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Introduction 

Born in South Korea, Lee Bul is a globally recognized contemporary installation and 

sculptural artist. With a career spanning from 1988 to the present day, Lee has participated in 

over 60 solo exhibitions and has received distinguished awards, including the Ho-Am Prize in 

the Arts in 2019. Many of her artworks have futuristic themes and question South Korea’s 

maniacal pursuit of economic growth and technological advancement, past acts of brutality or 

malfeasance by the South Korean government, and the oppression of women and traditional 

Korean ideals. Empowered by the progress of feminist rights in South Korea, Lee’s artworks 

explore ideas surrounding feminism and utopia in South Korea and are influenced by her 

childhood experiences, questioning Korean history and profound reflections on the human 

condition. This paper shall examine this influence and impact through three of Lee’s artworks: 

Majestic Splendor (Installation, 1997), Cyborg W3 (Sculpture, 1998), and Sternbau No. 4 

(Sculpture, 2007). 

To understand the context of Lee’s artworks and their impact, one may consider and 

further understand the historical events that preceded and occurred during Lee’s early years. 

During the period of Japanese annexation from 1910 to 1945, the continuum and cumulative 

effect of many Korean artworks, artifacts, and diminished cultural identity, heritage, customs, 

and economic development was destroyed. However, from 1948 to 1961, South Korea began 

stabilizing, although under an autocratic government. This relatively stable period was followed 

by recurring uncertainty and instability through the late 1970s and was punctuated by periods of 

civil unrest such as the 1960 student-led protest called the April 19 Revolution and the 1979 

coup by General Chun Doo-hwan, and subsequent protests. 
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The connection between South Korea’s modern economic development and its place on 

the world stage can be traced back to 1961, when Park Chung-hee took control of the South 

Korean government and deployed a new national economic policy of industrialized exportation 

that supported family-centric conglomerates like Samsung, resulting in South Korea's accelerated 

growth. After forty years of catalyzed growth that led to South Korea’s recognition as a 

developed nation, South Korea’s government transitioned into a democracy alongside free press 

in 1987, eventually accepting entrance into the United Nations in 1991. Since then, South 

Korea’s economy has transitioned into value-added and capital-intensive industries like 

semiconductors and information technology. It accelerated its growth to become one of the 

largest global economies based on GDP. 

 

Long History of Gender Discrimination and Inequality 

Korea has a long-standing history of Confucianism that has permeated throughout 

Korean daily life, modern perspectives of family, and the roles of women and men, frequently at 

the detriment of women and their rights. This patriarchal approach elevates male authority over 

their families and society for many generations. “Not only is the father of a traditional family 

considered superior to any females but so are the grandfather, the great grandfather, and the first 

and other sons.”1 Confucianism has impacted South Korea’s social system and its legal one as 

well. In 1952, South Korean legislatures passed a civil law that created hoju, a registration 

system where all families had to participate. Each family was represented by a family head who 

was typically male unless there were no surviving males, and each woman, once married, was 

 
1 Eunkang Koh. “Gender Issues and Confucian Scriptures: Is Confucianism Incompatible with Gender Equality in 

South Korea?” Bulletin of the School of Oriental and African Studies, vol. 71, no. 2, Cambridge University Press, 

2008 pp. 346. 
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registered to their husband’s family. Historically, Korean women played a secondary role in a 

family’s lineage. In 2008, the system was abolished through the Ministry of Gender Equality and 

Family and organizations like Korea Women’s Associations United that continuously fought for 

women’s rights with periodic breakthroughs and substantive progress.  

Along with Confucianism, other global political and military events shaped perspectives 

of women’s rights. During World War II, Japan’s army constructed comfort stations that forced 

South Korean women to sexual slavery while the stationed camps of the United States recruited 

roughly a million women into prostitution, whereby “the military establishment have depended 

upon and justified the systematic discrimination of women by ‘promoting gendered notions of 

femininity and masculinity, weakness and strength, conquered and conqueror.’”2 Although one 

might assume that gender inequality in South Korea was mitigated by the election in 2012 of its 

first female president, Park Geun-hye, South Korea still lagged other nations, and it should be 

noted that Park Geun-hye’s candidacy was bolstered by her father who was former President 

Park Chung-hee. “The same year that Park won the presidency, South Korea ranked a dismal 

108th out of 135 countries on the World Economic Forum’s Gender Gap Index.”3 Regardless, the 

perceived progress of the feminist movement was curtailed when she was removed from office 

due to allegations of corruption and other illegal activities. 

 

Lee’s Adolescent Years 

Born in 1964 in the South Korean city of Yeongju, roughly 104 miles southeast of Seoul, 

Lee had a turbulent and unhappy childhood. Her parents’ vocal and persistent opposition to the 

 
2 Ju Hui Judy Han and Jennifer Jihye Chun. “Introduction: Gender and Politics in Contemporary Korea.” The 

Journal of Korean Studies, vol. 19, no. 2, Fall 2014, pp. 247. 
3 Ju Hui Judy Han and Jennifer Jihye Chun. “Introduction: Gender and Politics in Contemporary Korea.” The 

Journal of Korean Studies, vol. 19, no. 2, Fall 2014, pp. 245. 
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policies of the South Korean government resulted in their frequent incarceration, leaving Lee to 

serve as the primary caretaker of and financial provider for her younger siblings. 4 As family 

members of dissidents were limited by law to small group gatherings of no more than ten people 

as a form of isolation, Lee turned to artistic activities as an expressive outlet. This upbringing 

forced Lee to see the unfiltered struggles and minute details of daily Korean life and revealed to 

her the realities of governmental authoritarianism, corruption, and subsequent protests through 

the political activities of her parents. At the same time, she also saw firsthand a country 

undergoing a massive transformation from an impoverished nation to an economic powerhouse.  

Eventually, Lee attended Hongik University where she studied sculptural art and 

graduated in 1987. She explored music and theater, which provided an avenue of free expression 

and questioning social norms and ideals. Her focus evolved and centered on the challenges of 

being a woman, the societal definition of beauty, and the perception of the female body. Lee’s 

early artistic career focused on performance art, informed by her view of the Korean art world as 

suffocatingly traditional and constraining. One of her initial performances was Abortion (1989), 

where she was suspended naked and upside-down from the ceiling, her physical discomfort, 

illustrating the challenges of obtaining an abortion, which was illegal in South Korea.  

 

Lee’s Unique Perspectives on the Human Condition 

For Lee, memories of past events create vivid images and observations that underlie her 

artwork. Her artwork can be considered “a process through which she tries to understand the way 

 
4 Lee's biographical information is from: Cathy Garcia. "Lee Bul Pioneers Korean Contemporary Art." The Korea 

Times, Feb 05, 2010. ProQuest, https://www.proquest.com/newspapers/lee-bul-pioneers-korean-contemporary-

art/docview/1991061317/se-2?accountid=33586. 
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she sees the world”5, one in which her memories “constitute a kind of dream language that 

mediates between the unconscious and the lived experience.”6 Lee also acutely observed 

underlying societal themes, inconsistencies, and inequities – not by Western standards, but as a 

human who questions why things occurred and whether they should continue. “Two feminist 

artists, Kimsooja and Lee Bul, have notably refused to embody both the Western colonial and 

Korean patriarchal notions of gender roles and beauty in their art creation... Their work shows 

that unequal gender relations, the resulting beauty ideals, and the notion of art as merely 

aesthetically pleasing are both patriarchal and colonial.”7 An example of a human condition 

observed by Lee is the ideal of female perfection and the related fantasies by men, and the 

rejection or ignorance to viewpoints and perspectives that contradict these ideals due to fear of 

the unknown. 

 

Lee’s Ideas on the Pursuit of Utopia in South Korea 

 Having seen the pursuit of economic and technological advancement in hyper-accelerated 

ways in South Korea, Lee has seen the collateral damage and destructive nature of economic 

pursuit at all costs. Many believe that technology itself or technology-enabled solutions or 

applications are perfect relative to human progress without technology. Therefore, the attribution 

of this idea of perfection extends to creators and users of technology – a sort of manifest destiny 

with technological advancement as the ‘God’ or guiding force and vision. However, analysis of 

historical events has shown us that the underlying assumption of this theory may be flawed and 

 
5 “Pushing the Boundaries of Korean Art: Lee Bul | Brilliant Ideas Ep. 16.” YouTube, uploaded by Bloomberg 

Quicktake, 29 Dec. 2015, https://youtu.be/WhyeyI3fKY8. 
6 Lee Bul. “Beauty and Trauma.” Art Journal, vol. 59, no. 3, 2000, pp. 105. 
7 Hyunji Kwon. “The Paintings of Korean Comfort Woman Duk-Kyung Kang: Postcolonial and Decolonial 

Aesthetics for Colonized Bodies.” Feminist Studies, vol. 43, no. 3, 2017, pp. 575. 
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inaccurate. Examples include genetic engineering and cloning and the booming cosmetic surgery 

industry in South Korea. Lee questions whether these utopian initiatives proved successful and 

demand factual evidence like whether a state-of-the-art building in South Korea still exists, 

questioning one’s idealism with reality and facts concerning a utopian existence.   

 

Majestic Splendor 

We will now analyze a photograph taken by Robert Puglisi of one of the many plastic 

bags as part of Lee’s installation Majestic Splendor, which was on exhibit at The Museum of 

Modern Art located in New York City, New York in 1997 (Figure 1). Housed in a clear plastic 

rectangular bag, the subject matter is a dead raw fish laying on what appears to be small fish 

food pellets. From its gill to the beginning of its tail, its body is decorated with gold-colored, 

beaded, jewelry-like ornaments. A fish is frequently a symbol of fertility, and pierced 

ornamentation represents the suffering incurred by women to achieve beauty. The decaying fish 

of this artwork also symbolizes the lengths to which people with pursue beauty that naturally 

degrades over time regardless of ornamentation or other aesthetic enhancements.  

The estimated scale of the rectangular bag is 19.9 inches wide by 14.8 inches tall, while 

the scale of the fish is roughly 17.9 inches wide by 3.6 inches tall. The medium of this 

installation is an actual raw fish and a two-layered golden ornament with over forty beads, five 

metallic flowers, and three double-layered leaf-shaped pedals connected by wiring. The 

installation’s composition places the dead fish in a clear plastic bag with roughly one-inch 

clearance on each side and top of a convex bed of fish pellets. The outer edge of the rectangular 

bag has a relatively thick outline. The shape of the pellet pile is rectangular with a slight convex 

shape on the top. Each cylindrical pellet has distinct lines that naturally proceed in different 
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directions, creating organic and expressive lines. Within the photo, the contour line of the fish is 

distinct and contrasts with the white background wall. Crosshatch lines cover the main torso of 

the fish, and the thick hairs are separate with horizontal lines that converge towards the 

centerline towards the end. In the pattern of the number eight, the golden wires of the jewelry 

ornament create relatively small yet highly distinctive lines connecting each of the circular balls. 

The fish has shape and depth as a three-dimensional object as an installation. As a photo 

of the installation, the folds of the bag and light reflections on some regions of the bag provide 

dimensionality and space, as well as the shading of some regions of the fish and the jewelry's 

shadow on the skin of the skin the fish. The shape of the fish is regular and straightforward, 

while the shape of the jewelry ornament is geometric. There is much positive space above the 

fish, while the food pellet pile creates negative space. The installation's lighting is above the bag 

as indicated by the lighted portions of the fish, the shadow of the jewelry ornament and that of 

the bag on the white wall. The fish has a faded black eye, reddish-orange face, smooth pinkish 

torso, and flat beige tail. The flower and leaves of the jewelry ornament have a light gold color 

that is highly reflective, while the balls have a darker golden color and are reflective as well. The 

color of the food pellets is charcoal black with scatterings of brick-colored pellets. 

In describing Lee and one of her colleagues, “through the use of uncertain, shifting, and 

ambiguous visual elements and movement, they disrupt the fixed and normalized patriarchal and 

colonial establishment in Korea that has dominated the categories of beauty, gender, knowledge, 

and power.”8 The artwork questions the societal definition of beauty and speaks to the 

consequences and fallacies of obtaining beauty. Where Majestic Splendor symbolizes the 

decaying characteristic of beauty that has been idolized and pursued at all costs within South 

 
8 Hyunji Kwon. “The Paintings of Korean Comfort Woman Duk-Kyung Kang: Postcolonial and Decolonial 

Aesthetics for Colonized Bodies.” Feminist Studies, vol. 43, no. 3, 2017, pp. 576. 
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Korean culture, Lee’s sculpture Cyborg W3 represents the idealism of the female body and the 

unattainable or destructive pursuit of utopia through rapid technological advancement like what 

Lee observed during her earlier years. 

 

Cyborg W3 

Lee’s Cyborg series is a collection of life-size futuristic human figures missing various 

body parts. Reminiscent of anime and manga, the white-colored, silicone, and polyurethane 

sculpture Cyborg W3 (Figure 2) depicts a futuristic female body suspended from the ceiling. Its 

right leg and head are absent, and its right arm is distorted into a horn shape. The scale of the 

sculpture is 31.9 inches wide by 72.8 inches tall by 22.8 inches deep. Based on the photo, which 

has the figure hanging with a thick white wire from the ceiling and rotated slightly towards the 

viewer’s right, the composition places the figure in the middle of a room that has wide 

overlapping off-white synthetic shades with off-white marble-like flooring connected to a large, 

white-painted yet worn wooden floor. The wall has long (geometric) vertical lines for each 

shade, and the floors have rectangular lines. As for the cyborg figure, the entire figure has lines 

at each of the visible portions of the overlapping cast silicone strips held together by conical 

fasteners. Curved lines are equally geometric and smooth. 

The shape of the cyborg is irregular not only due to the missing limbs and head but also 

given the disproportionately large size of the figure’s left leg and calf, proper hip armor, and left 

forearm protector. However, the geometric nature of the silicone straps covering most of the 

body provides additional dimensionality and shape. Naturally, this sculpture is three-

dimensional, but the photo also picks up on dimensionality and the use of space with light that 

produces shade – mainly on the right-hand side of the body. The ground creates the negative 
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space, and the positive space is created by the figure overlapping the wall backdrop. Given the 

sizeable left leg protruding towards the front of the photo and the relatively small and narrow 

upper body, a linear perspective is created from the left leg towards the neck area to provide a 

sense of mass and use space.  

The figure is hung from the ceiling, resembling weightlessness in space. The room’s light 

source is located near the ground on the left-hand side pointed upwards. This brightens most of 

the left leg, underneath the right hip where a leg is missing, and the right side of the upper torso 

of the cyborg. All other areas of the female figure have varying levels of shade. The coloring of 

the figure and the room (wall, floors) is devoid of any material color and is all white, but 

different shades of white where there is noticeable contrast, and the light-related shading of the 

figure brings in various shades of gray. 

In some respects, the artwork represents our collective society’s infatuation with and 

desire to improve their bodies through artificial means like plastic surgery. The cyborg figure has 

extended this concept towards science fiction and robotics with its pronounced and enlarged legs 

and joint areas. Although feminists could argue that the cyborg figure discriminates and 

perpetuates feminine stereotypes and ideal figures, one could also argue that the cyborg 

symbolizes a non-gender figure devoid of the judgment of status, class, race, or other 

classifications. Not bound by the circumstances in which one was born like physical 

characteristics, individuals have many personal choices representing our identity that define our 

personal view of beauty irrespective of society's biased visual perceptions. There are trade-offs. 

Idealized viewpoints are aspirational, but reality does not match with idealized ones.  

While the posture and white coloring are reminiscent of Greek and Roman statues, this 

cyborg sculpture speaks to our aspirational yet unattainable pursuit of a futuristic and perfectly 
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beautiful body type through plastic surgery to achieve this look. It also represents the ideals to 

which women are socialized to aspire. However, the cyborg's missing limbs remind us that this 

pursuit is unrealistic and has unintended consequences. Lee illustrates that people are not limited 

by their conformity to specific unattainable standards, but rather that one ought to embrace our 

individuality as humans rather than focusing on external appearance. Like the concept of 

futuristic human bodies in the sculpture Cyborg W3, Lee’s installation Sternbau No. 4 represents 

the unattainable pursuit of a utopian universe. 

 

Sternbau No. 4 

Resembling an eccentric chandelier, Sternbau No. 4 (Figure 3) is a hanging sculpture 

composed of a thick, curving, nickel-chrome wireframe with attached, draping strings of 

varyingly colored glass and acrylic beads. Five icicle-like beaded strings are located at the 

bottom of the structure, forming a V-shape. The thick metal frame twists in a roller-coaster-like 

path, forming a somewhat irregular oval outline. At the same time, the beaded strings create 

hundreds of lines – mostly vertical – attached to the metal frame at tiny increments and hanging 

down like beaded curtains. As seen in Figure 3, the darkness of the room in which Sternbau No. 

4 is displayed, combined with the bright reflections upon it, imbues the work with a celestial 

quality and a sense of deep space.  

The scale of the sculpture is 28.0 inches wide by 51.6 inches tall. The artwork has much 

mass given the inter-mingling of the metal frame and the dangling beaded strings that are side by 

side yet translucent, thereby creating layers of depth. Furthermore, the glasswork towards the 

bottom of the artwork has more density, and less transparency, creating a sense of heavy mass. In 

the photograph of this artwork, a spotlight is in the upper right corner and illuminates the left-
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hand side of the hanging sculpture and the highly reflective bottom glasswork. Under a spotlight, 

the overall coloring of the sculpture is industrial grey, beads with mostly light gray coloring with 

hints of light brown and careful inclusion of light turquoise from larger beads located mainly in 

the middle of the sculpture, and white glass coloring and a broad pixelated palate of colors like 

dark turquoise, brown, and red towards the bottom.  

Lee's inspiration for Sternbau No. 4 was German architect and artist Bruno Taut's Blass 

Pavilion (14). During World War I, Taut's vision of "Alpine Architecture" developed in a period 

when societies needed the inspiration to envision a new world and life. Sternbau No. 4 is both 

inspiration and ideal and foresees an ominous and potentially pessimistic future. The rushed 

pursuit of aesthetics over function and structural integrity has consequences for humans and our 

environment. For example, South Korea's destructive utopia can be seen in the poorly engineered 

or constructed buildings and highways quickly erected during periods of economic growth, 

which have subsequently collapsed, causing many casualties. 

 

Conclusion 

Lee Bul's artworks drive further exploration of women's rights, highlight feministic 

concerns, and provide its viewers a point of reflection on which we measure the impact of 

advancement relative to its adverse effects on society holistically, as a segment of society or as 

individual humans. The subject, materials, and overall meaning of her artworks were influenced 

by Lee’s questioning of political history, cultural norms, and the consequences of rapid 

technological growth. Shaped by her tumultuous adolescent years, this questioning has allowed 

her to observe and reflect upon the human condition, which we see in Majestic Splendor, Cyborg 

W3, and Sternbau No. 4. Lee’s works are part of a movement toward greater acceptance within 
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South Korea of the realities of gender-based discrimination and inequality, and awareness of the 

fallacies and consequences associated with the pursuit of a utopian or perfect world.  

It would be fair to ask whether South Korea has a thoughtful and plausible path to evolve 

as a society and fill the structural gaps in a cultural foundation based on ancestral principles and 

wedded to the pursuit of ongoing economic dominance. Lee believes that South Korea has all the 

tools to evolve if it can honestly look into the mirror and apply its adaptability and survival skills 

demonstrated for much of its history. Is South Korea prepared to take a large step in this 

direction? What role will future artists like Lee Bul play to facilitate and catalyze this evolution? 

  



14 

 

Appendix 

 

 

Figure 1. Lee Bul, Majestic Splendor, 1997, fish, beads, 19.9 x 14.8 inches. Stills from the 

original installation. Photo: Robert Puglisi, courtesy of Studio Lee Bul. 
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Figure 2. Lee Bul, Cyborg W3, 1998, cast silicone, polyurethane filling, paint pigment, 185 x 81 

x 58 cm. Photo: Yoon Hyung-moon, courtesy of Studio Lee Bul.  
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Figure 3. Lee Bul, Sternbau No. 4, 2007, crystal, glass, and acrylic beads on nickel-chrome wire, 

stainless steel, and aluminum, 51.2 x 27.6 x 27.6 in.  
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