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“Histocy can be grasped only in its diSappearance,”
- Walter Berjamin

Early moming New York City, after a stormy night, A young, dark-haired woman
combs the wet streets, sifting and retrieving the “refuse and detritus™ of the
“half-concealed, variegated traces of daily life of the collective.™’

For months, the scene is repeated after every rainstorm. Artist Jean Shin and her
husband scour the Gty, searching for broken, discarded umbrellas in the streets
and sidewalk gutters of the finer—and not so fine — neighborhocds of Brooklyn
and Manhattan,

The search ended in the summer of 2001, Shortly thereafter, amid the institutional
facades of buildings of Long Island Unéversity in Brooklyn, students and passersby
encountered a kaleidoscopic burst: a rippling wall of dark hues of blue and green,
bright colors of orange, lavender, red, and patterns of polka dots, blue stripes, and
floral prints. While Umbreles Stripped Bare (2001} hangs suspended between two
trees, billowing in the wind, nearby, the skeletal remains of the umbrellas — curved
handles, cheap aluminum frames, steel ribs, twisted spines — lie entangled in a
heap of metal.

' Howard Eiland and Kevin McLaughlin, “Translators’ Forward,” in The Arcades Project (Cambridge, Massachusetts, and
London: Belkna Press of Harvard University Press, 2002), p. ix.



JEAN SHIM's ant practice and the atlention she pays 1o the fragments of secietal
remains evoke the image of ane of the mary gleaness profiled in Agnes Varda's
film, The Glearars and 1 [2000), or that of a nineteemh-century ragpickes. The ragpecke
ane of the many incamations of Waller Benjarnin's pantheon of wiban obsersers
“experences the city streels as intenisrs, its traffic and commadities as images af
reflection.™ Unlike the comentional i&neur, an urban observer —white, Bourgesis,
and mahe —whi letsurely atrolls the sireats in order bo relain control oF 1o make Sense
of the city, the ragpicker wath her Sharp seavenging ewe picks hes way theough tha
fublesh. As evoked by the poetry of Chares Baudelaire, the ragpicker shares qualies
with ather chasactars — the detectne, the arigt, the dandy, and the calleciar — by
absaring and expanencing the signs, sounds, and images of evenyday life. Deborah
Farsons wiiles, “In fact, Bengamin's suirealist ragpicker resembles Baudelsrne's avant-
gands kaneur more accuralely than the authonalive figuie he € usualy atnbubesd
wilth. ... Like the modern artist and the ragmcker, Banjamin makes & collage out of
fragments of uiban myth.™
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Shin's project of salvaging is comparable 1o that of the ragpicker and collector in her
gatharing of discarded objects and nesw but obsaolete matenals. In ber own wonds,
she describes her process as follows: °1 am attracted to cenan foend matenals — like
the: eucess fabric from altered pants, a single sock ledt behind in a lendromat, or
stockings scarred with runs — because thay embody a certain history af dysfunction,
rejection, and abandonment.”™ However, unlite the ragpicker who relies solely on
the street for materinls, Shin usually calls upon friends, family, peers, and colleagues,
enlisting them 1o donate mismaiched or lost socks, old shins, runny nylons, ate.
Amassing o surplus of matenial in trash bags and boxes flled 19 cxzess, Shin
proceads te isolote hersell in hor overflowing Brookbyn studio and embarks on labor
intensivg projects that eniel consigorablde amounts of time and enorgy. Her an
practice, involing sewing, culling, tearing, and refabricating throsm aesry, forgotian,
and useless materials. leads to a visually pleasing viewing auparience that ravives a
history and stosy lelt urtold, In other words, the and result of Shin's creatie refom-
latizn of ihi cityscape and what Chitra Ganesh descnibas as the residual trace of
axpareanca situates her as a viswal historian, extending the roles played by the rag-
pickar, collecton, and glaanar,

Shin's careful consideration of materals and defl use of form creates a palimpsest of
tenie and space, often with a nice sense of humor, & colordul cluster of pant cuffs
arranged on the floor comprises Aembons | 1992001 | * Tha installation, filled with
tmndreds of cyindrical-shaped forms, is a nod 1o anist Fva Hasse  In contrast.
hrprerver, 1o Hesse's “buckets” of fikerglass and polyestar resin, Snin's chosean mate-
rial is simpdy Tabric — excess cloth cut from hilve jeans. khakis, and slacks — that
comments on hes predicamant 85 one who falls cutside the fashion industny's “stan-
dard sire.” Shin turms her alterations axpenience humorowshy on s head, decoding
what is aversge or inadequate, by stiffening tha cuffs of varying sizes and colors
wilh was, craaling 8 meatropols, an wncanmy landscaps of Bonaventura-like buildings.

4 Chiern Canach, “Memnerr on the Edes of Co e Tarise Huaberd ard baes 5oin " dafes Ao dris Dealopea
(norineimmar T000), 0.7
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Shin's installations of urbardike landscapes provide 8 view lrom (hose below, on the
gireets, rather than 8 panoramic view of an uerban develaper, an anchitect, or a CEQ,
Hest work, dapends on bath her community amnd thee city Lo gengrate matenals and, in
turn, they determina the scale of har work, She presenls an wiban expenenos 1hal i@
less fiad and authonitative, and more aleatony — aver changing and fragmented.

Chanee Ciy (2001/2002), as the name indicates, is emblematic of tha alaalary in
Shin's art practice. In 2001 a1 Art in General, $16,751% woeth of discarded instant
gerach-andewin botiery tickels comprise haer Charce Cif. Panstakingly. and with Lital
concentration, Shin halances and stacks the tickets one on top of th ather to
cigate & house ol cands without any kind of supgdeamentany support, The seeminghy
vulrtrabile struciune and Fnminent collapsa of the cards toppling cver Tram a miEs
shere o dralt roetaphoncally cormespond to the lotbery ticket's promise of fast
iy, Athauah the sagy erasure of labex silvar with a coin o fingenail in Secands
determines & l94s oF & win, he gestise underscores the hopes and despair, th
drisaimis and desperations of all those who pley. The reclanguiar-shapaed tickets deco-
raled with fepeated patlerns snd calchy kogaos in high gless yelow, Blue, and red
lettering, proaising the possibility of winming numbess, appsar from afar 33 & minia-
turized “lorbidden” city. The denizens of Shin's “Chance City™ are by definition
Iasars, 05 thi: ks shade a series of unmatched and unlecky nuMmbars: an anony-
mios monumient of kst hoges and dreams.

B Ak Carwn ol Fire At b 2007, e totd smcunt of lotterre cards uwsd arroustsd &= 517,115



Blvwing Commertiorn {157 Cavtars) (detail, T001, Rododux cxrdh ink amd canal on s

All ol Shin's wiorks atiemgd 1o creale a physical and psychic space as well 85 an
imaginary community in which boundases shift, or divides of public and private blur,
Hote that the use of thess evaryday items does nol necessarily allude to a univer-
sill, self4pvident, or transparent histony, but miher suggests a marginal and fragmem-
wd namrative about human comemerce. In other wonds, hed work in 8 langes context
kpcates itsell in the preduction and commodifscation of goods and sendces that imer-
secl class, gender, and race relations. Her search for materials leads her 1o Bquar
slores, corveniance chains, and sweatshops, ancounters which easea an impression
on Shin, indinectly inlorming her anistic ractice and politics. Her lreguent «isils to
dry cheaning storas, take shops, and laundiomats have eamed her the nickname of
“lint or cull ledy® by the mamy immigeanis who themselves emigrated to the US.
in search of “a bedter lile.” Her process end art hint at an immigrant nafrative (hat
pictures the city nol 85 "a homely space of belonging and familiarity,™ Dat rathes as
alienating and marginalized. In padn, e history Shin is creating is also personal;

* Tom McdDoaouh, “Tha ‘Crimea of e Farser” Ociaber (83 $al 20000, 0. P2 | she firak I'ﬂ'd'li -I'th
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the collscting of matiials 35 well 85 har process INCOrporales her past — her parenis
awned and ran & sugermarket while She was in high school, and later a guar
star in Washngion, DO — bul doas nold Stk 10 express 3 didache idenlily palilics.
Rather, that re-cresated history makes palpable the contours and feelings of an
urban and irmmegeant expeience,

Technodogy. a5 reflected n Shn's prachice, leals 10 reguiamy, homdagenaify, enmmg
and contral, 11 threatens 1o erase the bocal and personal history of communities.
In Rofodex Prapects Dvimmong Covvrgctnng (2001], Shai G5ks the phainear 10 lead a
unigque mark By drawing a ling: across the from dnd back of a blank Rolodex card,
Along the walls, she places the cands next 1o each cther by way of comecting the
lines of each card, not anly documanting thi gesture of drdwing & ine, But mappng
har iife force and conlacts: in assenca, hir communily, Hene Shin's progect e
intedprets a sign — the Aolodes cand once symbalined the ieral snd figurathee s1mus
of a person in anather person's social or professaonal fiskd — as well a5 the Sign's
undaing. a5 the formerdy ubsquitous rotany cand filg vergis on obSolestinod with the
introguction of the Paim Filol.



Duiing & recent resdancy in Seoul, Korea, al Ssamese Space, Shin constiuctsd
Safany Mt (2002). Crocheting discarded yellow plastic sireps, Shin's wark sppoars
live & canopy Bcroas the expanse of the upper floors of 8 delunct geinting fecton.
Her bright yellow net. made of reinforced rylon, creates a visusl capsura, an atiemgd
&t sifiing and capiuring the fragmants of a once prospercus time within an aban-
donad run, laft in the dust, forgodten by an everchanging scens translormad by the
globalizateon of capital and ihe disiributon of advanced iechnology.

In all of her wiorks, Jean Shin leaves a visual register of evenyday life, what Michel do
Cenaau calls “what is left over” Her resourcefulnass in gleaning and rascuing iy
ordinary abjects in i transforms them, and produces a commenal, collective space,
ravealing than what we leave behind is constitutse of experience — and thal one’s
beoken drearms and waste can be ransligured by another woman's arl and vision
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