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LFPOLTIE AND THiIS PGS

Jean Shin’s
Accumulations
of Ephemera

BY BROOKE KAMIN RAPAPORT

Opposite and detall: Chance City, 2004.
Discarded lottery tickets (value 521,456,
B x B x 8 ft. This page: Penumbra, 2003,
Broken umbrellas and thread, 75 x 45 ft.
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|2an 5hin s a collector, but not of high-end
art or antique furniture. Instead, she combs
the streets of New York City for ohjects
culled from the detritus of daily life. She
claimed curbside refuse —the metal frames
and synthetic fabric hoods of cheap umbrel-
las—to create Umbrella Stripped Bare, a
2001 installation at Long Island University's
Brooklyn campus, and Penumbra (2003),

a soaring project at Socrates Sculpture Park
In Long Island City. In Gless Block (2003,
she built a wall of emptied wine bottles
whose shades of green created a mosalc,
And she hoarded thousands of dollars
warth of lottery tickets to construcl a geo-
metric metropalis In her 2004 Brooklyn
Museurn project, Chance City. Shin has also
solicited clothing donations: pant cuffs,
ties, shoe soles, and shirt seams have all
found a place In her roster of materials,
Mare recantly, she has turned to consumer
surplus swch as computer key caps and oye-
glasses, Sound Wave (2007), at the Brook-
Iyn Academy of Music, uses hundreds of old
records to form a black wave cresting over
the lobby floor. Duplication of form —vast
numbers of umbrella skins, layers of neck-
ties, myriad trouser legs, stacks of tired
LPs—distinguishes Shin's works from others

emplaying quotidian supplies. Through rep
etition, Shin straddies Minimalism, femi-

nism, and installation to create surpris-

ingly, stridently formal sculpture imbued

with personzl recollection,

Formal means were standard practice
far many Pratt Institute faculty members
in the mid-1990s when Shin received her
bachelor’s and master's degrees. Pratt's
gthos appealed to her because it was
"based on the Bauhaus tradition” of a
non-higrarchical mingling in the commun-
ity of artists, graphic designers, and archi-
tects.! Following her graduate studies,
Shin worked in the curatorial department
at the Whitney Museum and was exposed
to a range of modern and contemparary
art movements. She took Minimalism,
post-Minimalism, process art, and Arte
Povera into consideration for her own
work. In 1959, she siudied at the Skow-
hegan School of Painting and Sculpture in
Maine and credits other participants and
faculty there — Polly Apfalbaum, Tom Fried-
man, Byron Kim, Suzanne McClelland, and
Lisa Segal—as formative influences. Today,
Shin maintains a studio in Brooklyn.

Shin's wark is also informed by her
upbringing and memaories of her youth,



She was barn in Seoul, South Korea, and
immigrated to the Maryland suburbs with
her parents and brother in 1978. She calls
their move to A&merica a classic immigration
story, spun from the large Influx of Asians
following President Lynden Johnson’s sign-
ing of the Immigration Act of 1365. Her par-
ents enrolled their children in the Bethesda
public schools and opened a supermarket
in nearby Washington, DC

In her work, Shin mines the memory of
her parents’ intense labor. She recently
reminisced about how unrelenting hours of
minding the store trickled down to her
practice as an artist, She also recalled how
much her parents “valued hard work and
how their endless labor and commitment
to work transformed our existence. They
worked nonstop to provide for us” Shin

helped out on weekends unpacking boxes
and placing food cans in row upon row in
parfect order. That process of repetition and
of stacking object on object continues to
inform her werk as she collects and then
deconstructs objects of like form. “When
| left school,” Shin mused, “I was trying
to figure out my own voice...The notion
of doing installation art appealed to me
because it meant the freedom of [using]
materials from the everyday. At the same
time, these societal cast-offs would be
transformed by my attention and labor”
By 1999, Shin was creating work that
united these childhood rituals with the for-
mal concerns af her student years. She
forged an independent visual language,
largely in installation art, in which accumu-
lations of ephemera became her signature

Alterotions, 1999, Fabric and wax, 2 x 22 x 12 fi.

style. Alterations (1992) culls the ends of
pant legs snipped off by tailors and seam-
stresses. Shin gathered discarded cuffs from
blue jeans, gray flannels, and khakis and
dipped them in wax to form a floor plece
composed of stiff eylinders. Clearly behold-
en to Eva Hesse's seminal work of fiberglass
and palyester resin, Repetition Nineteen I
{1968), Shin summons the Minimalist
ethos.2 In Alterations, Shin sought to instill
her work with a personal story, She has
commented that hacking inches off the bot-
tom of those pant legs relates to her own
experience with clothes: she is a petite
woman, physically at odds with a fashion
industry standard of tallness, Through repe-
tition of form, the piece —and much of
Shin’s other work —also alludes to pile-ups
of clothing, summoning the excesses of
American consumerism

Shin prefers to describe her work in
terms of “accumulation” rather than
excess, Critics have noted that other young
female artists, including Tara Donovan
and Phoebe Washburn, also use countless
numbers of like objects to produce spare,
abstract sculpture. In Shin's work, this sur-
fait of sameness appears In different ways
depending on whether her pieces are
installed in 2 gallery or out on the street.
In 2000, she purchased hundreds of ties
from a used clothing store in Brooklyn, That
purchase resulted in Fringe and Untied, two
works that demonstrate how context can
determine interpretation. Shin first showed
the wiork on a gity street and then pre-
sented a variation In a Manhattan gallery.
In both settings, row upon row of neckties
were draped or tied to a fence. Installed
within the confines of Exit Art in New York
in 2000, Untied riffed on Minimalist paint-
ing, with swaths of red rep, blue paisley,
and maroon college insignia ties. The
gallery became an old-boy networking club
gone awry, as an acre of club ties slummed
with the most quotidian of street furniture,
the mass-produced chain-link fence.

Shin initially installed the work in a gritty
urban setting, using a street fence to sup-

Sound Wove, 2007. Record albums and wood, 5.2
K6EEx Bt



port the ties. Fringe presented a different
rationale than its indoor variant. The "art”
label rapidly evaporated as daily life invad-
ed the project. Passersby helped them-
selves to the ties at the corner of Orange
and Chapel Streets in Mew Haven, perhaps
not realizing that this was a public artwork,
Did the excess signal free giveaway? Were
they stealing? Once the buzz circulated,
the ties were largaly gone. Shin was non-
plussed by the reaction: “Working outdoors
and in the public realm, there are chance
encounters and variables you cannot
always anticipate. The ties were a com-
madity of need. People took ownership
of the ties and the fence that separated
the public from the vacant lot" The fal-
lowing week, she returned to the site
to assess the situation, adding ties and
tying tighter knots. Still, pedestrians wait-
ing at the bus stop found the plethora
of silk tough to resist,

Julie H. Reiss, in the introduction to her
book From Margin to Center: The Spaces of
Installation Art (1999), affirms the viewer's
role in validating works like Fringe: “The
essence of installation art is spectator par-
ticipation, but the definition of partici-
pation varies greatiy from one artist to
another, and even from one work to
another by the same artist. Participation
can mean offering the viewer specific acti-
vities. It can also mean demanding that the
viewer walk through the space and sim-
ply confrant what is theres While Shin
had not anticipated the active participation
of bystanders in New Haven, she ulti-
mately welcomed it. Visitors unknowingly
warked in concert with the artist not only
to enliven the outdoor display of Fringe,
but also to corroborate the piece's pres-
ance as an installation,

Of course, other artists have used profu-
sions of material from everyday life. Félix
Gonzales-Torress installations of wrapped
candy were intended to be collaborations
with an audience: the sweets existed for
people to take. By contrast, Shin's denuded
fence ultimately became a larger part of
the work than expected. When the public
acted as participant, the changed context

Cut Outs and Sespended Seams, 2004. Fabric,
thread, and stanch, 19 x 60 x 15 ft.
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formally and conceptually altered Fringe's
presentation.

In @ 2001 installation at the Rotunda Gal-
lery in Brooklyn and then at the Embassy of

the Republic of Korea in Washington, DC,
Shin employed another process of gather-
ing and recycling apparel. In Worn Soles,
she amassed hundreds of used shogs—
from stylish ladies' heels to men's cor-
dovans, to slip-on sandals—to create floor
patterns, swirling pathways that brought
the eve to ground level even as they led
nowhere. Many viewers perceived a con-
nection between Warn Soles and pho-
tographs depicting piles of shoes ance
belonging to Holecaust victims. This link
was not part of Shin's ariginal conception:
“I didn't want to address the larger issues
of the Holocaust, but everyday loss” She
explained that every step a person takes is
a loss of time or of past experience. By
gathering the implements of walking,
Warn Soles bears witness to the everyday.
The saoles literally came from known and
unknown souls. (Shin found them at
used clothing shops and on city streets and
asked family and friends for donatians.)
She similarly relied on the kindness of
strangers for her next work, also created
from street cast-offs. Shin gathered used
lottery tickets for Chance City, a project

Fringe, 2000, Neckties and existing chain link
fence, & x 20 fi.

first installed in 2001 at Art in General and
re-created in 2002 at Caren Golden Fine Art
and in 2004 for “Open House” at the Brook-
lyn Museum. Embedded in the purchase
of a lattery ticket is the emotional roller
coaster that makes the buyer gamble with
his money and his dreams—the keyed-up
anticipation of the purchase, the burning
hope for a win, and the abrupt letdown of a
loss. Reminiscent of the artist’s youth when
she stacked cans on shelves, Chance City
consists of second-hand “scratch and win®
tickets painstakingly stacked in a geometric
assembly. Chance City Is @ metaphor on a
platform: it is a house of cards, 2 Potemkin
village, its structure as fragile as the psyche
of the optimist hoping ta land millions. It
sanctifies the loser's lot by turning his vul-
nerable fate into a tower of hope that will
ultimately collapse,




Above: Clothestine (White Oxford Shirts], 2003. Fabric and thread, 4 x 12.5 in. Below: Armed, 2005, Fabric,
thread, and starch, (wall} 24 x 14 ft; (cefling) 2 x 24 x 6 ft.

Below and detail: TEXTile, 2006. Recycled and custom-made computer keys, customized keyboard, software,
video, and aluminum, 2.6 x 4 x 25 ft. Created in collaboration with the Fabric Workshop and Museum,

Although Shin did not know thie individ-
ual ticket buyers in Chance City, a 2004
work in the Projects series at the Museum
of Modern Art gave her the opportunity to
interact directly with MoMA staffers by cod-
ifying their community through clothing.
Installed in the lobby of MoMaA QNS during
the renovation of the museum’s Manhattan
site, Cut Outs and Suspended Seoms was
constructed from items of work clothing
donated by MoMA staff. Shin received a
uniform from a musaum guard, a pair of
trousers from a curator, and an Oxford shirt
from the director.t She was fascinated by
the understated palette of all the clothes,
which reflected a “professional dress code
of MoMA” She brought the garments back
to her studio and "deconstructed and
starched them so that they would appear
flat” at the museum, she created two long
walls of abstract forms, a mosaic that
simultanecusly alluded to clothing and to
Minimalism and the Pattern and Decoration
movement of the 1970s. Shin also cut the
seams, collars, and cuffs (the architecture
of the garment), stitching them together to
form a canopy in the museum lobby,

The structural elements of clothing
appear again In the strikingly white Clothes-
line (White Oxford Shirts) (2003). This
spare project suggested a choreographed
dance across the whitewashed corner of
Mew York's Frederieke Taylor Gallery. As in
Cut Quis ond Suspended Seams, Shin lib-
erated the mainstays of the shirt vocabu-
lary—collar, cuffs, rows of buttons—
and removed the material that covers the
body. Her choice of form and color pur-
posefully conjured an apparition in this
earie work, in addition to summoning
other works of art. Clothesline took on
the white paintings of Robert Ryman
and Agnes Martin, but its usually over-
looked materials diverted attention from
an art history lesson,

Clearly Shin's focus is not on the art his-
torical canon, and the legitimacy of using
quaotidian materials was established long
ago, There is something of a neighborhood
organizer in this artist who will enter a
community and join individuals through
some commanality. Shin has acknowledged
the importance of uniting disparate people:
“In each project, I'm bringing together
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Dress Code, 2008, Fabric and Beva adhesive on
panels, 42.75 x 58.5 ft. Wark commissioned for
the George H, Fallon Federal Building, Baltimore,

diverse individuals within an imaginary
community who are connected by a com-
men material they all have in their lives
In a way, these selected objects take on
the role of portraiture —acting as surro-
gates for the individuals behind them.
My installations act as a group portrait
of our society.'s Involvement with indi-
viduals {whether donors or collaborators),
as well as the labor-intensive process
aof gathering, culling, selecting, and
installing, propels Shin.

Recently she created a vast canopied
mural using pieces aof American military
uniforms. Armed (2005) was shown as
part of the Roebling Hall exhibition "Fear
Gear” Shin met with the director of the
Harbor Defense Museum at Fort Hamil-
ton, Brooklyn, to identify lacal soldiers
who would donate uniforms. Shin said of
the work's development: “In many cases,
I traveled all over the New York area to
pick up the uniforms. This process gave
me the cpportunity to meet many of the
soldiers and hear their stories... They told
me what wearing their uniforms means to
them. Ultimately, this experience human-
ized the war for me & When she met sol-
diers from the Army, Air Force, Navy, and
Coast Guard, Shin was stitching together
a community through a commonality of
uniform and military service, Camouflage
patterning fills a wall with the remnants
of uniforms. The work's lower register is
crammed with shards of green and brown,
and the upper layer is completed with
the desert color scheme that American
soldiers wear in Iraq. With the current
war as a clamorous backdrop, Armed is
particularly searing. The viewer searches
for the human storyline behind each piece
of military clothing affixed to the wall.
While Shin has used the overhead trellis
of sewn-together cuffs and seams before,
its status here is raised to an allegory
because the empty cover offers no protec-
tien, only a canopy of holes.

The clothing fragments in Armed knit
tagether a group of strangers through the
shared function of their uniform. One year
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later, Shin's definition of a textile veered
away from the traditional. For TEXTile, her
2006 project at the Fabric Workshop and
Museum in Philadelphia, she used mass-
produced plastic. Rows of thousands of
plastic computer keyboard letters read
together as an arganic, cascading cloth,
while, line by line, they reveal the e-mail
correspondence between Shin and Fabric
Workshop staffers that made TEXTile pos-
sible. The wark turns in on itself to docu-
ment the detailed process of creating an
installation in a public space. Once the
project was installed, viewers could join
the artist and staff by sitting at a key-
board and typing. The additional text then
appeared on a projection at the end of the
“textile” to round out the process of par-
ticipation.

Shin’s already distinguished body of
work cantinues to grow. Oress Code (2008),
commissioned by the General Services
Administration Art and Architecture
program, recently debuted in the lobby
of the George H. Fallon Federal Bulilding
in Baltimore. Another public commission,
Celadan Rernants (2008), marks a depar-
ture for Shin. This mosaic for the Long
Istand Railroad Broadway Station in

Queens, New York, is created from shards
of Korean pottery. The abstracted vase sil-
houettes enhance the beauty of the tradi-
tional blue-green glaze, while the maternial
itself and its fragmented state speak to
the fractured cultural history of the Korean
diaspora. (The station is located in the
heart of a vibrant Korean-American com-
munity.} The opportunity for her work to
be seen by an audience not steeped in art
is an exciting prospect for Shin: " am
interested in working with communities
outside of traditional art audiences..,
With these public commissions, my work
engages @ much broader audience_.Since
mast aof my work has addressed ordinary
objects from everyday people who speak
to a collective experience, it seems like a
natural progression to bring my art to
everyday spaces where the public-at-large
will live with my installations” Because
her work embellishes the refuse of daily
life, Shin's challenge now is to reach this
broader audience while retaining the
simple and profound gesture of turning
ephemera into art.

Brooke Kemin Rapaport is a writer and
curater living in New York,
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