replication and I use soap as my main medium to attempt a unique reinterpretation. Soap as material has many inher-
ent properties that have been useful when dealing with these ideas of translation. Firstly, soap has the ability to show
the passage of time — as a common, everyday material, it can exhibit a temporal flow in a compressed way because
of its trait of easily wearing out. After consistent use, a bar of soap will erode and eventually disappear. When we
unpack a new bar of soap and begin to use it slowly day by day, the time that elapses in our lives is perceptibly meas-
ured. By the time the soap 1s almost used up, we have had any number of big and small experiences. Thus soap as a
commodity, with its very private function, coming into contact with the entire nude body, is a well suited material for
making a concrete representation of the life process or perhaps, a mere trace of this life process. Due to this property
of erosion, soap can also come to represent an absence of constancy. I find a personal connection to this idea when
thinking back to my experiences living in England and Korea. The people I have met in these places and our shared
experiences are never permanent and my identity is ultimately based on a collection of these ever-changing memories.
My soap sculptures, unlike stone or marble pieces, are made with the intention that they will eventually disintegrate.
Like the everyday soap we use for washing, a soap sculpture placed in a museum can also weather, loose its fragrance
and disappear. Due to our direct experience with soap in our everyday lives, this lack of permanency becomes easily
perceptible to the viewer.

Soap also carries the meaning of the everyday or mundane. It is an ordinary material that has daily intimate
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contact with our body. We use soap in the morning to wash our face and in the evening before we go to bed. We live
from day to day without much reflection and hardly notice how the soap gets smaller day after day. Using a material
such as this to recreate classic sculptures usually constructed of stone or some other more permanent material is my
attempt to question the meaning and authority of these old artifacts. Scent, although invisible, is another important
quality of soap.. I believe that a successful interpretation of an object should engage as far as possible all five senses.
Through sensory experience, we have a feeling of being transported back in time; we are there, in sight, sound, smell
and touch, and sometimes even taste. A memory of a specific time, place, or emotion can be easily triggered by our
sense of smell. Often these smell associations can be stronger and more powerful than even visual or verbal ones. To
experience the fragrant properties of soap, one needs to be in direct physical proximity to the material itself. There-
fore, one cannot appreciate the true quality of the material through a visual image alone; so the material has the effect
of dividing image and reality.

Using these inherent qualities of the material, I have been able address issues of cultural translation through
my work. My original soap sculptures were replicas of traditional Western sculptures made out of soap which I start-
ing making while living in London. In the main building of the Slade School, there was a sculpture by a 19th century
British sculptor, John Flaxman. At first, I had no idea or interest whose work it was and I regarded it as just another
piece of old Western sculpture, symbolic of the historical meaning of the place in which it was sculpted. Seen from
the perspective of the modern art, it was also a work rooted in the past, whose significance was in art history alone.
However, after watching a restorer clean the ancient figure, I gained a new appreciation for the value that a work of
art accumulates over time. From then on, the old, worn-down stone pieces in the museum gave me a sense of time. So-
lidity and permanence are the qualities commonly attributed to stone, but even a strong material like stone will wear
down with time. This thinking resulted in my choice to use domestic soap as a sculptural material to replace marble.
With its “scent’, soap also allowed the immediate experiences of sculpture works, the on the spot experience available
only in that particular time and place. Constructed close to real scale, I often placed these works in direct proximity
to the original piece. Thus, the viewer is confronted with a juxtaposition of an original or authentic piece and a copy
or imitation in plain sight. Here, the material of soap was ideal in that from a pure visual standpoint, the finish could
be rendered to be similar to a white, polished stone, such as marble. Having been trained and educated in the Korean
fine art education system, I was coming out of an environment where copying and replicating Western art work was
the norm. I was interested the cultural translation that occurs through the process of replication and copying. From a
pure craft perspective, it was interesting that no matter how precise and exact a replica could be made, it could never
carry the same cultural significance as the original piece.

In 2002, I decided to refer to my actual works as ‘museums’. The exhibition was called Translation Museum
and comprised of coloured wood constructions and soap sculptures in the form of classic antiquities, selected from the
plates of art history books. By body-casting using soap, an ‘original” work was created, whose meaning was altogether
different from that of the ancient original. These museum-like pieces naturally inhabited the exhibition space. They
showed the longevity of traditional craftsmanship as well as subtle incongruities that lead the visitor to probe intimate
spaces of each piece. Adding creases in the garment, or removing an arm or the head gives the suggestion of the
possibility of another version. However, these works were not only about replication, but also about the movement
and transmission of artifacts around the world. These new pieces were not mere recreations of the original work, but
unique in themselves according to the translator’s views and ideas. Whereas I recreated ancient Greek and Roman
marble statues in previous work, in my recent work, I remake Asian ceramics from blocks of soap and exhibit them as
if they were in a museum. The object that is called ‘artifact’ has its own unique temporality and spatiality, and I have
paid close attention to the temporal gaps and spaces generated as such objects move around world.

My soap sculptures take the same forms of what they represent but possess completely different historical,
cultural contents and new contexts. In Translation-Vase, I represent Chinese decorative ceramics, sculpting them
from blocks of soap, making incisions, filling in, and painting them. Another work in my ceramic series is Translation-
Glass Bottle, which has the same form as Translation-Vase but is made out of a transparent material. The artifacts,
as they move between Korea, China, and Britain, encounter audiences of different cultural backgrounds and are
understood in different ways depending on their cultural backgrounds and levels of comprehension. Artifacts are
functional things that were once used by people, but after their cultural values are discovered and they are moved into
museums, they become untouchable objects. I am interested in the temporal pause that takes place in this process. My
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Translation-Toilet Project consists of soap Buddha statues that were made to be used by audiences in the bathroom
and then brought back into the gallery, at which moment the process of ‘artifactization’ stops. The soap statues in the
bathroom stimulate functionality, decorativeness, and audience participation, in the process of which they generate
their own provenance, and are understood in divergent patterns according to each culture, religion, or gender.

In my travels to London and Seoul, or Greece and India, I have been interested in what makes each place
distinctive but cannot be visually transmitted. I am always aware of the scent, wind, and other properties that are
non-transferable to an image. Seeing photos of a place before I go there and looking again at those images after
traveling to that place, the photos look like a shell without a scent. Cultural experiences or artifacts that are re-created
through images alone cannot exist in a different place and time. Therefore, the scent of soap becomes an ideal me-
dium through which to express these issues. Fragrance is directly experiential and has a capacity to divide an image
and an actual experience. When I attempt to replicate museumized or cultural artifacts and interpret them, they get
miscomprehended in different contexts and cannot exist in the same way when they are moved into other temporal
and spatial settings. Transmission, movement, and enjoyment come to possess different contexts. By representing cul-
turally representative artifacts, I address invisible sensibilities along with the questions of movement and transmission.

I often identify myself as someone on the border between cultures. There are borders of gender, nationality,
and culture, all of which I am continually mediating. Having lived abroad and experienced life in different parts of
the world, it is hard to categorize my identity as strictly Korean. In many ways, my life and identity is a product of
cultural translation. In everyday life and as an artist, I am constantly translating. Whether it is physically, through the
replication of cultural objects, linguistically, through communication through different languages, or even conceptu-
ally, through the communication and transmission of ideas surrounding my artwork. In The Location of Culture
(2004), the author Homi Bhabha writes, “What is striking about the ‘new’ internationalism is that the move from the
specific to the general, from the material to the metaphoric, is not a smooth passage of transition and transcendence.
The ‘middle passage’ of contemporary culture, as with slavery itself, is a process of displacement and disjunction that
does not totalize experience.” This passage provides an apt description of the background for my work to date, where
soap has become both a material and a metaphor. As a soft, malleable material, my soap sculptures stand in direct
contrast to the rigid, solid sculptures of the past. This reflects the loosening of cultural categories and definitions that
were once thought to be permanent and unchanging. Soap as a material also gives me great freedom to reproduce
valued artifacts with a precision and accuracy, which allows me to allude to the form and shape of classic sculptures.
Whereas, the artifacts I reference from Europe and Asia are often defined in a single, definite way, my works are more
fluid and can be interpreted in multiple ways. They are products of translation occurring over and over, which is a
reflection of my own life and existence.
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How do you say it in your language? Edward Allington

Its time to wash my hands, behind the wash basin is a sculpture in the form of a Buddha, its made of soap
and I'm invited to use it by rubbing my hands over its head to build up a lather then rinsing them under the tap. I
do this with some trepidation because I know that part of it will adhere to my skin and wash away, my skin will be
cleaner, but the sculpture will be just that little bit less than it was before. By washing my hands on the sculpture I've
just contributed in some small way to a work which is part of the long term Translation - Toilet Project by the Korean
born artist Meekyoung Shin. These works will eventually leave their places besides the wash basins and be shown in
partially eroded form in galleries and museums.

Soap is a very strange substance, a mixture of two substances you would not usually want on your skin, or
associate with being clean: fats and ashes, animal or vegetable oils mixed with potash. Processed in the right way a
chemical reaction called saponification occurs creating a new substance, which we know as soap which acts as a “ han-
dle” dissolving the dirt and also rendering it soluble in water. The process is ancient, a soap formula exists, a mixture
of water, alkali, and cassia oil written on a Babylonian clay tablet from around 2200 BCE. (1) In the West we mainly
owe our knowledge of soap to the Muslim world, most modern soaps are little changed from the Arabian soaps of
the Middle Ages. In the classical world it was known but not used for cleaning. Soap although seemingly unusual as a
sculptural material has, in fact, a history of being used for sculptural ends. It can be cast, carved, modeled, engraved,
even painted (2) . Meekyoung Shin has mastered all these techniques with dazzling skill, and more importantly has
chosen to do so with a great sense of purpose.

Washing is a symbolic, as well as practical act, in the Western Christian world the most significant act of
washing is, perhaps, that of Pontius Pilate the Prefect of the Roman Province of Judea ( CE 26 - CE 36) Pilate is
mentioned in all the canonical gospels; Mark, Matthew, Luke and John. It is in Matthew that Pilate famously washes
his hands of the fate of Jesus. The phrase: “to wash your hands of it” is still in common usage in the West meaning
to wash away responsibility. It is also an activity, as Shin has emphasized, usually seen as women’s work. Women are
traditionally expected to clean and were, and in many cases still are, judged by their ability to clean and to be clean.

My hands are clean, yet some other transference has taken place. I have touched the sculpture, a copy or
rather a “translation” of an actual religious idol. I have worn some small part of it away. I have in turn been made
clean, but to touch an idol is also to be some how blessed in return. We are all familiar with idols in Churches or Tem-
ples where the Madonna’s have feet polished by the supplicant kisses of believers, or the heads of Buddha’s are worn
away by the single touches of those who reach to gain access to the Western Paradise, or some small gift to ease daily
life. Through out the world ikons to every known belief have some aspect of touching or being made ceremoniously
clean. To wash, to touch, it seems such a simple act, normal, every day, but in fact it is a very complex transaction:
Practical, chemical, historical, cultural, and gendered. Meekyoung Shin encapsulates this artistic project under the
term: translation, but what does Meekyoung Shin mean by translation?

In his book” Mouse or Rat, translation as negotiation” (3) Umberto Eco outlines some of the criteria of
translation, the first he refers to as “...translation proper ( that is, from one natural language to another)”. (4) Let us
take one of Meekyoung Shins best known works ¢ Crouching Aphrodite 2002. This is a sculpture in soap coloured to
resemble marble, cast and modeled over an armature of wood and steel. 90 x90 x 70 cm. The sculpture 1s based on a
Roman copy, of which the cast in the Louvre is 115 cm x 74 cm x 58 cm, of a work also known as The Venus of Vi-
enne, the original being attributed to Diodalas of Byhinia who was active between 240 and 200 BCE. In fact there are
many versions of this particular classical pose, most of them Roman copies. Crouching Aphrodite 2002 is a cast taken
from the artists body in the pose of these well known statues. Significantly it is widely accepted that the the goddess of
beauty is being interrupted whilst bathing, or at her toilet. There are many issues here but let us return to the first. Is
this “translation proper” as in from one natural language to another? At first it would seem not as they are both sculp-
tures, however I would say this assumption is incorrect. Sculpture as a distinct aesthetic ( as in separate from religious
and ritual life) is a completely Western concept (5). Western style sculpture, a tradition in which Meekyoung Shin was
trained at, and became expert at, while studying at Seoul National University, was introduced to Korea when Kim
Pok-chin was sent to study at the Tokyo School of Fine Artin 1919 during the Japanese occupation of Korea(6) The
Japanese had imported these techniques, mainly from Italy at the begining of the Meiji Restoration. So yes I would
say this is “ translation proper”. The artist translates the notion of a sculpture of a woman, from a Western tradition,
and in the West the human figure remains the basic paradigm of beauty, by using her own body to translate a Western
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image into an Eastern form through her own experience as an artist who has trained and works in both Korea and
England.

Eco goes on to discuss aspects of translation, one he describes simply as length, saying it would be unrea-
sonable if a manuscript of two hundred A4 pages using the same size and type of font was returned translated with
four hundred pages. Shin’s translation’s as we have seen above remain close to scale. Eco then contrasts Disney’s
“translation” of Pinocchio in contrast to Collodi’s original text. Meekyoung’s Shins “translation” does not resemble
Disney’s. Her work is not a major reconfiguration of the story, it is not a substitute for the original. Then Eco talks
about idioms: how a phrase in one language if translated literally would not make sense, but would if exchanged for
a matching idiom in another language with the same meaning. Eco uses the English phrase “ to pull someone’s leg”
which means to tease someone and suggests to translate this literally into Italian would be meaningless , but to trans-
late this as “to pull someone’s nose” would give exactly the right impression to the reader. Shin’s work doesn’t seem
to be about idioms, but there is a clear exchange of style and terms in keeping with this notion of Umberto Eco’s. In
this body of work Shin transposes an Eastern body type, usually her own, over the idealized Western body type in the
classical works she is referring to. Eco states that the translation must be “literally unfaithful” (7). He also mentions
adequacy, equivalence and faithfulness. I think it is clear Meekyoung’s Shins work does meet these criteria, but meets
them in terms appropriate to her media. Most importantly Eco describes translation as a form of negotiation. This is
where the work of Meckyoung Shin operates, we stand in front of one of her works and we have to begin to negotiate,
to interchange existing paradigms of thought, familiar images with slight shifts in meaning, changes of materials, the
shift from one language to another. In this work she translates Western notions of the idealized female body, into real
Eastern female form.

In some works in the continuing series of figurative “translations” of classical sculpture Shin has added
tints, added colour. It is known that classical statues were coloured, but this 19th century discovery posed problems
for the Victorians who felt at ease with nude statuettes and sculpture as long as it was in the classical manner and
monochrome. The most famous example was Ganova’s British pupil John Gibson (1790 - 1866) whose Tinted Venus
(1851-6), now in the Walker Art Gallery in Liverpool, caused an outrage at the time been seen as vulgarizing the art
of sculpture and being far too life like and hence erotic. Meekyoung Shin’s use of colour in the soap allows her to both
to remind us of this debate and to give her “translations” an uncanny presence. It emphasizes the material: soap, and
the associations of that material with the body. There is something else we must not forget, these sculptures now in our
museums were once in private hands, they were trophies, they were symbols of knowledge and power. Symbols of the
supposed superiority of Western values, they were also a mechanism of exchange and trade, either in themselves or
through their replications. and as Margaret Visser has said when discussing food: “ Women have always been another
symbol, used for the knitting together of families and tribes; they too are ‘given away’ in marriage, shared, stolen, used
to enhance status, or abstained from.” (8) All translations have to closely question the original, unpick the underlying
issues and then re present them in a new language. For those that are bi lingual these differentiation’s are clearly ap-
parent, and Shins work allows us this pleasure, reveals her interrogation of the original.

Recently she has built a new body of work where the translation is seemingly less complex: the Translation
- Vase series, and the Translation- Glass Bottle series. These technically extraordinary works are replicas in soap of
Chinese ceramic vases made for consumption by Western markets. again a system of exchange. Meekyoung Shin
sometimes shows these works on open crates standing on mirrors, sometimes on plinths. by doing this Shin also opens
out notions of transportation, protection and storage. Most sculpture, most art if not actually on display is stored in
crates, and when it is on display it has to have some mechanism to protect, to distance it from the actual world; a
plinth, a podium or a vitrine.

There is direct translation from one language to another, from ceramic or glass( both are made from silicates
heated to very high temperatures) to soap, that curious mixture of organic and inorganic materials. The realism of
this translation is breathtaking, we can fully believe that there is access to these works in a different medium, from one
language to another. But again, as is often the case, with Shin’s work there is a difficult contrast to over come. Ceramic
and glass is fragile, but as a material virtually indestructible, most of our knowledge of prehistoric cultures comes to
us through the remains of their ceramics. Soap is in fact a very durable material if like paper it is kept in the right
conditions, but if not it is very transient, it can literally be washed away.
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Korea has been and still is one of the most significant producers of ceramics. A heritage which is universally
admired. In 2007 I visited the British Museum with the artist on the occasion of the display of her work: Translation:
Moon Jar 2007 in the Korean galleries of the museum. First of all we went to see a special display of a Moon Jar in the
collection. A truly beautiful pot, and interestingly donated to the British Museum by Bernard Leach, perhaps the most
influential Western potter of the modern era. Leach, an ex Slade student like Meekyoung Shin was a close associate
of the Japanese aesthetic theorist and founder of Mingei Yanagi Soetsu.Yanagi was a great supporter of Korean art
and of its ceramics in particular. It was their work which made available so many of the wonders of Korean ceramics
to the West. Later we went up to see the Translation: Moon Jar 2007, displayed in a vitrine just like the original. It was
only by reading the label that it was possible to believe it was soap and not ceramic. The Moon Jar in the lower gallery
had been handled, touched by many hands, Leach must have held it, yet there is no trace of him other than the label.
The trace of everybody who had touched had been cleaned from its surface. Meekyoung Shin’s Moon Jar, could be
just washed away, both were fragile but in very different ways.

All of Meekyoung Shin’s work, has this quality, it needs to be cared for, protected, maintained, its fragility
reminds us of our own. How we need to care for ourselves, our families, our friends, our environment, our cultural
heritage and our cultural exchanges. Just how hard it is to make these things and how hard it is to look after them.
Meekyoung Shin has made works you can wash your hands on but one thing is for certain this is not work you can
wash your hands of.

(1) Wilcox, Michael, “soap” in Hilda Butler. Poucher’s Perfumes, Cosmetics and Soaps ( 10th edition.) .
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Translating Culture — the Sculpture of Meekyoung Shin James Putnam

“The origin of philosophy is translation or the thesis of translatability”
(Jacques Derrida from “The Ear of the Other’, 1982, p.120)

Meekyoung Shin’s ongoing project Translation is about the process of transference and re-coding of shapes
and iconography across cultures through time and space. Her work addresses the ways in which forms, decorative
motifs and religious iconography are transformed by exchanges between cultures. Shin’s soap versions of ancient clas-
sical sculptures and oriental vases relate to their ‘translation’ between East and West — how this inter-cultural transport
affects the way they are understood and aesthetically appreciated. Translation is not only a linguistic activity but refers
to processes by which cultural expression moving across national and cultural boundaries raises questions related to
translatability, comprehension and loss of meanings. As in linguistic translation, some cultural knowledge is necessary
to fully understand objects transported from one continent to another. Shin’s Translation project proposes the idea
that a vase or a statue can actually become a ‘different’ object when removed from its original setting and transported
to new surroundings. Through an act of displacement Museums re-contextualize artifacts that may have previously
had a utilitarian or religious function to become ‘non-useful’ cultural objects of historical or aesthetic significance for
posterity.

Shin’s process of translation involves making a soap version of an object from a museum or private collec-
tion and relocating it to a new context to be viewed and reinterpreted by another public from a different cultural or
religious background. Their expectations and appraisal of that object will vary according to their individual historical
knowledge, circumstances and locale. Translation therefore denotes not only the art and craft of the translator, but
also a larger cultural formation that emerges through the interaction between national traditions in the increasing
globalization of art. With the present-day phenomenon of multiculturalism, boundaries are blurring and distinctions
changing or disappearing. Artists themselves are becoming more nomadic so that their national and cultural identities
are increasingly heterogeneous. Studying, living and working between London and Seoul for over fifteen years, Shin
is both a participant and practitioner in the larger processes of cross-cultural hybridization that results in new inde-
terminate types of national and cultural identity. When Shin visited European museums and saw classical Greek and
Roman sculpture for the first time, she experienced a personal sense of cultural and aesthetic alienation or displace-
ment that she went on to express in her work. In an earlier incarnation of Translation (2002) Shin made a series of
sculptures in soap after Greek and Roman marble statues in museum collections. Shin portrayed her own body and
facial features in the pose of the ancient originals and also added some polychromatic colouring like the sculptures
would have appeared during the Hellenistic era. In 2004 these were displayed in the British Museum’s Great Court
and included Shin’s ‘performance’ where visitors could watch her sculpting the work in progress. In recent years Shin
has moved on from depicting Greek and Roman sculpture, to recreating Asian ceramics from blocks of soap and

exhibiting them in public and commercial contemporary art galleries as if they were in a historical museum.

The antique Chinese porcelain that Shin has chosen to create in soap is the type that was decorated exclu-
sively for export to Europe and America. The origin of ‘china’ as the generic name for ceramic products derives from
the first introduction of Chinese porcelain to Europe when it was regarded as very rare and luxurious. The remoteness
of China in previous times led Europeans to form an idealistic and exotic vision of its culture that became ‘translated’
in terms of decorative designs and motifs. In the 18th & 19th centuries this export porcelain was believed by the
West to be a quintessential expression of Chinese culture and yet it was never used or even seen by the most ordinary
Chinese people. Meanwhile their artisans and traders were happy to participate in this fantasy or misconception by
providing porcelain decorated specially to appeal to Western taste. Export ware is significant to Shin’s project since
it represents an expression of cultural mistranslation through displacement. Similarly many non-Western forms and
ornamental motifs found their way into European decorative arts in the 19th century such as chinoiserie, a pseudo-
Chinese style. Shin’s reference to her vases’ ‘translation’ is also alluded to in the way they are installed or presented,;
utilizing their custom made packing crates instead of conventional display plinths, and sometimes standing the vessels
on a sheet of reflective polished steel. Their ongoing shipping labels are all part of their provenance as they become
re-contextualized and ‘translated’ from their travel from one place to another. She is able to fabricate her soap vessels
following the wide variety of traditional ancient Korean and Chinese porcelain shapes some of which she makes in
undecorated pastel colours and installs in different combinations and arrangements. With her keen attention to detail
and highly skilled finishing technique her soap sculptures resemble painted white and plain green celadon porcelain
and even translucent glass. By training her hands to respond deftly to her mind, she has reached a point of impressive
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virtuosity, and an instinct for achieving a sublime sense of balanced rhythm and proportion in her work. A stunning
example of this is the her soap version of an ancient plain white porcelain Korean ‘Moon Jar’ that she displayed at
the British Museum in 2007.

Shin uses soap as her principal sculptural medium and believes its intrinsic properties have an affinity with
her artistic notion of translation. In contrast to the solidity and permanence of sculptural mediums like bronze and
stone, she regards soap’s flexibility as an apt metaphor for multiple interpretations. For her its malleability suggests
loosening the rigidity of cultural categories once believed unchangeable, while its softness and fragility expresses her
feminist stance against the hardness and inflexibility symbolized by traditional ‘masculine’ materials. As part of a daily
morning and bedtime washing ritual, soap symbolizes the measurement of our lives. Coming into direct contact with
our skin it has a quality of intimacy absent from other sculptural materials. After continued use a bar of soap will
erode and finally disintegrate as if to suggest the passage of time. Shin also equates her own migratory lifestyle and a
lack of a permanent base with soap’s characteristic sense of transience and impermanence. Soap also has a fragrance
that offers an experiential quality, which can evoke memories of a different time and place. Her choice of this medium
with its connotations of the mundane and every day, shares the sensibilities of the Italian Arte Povera movement
whose works were often made from cheap and commonplace materials as a reaction against traditional art world
values. In the same spirit as the alchemist who can turn base metal into gold, Shin transforms or rather ‘translates’
this worthless material into something precious. Soap is also a metaphor for society’s obsession with hygiene and her
Translation — Toilet Project comprises of soap Buddha statuettes placed in the toilets of art institutions and museums.
These become worn down through public usage and afterwards exhibited in galleries like historical artifacts. Since
visitors play an essential role in their creation and subsequent provenance, they form a stark contrast to real museum
artifacts that were often once functional everyday objects rendered untouchable by their need for preservation.

Shin feels that she is constantly translating through the very nature of her work and by the need to discuss
the reasoning behind it in different languages. Her practice is concerned with the relationship between the appear-
ance of the original and its interpretation while addressing issues of authenticity, originality, copy and replication in
the critical interface between concept and viewer. Nowadays it’s possible to exactly replicate most three-dimensional
objects mechanically by using feature recognition scan technology. Shin’s meticulous handcrafted versions are sur-
rogates rather than replicas that she refers to as ‘ghosts’ of the originals. The Romans copied Greek statues because
they believed they could produce the same powerful aesthetic effect by following the ‘perfect’ sculptural forms of the
originals. Some Roman versions of Greek sculptures are even regarded as being aesthetically superior in some respects
than their older prototypes. But works of art are not merely objects to appeal to our aesthetic sense without regard to
any notion of their origins and human contexts. They express and embody both cultural beliefs general to a people
and personal character and feeling specific to an individual. When the work of art is expressive of the sensibility of a
culture, it is also understood at the same time to embody the sensibility and authentic values of its maker, especially
when different viewers in different contexts share those values. Shin’s Translation project involves a rigorous creative
process where her decisions as translator represent a sculptural negotiation between cultures to create new pathways
for meaning. Sculpture is itself a ‘translation’, a means of conveying an observed reality by concentrating its essence

both visibly and invisibly into what constitutes form.

James Putnam, London, November, 2008

3. 1. i: Eassy | English | Sculpture is on the Surface / 01

Sculpture is on the Surface YOQ, Jinsang, Art Critic & Professor

Three male youths statues are positioned in front of the museum blue glass wall in the water pool. These
sculptures that appear to have risen from the sea like white nymphs have been already washed and worn away in rain,
wind, and sun as if they had been standing there for a long time. Kouros, statues of standing nude male youths of
the Archaic period were first made around 660 B.C., and they mark the beginning period of Greek art. Kouros are
one of the most important artworks in the appreciation of Western art. A small number of kouros replicas crossed
over to Korea with the help of Korean-Greek cultural exchange foundation and the Department of Sculpture at the
Seoul National University, College of Fine Arts has kept the works for more than 20 years. Meekyoung Shin has seen
these ‘kouros’ since her university days and she made her own soap ‘kouros’ by copying the replicas made of plaster.
Shin’s sculptures were installed for approximately three months from September to November in the outdoors water
pool at the Gyeonggi Museum of Art. The museum visitors were able to have the unique experience of observing
the weathering process of the sculptures as the soap melted and washed away in the wind and rain. Kouros are the
most recent series of Meekyoung Shin’s Translation project. In order to be realized as a complete work, the sculptures
were moved indoors after it has been installed outdoors for a fixed period of time. Unlike the original works kept at a
museum in Europe under conservation, the sculptures made of soap recorded the flow of time and various incidents
more sensitively until at a single moment, it was also forced to stop the process of weathering.

Like many other art students in Korea, Meekyoung Shin copied European sculptures as part of her studies.
Drawing the sculptures of Greek, Roman, and Renaissance periods like Vénus de Milo, Agrippa, and Giuliano de’
Medici form the ‘canon’, or the structural and contextual foundation of Korean contemporary art education. Stud-
ies of dessin that place emphasis on the accurate depiction of the subject based on perspective drawing and studies
of realistic oil painting and sculpture were first introduced to Japan when Japan was actively engaged in exchange
with Europe during the Meiji era in the 19th century. Around the time when Japanese prints were making an impact
among European Impressionists, the Japanese on the other hand were beginning to accept realism drawings of the
West — ranging from classicism to naturalism - as the authentic art form. It further passed on to Korea in the carly
20th century. The general concept of art we are familiar can be said to have been shaped and formed essentially by
trade and communication over a relatively short period of time. Furthermore, Meekyoung Shin went to UK. for
her studies in mid 90s. When she visited the British Museum and other European museums, she was able to see the
originals of the sculptures she had copied in Korea. She must have felt the same emotions as that of so many other
art students in Asia. The experience of seeing the original artworks in their actual location — for a non-European who
has already seen them many times over in another place, in another context, stirred up a very unique sentiment in the
mind of the artist . What modernism brought to artists in Asia, or even further to the non-Western regions overall is
not only the canonical definition and traditional methodology of art but a sense of alienation, distance and absence.
Therefore, it is of no surprise that Meekyoung Shin took interest in the sense of absence she felt when she encountered
the original works she had replicated in the past. But in fact, both originals and its replicas are separated from their
actual contexts. For example, the Irieze sculptures of The Parthenon in the British Museum are already far from their
original location and in addition, its copies act as reference materials that stress the sense of absence in the original
work. Objects are distanced and separated from their original context in which they were first formed through diverse
forms of movement including plundering, dissemination, exchange, and trade. In effect, they are transformed into
something else that is completely different. Therefore, ‘translation’ points to the transfer of objects and its associated
contextual changes.

In 2002, Meckyoung Shin made Crouching Aphrodite using soap, as a replica of the original sculpture in
the Musee de Louvre, entitled the Venus of Vienne. Venus of Vienne was made in the Roman era between 240~200
B.C. It s also a replica of another original. Shin’s Crouching Aphrodite copied all of the wear and damages occurred
to the original replica made of plaster throughout the years but the artist herself posed for the sculpture and then
cast a model of the sculpture using her own body. This work in particular highlights the relationship between the
original and its replicated original. An artwork does not simply move from one place to another, but in the process
of migration, the viewers who look at the work construct a new identity based on their historical background and by
becoming aesthetically inspired. The artist expresses the subject’s formality of her own understanding using her own
body to make it contemporary. “Iranslation’ implies an impossible transfer. Nothing can be translated identically to
its original. This is because separation, transformation, mistranslation of the original takes shape in different culture
and language. Moreover, it is inevitable due to the differences in its placement, time, viewer, and context. Meekyoung
Shin’s work can be said be a type of ‘re-writing’ because she makes sculptures that are ‘similar’ to the original work. As
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an example, ‘palimpsest’, a parchment that has been scraped and used again countless times further assists the idea of
re-writing. Its’ underlying meaning of overlapping identity in ‘multiples of appropriation’ calls to attention the read-
ers and writers in the cycle who bring confusion to the reader. The ‘translation’ of Meekyoung Shin adds a sense of
suspense and strain to those viewing the work because of the multiple layers - the original sculpture, the first replica,
the replicas that have been repeatedly copied, and its resulting subsidence of the subject, as well as the soap material
that appears very fragile.

Meekyoung Shin began working with soap early on in the process of modeling and replicating Greek sculp-
tures. Soap becomes a decisive element in her artistic practice. It is easy to handle, inexpensive, malleable, and most
importantly, its apt pliability allows Shin to make extremely realistic reproductions. But in spite of this, using an eve-
ryday material and not a conventional art material presents a great adventure for a sculptor. Soap is excessively soft
unlike marble, stone, or bronze. It therefore has problems like erosion which makes it difficult to conserve. In the case
of realistic sculptures or figures seen at Madame Tussauds, for example, beeswax is used - but soap - due to its natural
and purest form as an object that is used, in effect, to ‘wash’, gives off a much more sensitive and unstable impres-
sion. For the past ten years, Meekyoung Shin has sought to overcome the weakness of using soap and has now solved
many of the related problems. But on the other hand, some of her works are actually used as ‘soaps’. Shin began the
‘Buddha’ series in 2007, which were cast Buddha statuettes, produced to be used in toilets. Visitors were able to use
the soap. They were invited to rub the statuettes using their hands, which caused the Buddhas to gradually wear away.
After being placed in the toilets for a fixed period of time, the Buddha showing the deterioration became a completed
artwork that was shown to the audience. The rapid disintegration of the soap contrasts with a conventional art mate-
rial which deteriorates very slowly. Thus, soap accelerates the process of wear and age. Soap is not only supple, but
it is a useful object. Moreover, its usefulness materializes with its decomposure and disappearance. Therefore, the act
of ‘washing’ and the placement of Buddha in the toilet that leads to its deterioration are two distinct but overlapping
concepts that leads us to newly experience the process of ‘translation’ and its inevitable associations. This series dif-
ferentiates itself from other works by Shin because of the ‘usage’ (which is actually implied by its material). That is to
say, Greek statues were replicated using soap but were not used but the buddha statuettes are both sculptures and soap
at the same time. The use of the Buddha to wash away the audiences’ dirt calls to mind Buddha reaching enlighten-
ment and then leading the others into salvation by sacrificing himself.

Shin’s sculptures are made from a model that replicates another cast. The replicas can only find its signifi-
cance 1in its relationship to its original. Greek sculptures, religious medieval art, and decorative art of the Renaissance
and Baroque periods seem to be fixed in their current location, historicity, and their status, but in reality, the originals
also have belonged elsewhere and have been based on other things. For the past few years, Meekyoung Shin has been
also reproducing vases using soap. To consider the history of vases, for example, the famous British ‘Bone China’ - as
its name suggests - originated in China and traveled to the West. The import of chinaware follows the trade route of
Great Britain and itself carries a history of cultural migration, translation, re-interpretation, and reproduction. Like-
wise, Korean vases also best exemplify the history of cultural exchange between Korea-China-Japan in the middle
Fast East Asia. Using soap, Meekyoung Shin replicated the potteries that represent the height of cultural exchange be-
tween China and Korea. At times, the originals used by Shin are actually replicas of inexpensive originals. These vases
are displayed immediately as they are removed from the wooden crates that were used to transport them rather than
glass vitrines, typical of most museum displays. This method of exhibition emphasizes the continuous journey of the
replicated vases to the viewer. Furthermore, the soap vases appear to float in mid-air because of the mirror placed on
the crate - the only decorative element in the display. The vases always appear to have just arrived or soon leaving; they
are never anchored anywhere. Therefore, Shin’s work provides the clearest example of transference and exchange,
appropriation and reinterpretation. Just as her artworks made of soap endlessly rotate in a cycle of ‘writing-rewriting’,
the engagement in an exchange of forms and a language rooted in diverse cultures, regions, and times, allows the
audience to experience and discover the flow of a greater cycle. For the artist, ‘reproduction’ follows this course of
circulation as the focal point for all stages from its origination, creation, production, disappearance, to reproduction.
It is important to note that her works are not limited to the category of ‘postproduction’. In theory, a single cast or a
model which produces unlimited imitations begin to emit transcendental light at a certain point. Through the imita-
tions, the original acts as an abstract index that accentuates original location and the original time. This is the aura
that Walter Benjamin critiqued of the original, but on the other hand, Leibniz’s ideas about the relationship between
one and many recall an entirely different argument. Leibniz’s thoughts call to mind the cycle that is made of one of a
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majority and the singularity of multiples; that is, the circulation that is dependent on the one-many, many-one, one-
one, or many-many. Moreover, a single segment reflects a whole and the whole is reflected in each small segment, and
different segments create a combination of the whole picture. Thus when we consider the relationship formed by the
combination in which a whole creates an infinite number of wholes, a conventional relationship between the original
and the copy is not limited to one belonging to the other. Rather it is a link in an infinite series of chains. As a kind of
a link, Shin’s work reveals the hidden parts of the whole chain through reflection.

The level of realism in Meekyoung Shin’s work is extraordinary. This effect is possible due to the suppleness of
the soap material. Additionally, soap enables coloring, transparency, exquisite details, and smoothness, which some-
times renders a reproduction that is even more sensual and elaborate than the original. Also, Shin sometimes applies
colour to her works although the originals were without colour. In particular, some of the Greek sculptures have been
colored with various skin tones even though the originals were in white. These processes of the artist transcend the
simple reproduction of sculptures. Her inclination for realism itself suggests room for another interpretation. Many
of her works go through an extensive colouring process. Since Shin can paint, draw, and fix the surface many times,
she can push the realism of her works to the utmost. This kind of emphasis to the exterior can be understood an act
of inscription on the surface of the soap. As a principle of pure reproduction, her sculptures reflect the world they are
placed in. The mirror reflects the subject placed in front of it and her sculptures reflect the viewpoints and the gaze
that surrounds it. Just as illusion exists on the surface, her sculptures exist on the surface of that illusion. And thus the
sculpture is not a simple visual reflection but a reflection on the form of its existence. Looking at the frail existence
of the subject that is momentarily stopped in its long cyclic journey is evokes the same sentiment as gazing at a cer-
tain point in the cycle of Buddhist reincarnation. This illusion is exceptionally forceful and its existence is markedly
ephemeral. Perhaps this is the reason why Meekyoung Shin creates Buddha statuettes that wear away in the toilets by
the hands that use the sculpture as soap. The Buddha statuettes that barely retain their initial figure have an uncanny
presence - as they appear familiar but in reality, they have never been seen before. It is astonishing that the worn
and washed away part of the statuette that have now disappeared, haunt and glimmer like an afterimage. Now the
sculpture positions itself on a part that is not visible on the surface. It is most fascinating that the universal veneration
evoked by this impressive artwork initiated from the use of soap. The sculpture can be touched and in actuality, this is
what causes it to be worn away. All of her works inherently carry this possibility - that you can always wash yourself
by using the work. But at this given moment, you are merely looking at that idea. Therefore the sculpture exists on
the surface of that thought.
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(1) Wilcox, Michael, “soap” in Hilda Butler. Poucher’s Perfumes, Cosmetics and Soaps ( 10th edition.) .
Dortrecht: Kluwer Academic Publishers. pp. 453
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(2) Jack C. Rich, The Materials and Methods of Sculpture, Oxford University Press, 1947, pp 357 - 358
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(3) Umberto Eco, Mouse or Rat, translation as negotiation, A Phoenix paperback, Weidenfeld & Nicholson,
GB 2003.
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(5) See: Paul Oskar Kristellar, The modern System of the Arts, in Renaissance Thought and the Arts, col-
lected essays, Princeton University Press, New Jersey, 1980, pp 163-227
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(6) Kim Pok-yong, Modern Sculpture Responds to International Trends, Korean Arts Guide, Yekyong
Publications Co., Ltd, pp 90-91
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(7) Umberto Eco, Mouse or Rat, translation as negotiation, A Phoenix paperback, Weidenfeld & Nicholson,
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CV

Education

Solo Exhibitions & Project

Selected Exhibitions
2013 - 2011

* Born in 1967, South Korea

* Lives and works in Seoul and London

1998

1993
1990

2013
2013
2013
2013
2012
2012
2012
2011
2011
2011
2009
2009
2008
2007
2007
2004

2002
2002
1995
1994

2013

2013
2012
2012
2012
2012
2012

2012
2012

2012
2012
2012
2011
2011
2011

2011
2011
2011

M.F.A. in Sculpture, Slade School of Fine Art in University College
London, London
M.A. in Sculpture, Seoul National University, Seoul

B.A. in Sculpture, Seoul National University, Seoul

Written in Soap, A Plinth Project, Taipei Moca [Forth coming]
National Centre of Design and Craft, Lincoln [Forth coming]
Kimchongyoung Museum, Seoul [Forth coming]

Johyun Gallery, Busan [Forth coming]

Weathering Project, Kimchongyoung Museum [On-going]
Translation, MOT/Arts, Taipei

Written in Soap: A Plinth Project, Cavendish Square, London
Translation, Korean Ambassador’s Residency in London, London
Translation, Art Club 1563, Seoul

Translation, Haunch of Venison Gallery, London

Translation, Kukje Gallery, Seoul

Translation, Lefebvre & Fils Gallery, Paris

Translation, Museum of Art, Seoul National University, Seoul
Translation, Mongin Art Centre, Seoul

Translation — Moon Jar, Korean Gallery, British Museum, London
Performance & Show at British Museum, London

(Accompany ‘A Free State’ - Decibel/Arts Council Conference)
Translation, Tokyo Humanité Gallery, Tokyo

Translation, Sungkok Art Museum, Seoul

Shell, Namu Gallery, Seoul

Meekyoung Shin, Seokyoung Gallery, Seoul

Glasstress 2013 White Light/White heat, Palazzo Cavalli Franchetti,
Berengo Centre for Contemporary Art and Glass, Venice [Forth coming]
A+D, Daegue City Museum, Daegue [Forth coming]

Fabricated Object, Sumarria Lunn Gallery, London

Recasting the Gods, Sumarria Lunn Gallery, London

Korean Eye, Saatchi Gallery, London

The Diverse Spectrum: 600 years of Korean Ceramics, MASP, San Paulo
Synopticon-Contemporary Chinoiserie, Plymouth Museum/Saltram
House

Material and Energy, Korean Eye, Abudabi

Delving in; Beyond the Boundaries of Physical Properties, Inter-alia, Seoul
Ceramic Commune, Art Sonje, Seoul

Material Matter, East Wing X, Courtauld Institute, London

As Small As a World and Large as Alone, Gallery Hyundai, Seoul
Material and Energy; Korean Eye, Museum of Art and Design, New York
NyLon, Korea Culture Centre London/Korea Culture Service New York
Art Gwang-ju, Kimdaejung Convention Centre, Gwang-ju

Poetry of in Clay: Korean Buncheong Ceramics from Leeum, Samsung
Museum of Art, Asian Art Museum of San Francisco, San Francisco

Art to Wear, Plateau Museum, Seoul

Mr. Rabbit in Art World, Gyounggi Art Museum

TRA: Edge of Becoming, Palazzo Fortuny, Venice



Selected Exhibitions
2011 - 1998

2011
2011
2011
2011

2010
2010
2010
2010
2010
2009
2009
2009
2009
2008
2008
2008
2008
2008
2008
2008
2008
2008
2008
2008
2008
2007
2007
2007

2006
2006
2006
2006
2006

2005

2005
2004
2004
2004
2003
2002
2002

2001
2001
2001
2001
2001

1999
1998

1998

TEFAF, Maastricht

Convergence, OCI Museum, Seoul

Seekers of the future of memories, Gana Art Gallery, Seoul

38°N SNOW SOUTH: KOREAN CONTEMPORARY ART, Charlotte Lund
Gallery, Stockholm

Memories from the Past, LEEUM, Samsung Museum of Art, Seoul
Fantastic Ordinary, Saatchi Gallery, London

Present from the Past, Korean Cultural Centre UK, London

Moon is the Oldest Clock, National Museum of Art, Deoksugung, Seoul
The Alchemists, Edel Assanti Project Space, London

TEFAF, Maastricht

Art Basel, Basel

Art & Synesthesia, Seoul City Museum, Seoul

Armory Show, New York

KIAF, Seoul

Art Basel Miami Beach, Miami

Art n Play, Hangaram Museum, Seoul

Asian Art Week in London, I-Myu Project, London

Nanging Triennale, Nanjing Museum, Nanjing

Art in Action, Waterparry House, Oxfordshire

Welcome Home Party, Sun Contemporary, Seoul

Art Basel, Basel

Armory Show, New York

Meme Trackers, Song Zhuang Art Center, Beijing

Good Morning, Mr. Namjun Paik, Korea Cultural Centre in London
Awardees, Sungkok Art Museum, Seoul

Beauty, Desire and Evanescence, Space DA, Beijing

Soft Power, Korea Foundation, W Hotel (curated by Suum)
Particules Libres, nouvelle génération d’artistes Coréens en Europe,
Cité Internationale des Arts, Paris (curated by Aeryung Kim)
Looking through Glass, Asia House, London (curated by Jiyoon Lee)
Softness, Seoul Olympic Museum of Art, Seoul

On, Cover Up, London

Art Brussel, Brussel

Wunderkammer-Artificial Kingdom, Art and Archaeology in Lincolnshire
(curated by Edward Allington)

Twenty One: New Work by Student, Slade School of Fine Art
(curated by Ann Elliott)

Telltale, Museum of E-wha University, Seoul

Gwang-ju Biennale-Korea Express, Gwang-ju

Do Again!, Insa Art Center, Seoul

Interim Show, Slade School of Fine Art, London

Chemical Art, Gallery Sagan, Seoul

Christmas of Artist, Ihn Gallery, Seoul

Eleven & Eleven-Korea Japan Contemporary Art 2002, Sungkok

Art Museum

Alchemy, Sungkok Art Museum, Seoul

Detached House, British Embassy, Seoul

The 5th Moran Sculpture Grand Prix, Moran Museum of Art, Masuk
The 5th Galerie BHAK Contest of the Young & Remarkable Artist,
Galerie BHAK, Seoul

Soft Outside/Solid Inside-Softness Crossing Over Solidness, POSCO Art
Museum, Seoul

Fin de Siecle, Riverside Studios Gallery, London

Addressing the Century-100 Years of Art & Fashion, Hayward Gallery,
London

Summer Show, Slade School of Fine Art, London

Selected Exhibitions
1997 - 1990

Awards

Commission

Attended Residence Programs

Teaching Experiences

Collections

1997
1997
1994
1994
1994
1992
1990

2001

1998
1995
1994
1993

2009
1999

2009
2004
2002-03

2011
2004
2002
2002
2001

Korean Young Artist in London, Sacvill Gallery, London

All Changes, Harvey Nichols Department Store (Show Window), London
The Korean Variation and Aim, Seokyoung Gallery, Seoul

Namu Academy, Namu Gallery, Seoul

The Woman & Reality, 21C Gallery, Seoul

The Korean Variation and Aim, Duckwon Gallery, Seoul

The 3rd Space, The 3rd Gallery, Seoul

The 5th Galerie BHAK Contest of Young & Remarkable Artist,
Galerie BAHK, Seoul

ACAVA9S8, The First Base Award, ACAVA London

Namu Academy Competition, Namu Gallery, Seoul
Contemporary Sculpture Competition, Seoul Press Center, Seoul

Korean Grand Annual Competition, Seoul

Yongsan Council, Seoul
Memorial Sculpture for Margaret Powell, Commissioned by Margaret

Powell Foundation

GMOMA, Gyounggi Do
West Dean College, West Sussex, England

Ssamzie Artist Residency Program, Seoul

Visiting Lecturer, Slade School of Fine Art, London
Visiting Lecturer, Slade School of Fine Art, London
Lecturer, Kookmin University, Seoul

Lecturer, Hanyang Woman'’s University, Seoul

Lecturer, Ulsan University, Ulsan

National Museum of Contemporary Art, Gwachun
Samsung Museum of Art, Leeum

Houston Art Museum in Houston

Museum of Art, Seoul National University, Seoul
Mailyooup, Seoul

Painting Studio, Japan

Yongsan Council,

Mongin Art Centre









