


SS: Yes and no – they epitomise many systems. I don’t see my 
work as being overly specific. I have never wanted to say that one 
element is intended to depict a particular government or type of 
manufacturing. I prefer to use the term ‘social structure’ as this is 
all-encompassing and relates more broadly to the systems we live 
within.

JG: After the figure is smashed into the wall and dragged along 
the floor, what is the third and final stage of the production line?

SS: In the final sculpture the hoodie is holding on to – well, 
actually, it’s attached to a rotating metal pole. The pole is installed 
onto a motorised structure that is programmed to rotate slowly. 
Over time, the figure becomes fully entangled around it. I see this 
final work as the figure accepting the limitations of their existence 
by adhering to the machine and allowing themselves to be fully 
controlled by it.

JG: In this work you represent the figure through a unique blue 
hoodie and beige trousers, which makes it feel like a cartoon 
character itself.

SS: Yes, exactly – I wanted the apparel to be somewhat 
ambiguous. Textiles are a fairly new material for me. In my 
previous works, I evoked the human body using silicone, a 
substance very similar to human skin. I saw this as the first step 
in the human manufacturing process. I wanted to visualise the 
next process in this exhibition, and I thought to use garments 
that could be referred to as a ‘second skin’. This is the next step 
forward, not only for my work but also in thinking about the 
manufacturing of this hypothetical human factory. Once the skin 
is complete and fully clothed, all these social indicators reveal 
themselves, such as class, education and cultural background. 
It becomes that much more believable for the factory-produced 
human to enter modern society – not just socially or structurally, 
but also economically, as they are officially available and prepared 
to enter the workforce. 

JG: I see – so you view your figures as factory-produced objects? 
Is this what you mean by the term ‘human factory’? 

SS: Yes, but the figures are not in their final form. They are in the 
process of being made in a factory. 

JG: That’s a really interesting point. You see the installation as 
an assembly line setting via which socially adept humans can be 
produced. This brings the narrative of your particular figure into 
a much more complex space. Not only are they attempting to 
escape, but they are also in the process of being manufactured.

SS: Yes. It is all part of the same structure for me, and I think of 
all the elements of my practice as being like an assembly line. 
The materials I select, and the way I plan my sculptures and 
installations – it’s all very systemic. This means it’s fitting that I 
am thinking of my work as a production line for making humans. I 
guess, in a way, I am a factory then as well.

Julia Greenway: Could you start by describing the works you 
produced for your Invites show? How did they come about, and what 
has been the process in developing and expanding them?

Shinuk Suh: I came up with the idea for this installation when I 
happened to take out an old sketchbook. It reminded me of past 
ideas that at the time were overly ambitious, but over the last 
year I’ve become more confident in pushing the limitations of the 
materials within my work. I employ form, scale and kinetics as a 
methodology throughout my practice. When developing the Invites 
exhibition, I set out to create a linear narrative between works to 
facilitate a more complex interaction between materials.

JG: You regularly include a figurative element in your sculptures, but 
they always seem to be fragmented, trapped or intertwined within 
the framework you set out for them. How did you approach the 
interaction between figure and structure in this installation?

SS: I often think about and respond to contemporary social 
institutions in my work, particularly related to industry, capitalism 
and consumerism. I see these systems as a giant factory in which 
socialised human beings are created in a series of manufacturing 
steps and processes. It often feels that we are forced to exist, 
function and adhere to the expectations and perimeters set out by 
this societal factory. Our adherence to its structure is compulsory 
for today’s modern existence, which, of course, has its limitations 
and can be oppressive to some. For me, this requires reflection 
and criticality. With this new series of works, I wanted to create a 
fictitious human factory to unpack the absurdity of these systems.

There are three works, which follow the production process of one 
figure. It is the same person or character across three scenes. The 
mechanical structures are reminiscent of the machinery used in 
factories and represent the framework of existing societal structures, 
such as governments, religions or borders. Via different methods, 
the machines cause the figure to behave and act in a certain way. I 
see the installation as a linear narrative across the three works of the 
character attempting to escape the contemporary systems of power 
– and ultimately failing. 

JG: Failure seems to be a consistent theme in your work. Why is 
this type of enquiry exciting to you, and how does it play out in this 
instance?

SS:  As I said, each of the three figures represents the same 
person depicted through a bespoke hoodie and trousers. With each 
sculptural encounter, the metaphorical body transforms. First, you 
see the textile smashed into the wall as if it’s trying to escape the 
architecture, but epically failing, as a cartoon character would. Then 
the figure is on the ground, underneath a silicone hand, being pushed 
and pulled across the floor. The oversized hand is a symbol of power 
and authority, and it’s operated by a mechanical structure. It’s a 
gesture to the labour and energy required to keep the systems of 
authority in motion.

JG: Do you see the mechanical components in your work as 
representing specific political and structural entities?
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JG: You also create work using materials taken directly from 
industrial manufacturing. Can we discuss the kinetics within your 
sculptures, and the decision process behind the programmed speed 
and gestures? 

SS: The main reason I often choose very slow movements is that 
the dominant power in social structures is very unhurried. It moves 
at a measured pace, and often goes unnoticed. The motorised 
elements in my work are really important to capture the expression 
of the factory setting. The engines I use are repurposed from 
manufacturing lines. They are incredibly robust and capable of 
operating huge machinery, and this is a deliberate choice for me. 
It’s the steady, vigorous mechanics that keeps everything in motion. 
All the social structures we are talking about – and our inability to 
exist outside them – are completely dependent on the machine 
operating without wavering. 

JG: We are discussing themes of power and, essentially, our 
enslavement to the structures around us, all of which you clearly 
explain as the conceptual unpinning of your work. Yet you, in turn, 
have your character awkwardly slapped and flopped around by 
these machines in quite a slapstick, comedic way. Could we talk 
about the dark comedy of your work and the methodology you 
employ to animate your figurative forms? 

SS: Look, being alive is a comedic tragedy. And you’re right – it 
is heavy subject matter I am unpacking in my work, and I think 
the absurdity of it all makes it more accessible. I have often used 
humour to cope with trauma in my own life. When I was working 
as a police investigator in the Korean army, I was responsible for 
handling deaths, crimes and suicide caused by mental illness. I 
would imagine that I was in an anime scene and envisioned these 
soldiers coming back to life. I manifested cartoons and animations 
from my childhood to process the stress of living in a militarised 
state. 

There are expressive techniques that are considered unique 
to animation that I have long been attracted to. Using these 
exaggerated and unrealistic expressions, the dramatic outcome 
communicates the absurdity of the situation. By reproducing tragic 
scenes as real sculptures and using humorous techniques taken 
from animation, I create an ambivalent feeling between failure and 
satire. This throws the audience into an ambiguous situation, giving 
them room to contemplate the human figure, whose relation to the 
social structure is yet unknown. Is it essentially a tragic or a comic 
figure – or both?

Shinuk Suh, So Glad to Be Back, 2022. Digital collage. 
Courtesy the artist
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