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I. 

Lee Sangmin has titled his 20th solo show The Inner Side of The universe. This choice of words 

seems to reflect the achievements he has made over the last 20 years that began after his return to 

Korea following his study of object art in France. His experiments have involved blurring the 

boundaries between two dimensional and three dimensional objects using glass as a medium. 

Interestingly, this exhibit title not only intimates the art world he has recently pursued but also can 

be presented as a keyword to comprehend the modeling quality of his work. In light of this title, his 

glass sculptures on show at the exhibition can be largely categorized by the following two standards. 

One is his attitude to make a foray into intuitively exploring the inner side of the universe and the 

other is his methodology to put such intuition into practice through his works. The former is 

apropos of his artistic will whereas the latter is concerned with the modeling quality of his work 

that unveils such artistic determination. 

 
II. 

Lee defines the “inner side of the universe” as the object of his artistic exploration. This seems to 

be a new subject that he has acquired now that he has more opportunities to observe nature and 

ecology at his studio built at the foot of a mountain in Anseong. On the other hand, it might also be 

a reflection of his ontological mission as an artist at the age of fifty. Taking a look into the inner 

side of the universe may not be easy when considered from the viewpoint of conventional art 

whose fundamental function is to represent concrete things. One’s interest in the inner side of all 

things is, after all, a reflection of our concern with universal objects as opposed to specific things. 

His assertion to reveal the nature of all objects can be easily understood given that he has long 

chosen water as the subject of his contemplation. Water has no fixed form as air or fog does. It 

comes to develop its own image and transforms its form depending on the situation. As Thales 

believed that everything derives from water, introspections of water have long been carried out. 

Lee intends to take a look into the inner side of the universe through the expression of water, the 

root of all things in the universe.  

 
We have to note one point in particular if we are to accept Lee’s theory of the universe. As is 

widely known, all things stand for specific objects as well as universal things that are more than 

specific objects. All things in nature are mirror images of all objects in the world and contain 

underlying aspects of being. Therefore, Lee’s attitude to look within them is none other than one 

that seeks to explore the nature of all beings. Such a perspective is associated with essentialism 



that was sought after not only by painters such as Cezanne and Mondrian but also by modernist 

sculptors like Rodin and Brancusi. Lee’s glass sculptures are not unfamiliar in the context of art 

history in that they are introspections of the laws of nature and the nature of materials, breaking 

away from any portrayal of the outer appearances of things. His artistic will seems to derive from 

his attitude to see and perceive things as organic beings that have been constantly extinguished 

and recreated while relying on their freestanding appearances. 

 

III. 

Lee’s reflection on the inner side of the universe is incarnated with the medium of glass. That is to 

say, he has set out on his own exploration of the inner side of the universe through an encounter 

with the properties of water as the source of everything employing the unique medium of glass. 

Intriguingly, his work makes forays into integrating mild organic water with hard yet fragile glass. 

Both water and glass conceal their existence by allowing light to pass through them. Thus, their 

shapes depend on the condition of their surroundings. For instance, water changes phase from 

liquid to solid ice in temperatures below zero or generates waves by external stimulus. Glass also 

reveals its special properties through windows, bottles, or lenses. Lee intends to accomplish his 

artistic mission to take a look into and represent the inner side of the universe by using either the 

difference or similarity between water and glass. 

 

Lee’s exploration of the inner side of universe is executed through the process of cutting a groove 

on the back of a 12mm glass plate and grinding its surface. Cutting the surface of a glass panel with 

diamond sheets is work requiring concentration and expertise. It is necessary to prevent fracture by 

heat that arises in the process of grinding by cooling the surface with water. Lee has to rely on the 

tactile sense of his hand and his knowhow to predict results as the angles of the plane cut by 

diamond paper are not clearly revealed. A non-physical element he has to pay attention to in all of 

his works is light. His glass sculptures look like images with their own forms by virtue of the effects 

of light. The formal logic his glass sculpture depends on can be completed in the new dimension of 

modeling with light.  

 

IV. 

Lee’s glass sculpture unveils the nature of being reflected onto the absence of form. The delicate 

light working on the glass surface contributes to disclose the presence of such absence. A 

mysterious illusion is brought up on the retinas of our eyes, depending on the amount of light 

projected or reflected on the cut surface of glass. The light leaves shadows on the wall behind the 

glass panel when it is diffusely reflected onto the uneven surface of glass. This process engenders a 

twofold illusion, a false image and its shadow. A subtle space is in between these two illusions. As 

the material property of the wall clearly revealed over the frame bearing the glass sculpture lends 

the presence of realistic space to two illusions, appreciators reach the summit of their visual 

experience. 



 

His hope is to overlap the image of his glass sculpture with that of water. He intends to show that 

the action of light is a physical factor that enables us to perceive the presence of things. If we 

admit that we perceive all things in the world through our sensory organs, we can say that his 

endeavor has a scientific basis. However, taking a look into the inner side of all things in the 

universe means more than seeing a subtle illusion engendered by light or any spatial structure. Real 

perception is in the arena of contemplation and intuition and predicated upon the nature of being. 

As an art critic has claimed, I think it is right and proper to see his work as “a hypnotic landscape 

holding form before form or form beyond form.” 

 

 

 


