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Lee Bul
After Bruno Taut (Devotion to Drift)
4 December 2014 – 18 January 2015

The New Art Gallery is delighted to present this new work by South Korean artist Lee Bul which was commissioned jointly by The New Art Gallery Walsall, Birmingham Museums Trust and Ikon Gallery, Birmingham with support from the Art Fund as part of Art Fund International.  

Lee Bul is one of South Korea’s most renowned contemporary artists.  She was born in 1964 and originally studied sculpture at Seoul’s Hongik University.  She graduated in 1987, the same year that South Korea became a democracy after almost 35 years of military dictatorship. Speaking of living under such tyranny, the artist says that it “taught her to distrust any kind of totalising ideas and claims to absolutes – aesthetic or otherwise.”  

Lee Bul has exhibited widely and represented South Korea at the 1999 Venice Biennale where she received an Honourable Mention and she recently received the Noon Award at the Gwangju Biennale (2014).  She works across a wide range of media including drawing, performance, sculpture, painting, installation and video. 

This compelling sculptural work is suspended like a chandelier from the gallery ceiling, where its crystal, glass, acrylic beads, chains and mirrors play with the natural light to activate the space.  The work is one of a series created by the artist that reflects on the failings of utopian optimism, as characterised by the German architect and urban planner Bruno Taut (1880-1938) as well as the architecture of totalitarianism from her native country.  One of Taut’s most famous achievements was the Glass Pavilion which was built in 1914 for the Cologne Deutscher Werkbund Exhibition.  Although it was only a temporary construction, the elaborate building boasted a prismatic dome structure and utilised a variety of effects including glass bricks and mirrored mosaics to demonstrate the potential of glass and reflective surfaces for architectural projects.  The building was imaginative and idealistic and has clearly influenced the “castles in the sky” created by Lee Bul.  Through its elaborate and almost excessive use of materials, the artist also hints at the rapid growth and unsustainability that characterises the modern world. The use of beaded necklaces is also thought to allude to the impoverished South Korean female workers who earned their living making beaded necklaces up until the 1980s, an element of social reality that contrasts with Taut’s wildly idealistic utopian visions.  For Lee Bul, the notion of utopia is painful and tragic as it inevitably proves unfeasible. 

The collection developed as a result of the support of the Art Fund through Art Fund International will continue to be enjoyed by audiences in the West Midlands and beyond for generations to come. 

Lee Bul, After Bruno Taut (Devotion to Drift), 2013.  Presented by the  Art  Fund under Art  Fund  International for joint ownership by The New Art Gallery Walsall and  Birmingham Museums Trust, 2013.
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