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FOREWORD

Hermes Korea is delighted to announce the 19th Hermeés
Foundation Missulsang. Sungsil Ryu is the youngest
recipient of the art award since its inception in 2000.
Highly regarded is her work that satirizes the capitalist
society by creating one-person media contents with her
unique persona, which has garnered great attention from
the art circle as well as general public.

In spite of the pandemic, after receiving the award in
March 2021, Ryu travelled to Paris upon the foundation’s
invitation and produced lithographs with Jean-Michel
Alberola, one of the juries for the 19th Hermés Founda-
tion Missulsang. Of course, she has been mostly concen-
trated on producing new works for the upcoming solo
exhibition. I'd like to express my warmest congratulations
to Sungsil Ryu once again, and wish that this award and
the exhibition will help her grow further as an artist.

| extend my sincere gratitude to the jury members:
Yunkyoung Kim, former curator of Atelier Hermes;
Haegue Yang, artist; Jinsang Yoo, art critic and professor
of Kaywon University of Art & Design; Giuseppe Penone,
artist; and Jean-Michel Alberola, who continued to give
genuine advice to Sungsil Ryu during her visit to Paris;
and Pascale Mussard, Vice President of the Fondation
d’entreprise Hermes.

My thanks also go to those who have recommended
great artists for the award: Sung Won Kim, Deputy
Director of the Leeum Museum of Art; Jee Young Maeng,
independent curator (currently Pace Gallery Director);
Gahee Park, curator of the Seoul Museum of Art;
Myung-ji Bae, curator of the National Museum of Modern
and Contemporary Art, Korea (MMCA); and Juhyun Cho,
former Chief Curator of the lImin Museum of Art.

Han Sung Hun
Managing Director, Hermés Korea
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THE BURNING LOVE SONG:
ON PUREST PASSION FOR MATERIALS
SOYEON AHN

Within few years of her career, Sungsil Ryu quickly
emerged as a prominent artist with her captivating work
that engages with Korea's one-person media trend where
she creates satirical narratives and bold characters.
She so won the 19th Hermés Foundation Missulsang,
becoming the youngest recipient of the award since
its inauguration in 2000. BJ Cherry Jang is one of the
characters the artist herself performs on real media
platforms such as YouTube and AfreecaTV, thus crossing
the boundaries between art and reality. Wearing heavy
white makeup, Cherry Jang is a play between desire and
disgust, who on her channel has broadcasted unfounded
conspiracy theories and eschatological theories (such
as that North Korea has fired nuclear missiles toward
South Korea), encouraging the viewers to purchase
the citizenship of heaven. Through this character, Ryu
brings to light the ecosystem of one-person media
overflowing with fake news as well as the raree show of
the exchange economy involved in it. Natasha is another
character performed by Ryu. A foreigner character of
unknown nationality, Natasha is portrayed as a tour guide
who earns money by inducing Korean old bumpkins on
overseas trip to a world of fantasy and aberration.

Ryu sharply addresses the peculiar nouveau riche
sensibility that has taken hold in the Korean society
after the compressed economic growth, as well as the
neoliberal market economy that has been imposed upon
us like a ruling power. Instead of reflectively criticizing
the derivative results such as economic inequality or
polarization of wealth, the artist traces the intense,
primal human desire for money, from which she herself
cannot be freed.1

In her solo exhibition titled The Burning Love Song,
the protagonist is Dae Wang Lee (Mr. Big King), a male
character who was referred to as Cherry Jang's “Big King
oppa” and Natasha's “boss” in Ryu’s previous works. The
exhibition is thus expected to finally reveal an organic
relationship among the characters. Dae Wang Lee is
an opportunist capitalist who is unafraid to expand his
business through reckless diversification, and previously
he appeared as the owner of Big King Travel who
maximizes profit by degrading Korea's so-called filial piety
tourism to a vulgar, perverted one. Now he is back as the
owner of a dog funeral service company, while the travel
industry is in crisis due to the COVID pandemic. It is from
the wave of deaths that he got the new business idea, and
because dogs have a shorter life cycle than humans, a dog
funeral service would guarantee a high turnover ratio.

Comprised of formal funeral and creation proce-
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dures, the exhibition takes the audience to participate in
the ceremony of mourning the death of a dog. Through
the series of procedures condensed to 15 minutes, the
audience is to witness the entrepreneurial prowess of
the mammonist who uses even deaths as a business
item. Having learned from Cherry Jang such marketing
concepts as “service,” “the finest,” and “praying for
what you desire,” Dae Wang Lee claims that he aims for
art rather than money, and sings “True Love”, a song he
says he wrote himself, which is a performance aimed at
moving the hearts of the mourners who lost their beloved
pet. Meanwhile, Natasha too appears, this time as an
“animal communicator,” a trickster who professes to be
possessed by the spirit of the dead dog. Natasha plays
an important role in leading the emotionally vulnerable
mourners to a defenseless state, so that they can spend
more money. The entire process suggests that the
hierarchy of people within a capitalist society is deter-
mined by how pure their passion for money is and how
innovative their creativity is, rather than by their social
status, age, or gender.

The crematorium for dogs is more than a site of
mourning; it's a site for Dae Wang Lee’s self-promotion.
He uses every corner of the space to create his image as
something of a hero. The electronic signboard, originally
deserved for informing the order of the procedures,
broadcasts his interview video instead. The walls are
decorated with his portrait images, imitating the way
busts of conglomerate founders are installed in the
company buildings, or like the statues of national heroes
in national war museums or independence memorials.
However, Dae Wang Lee’s portraits are flat wall sheets,
not granite relief sculptures.

To the other side of the solemn brazier, his heroic
narrative unfolds in earnest with full-color images. The
mural depicting his business blueprints and achievements
unpacks onto the two-dimensional plane the long epic
story that was previously told in Ryu's video works. Such
an excess of visual information is a language of billboard
advertising, which has to deliver maximum information
under a given condition. The mural’s overflowing data
contains Dae Wang Lee’s desire to launder his philistine
image. The images of him painting an idyllic picture and
singing peacefully, recalls how the pseudo-spiritual
leader Supreme Master Ching Hai used art to mask her
weaknesses, thus reducing art to a trivial and clichéd tool.

A snob's triumphant air, as we are familiar with
in reality, is vulnerable and is often confronted by
unexpected challenges. In the exhibition, there are
transcripts that pop up here and there, to which the
visitors can access via a QR code, to find out that
Dae Wang Lee is actually an economic criminal wanted
by the police and an ignorant man who has no knowledge
or philosophy about economics. Nevertheless, can a
blow of such magnitude thwart his burning love for
materials and his passion for his new business? Like the
automatic brushes of a car wash that wipe away dirt,
the giant plastic wreath clumsily rotating in a corner
of the crematorium will also wipe away the capitalist’s
immorality and lowliness.
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SUNGSIL RYU IN CONVERSATION
WITH SOYEON AHN

AHN SOYEON The title The Burning Love Song at first
sounds as if it's borrowing a popular culture cliché, seeking
to obscure and mislead the audience’s understanding of

the exhibition. But once you understand what the exhibition
is about, you know it's an expression that accurately
connotes some facts about the exhibition; the title delivers
information about the exhibition space, the characters and
their ambitions and emotional states. Can you please explain
about the title, its ambiguities and implications?

SUNGSIL RYU It's peaceful and pleasant to be sitting
still watching a burning fire. It is especially so if it's
someone else's house. It's so much fun contemplating
someone's downfall, glancing at catastrophic romances,
consuming the passion of young entertainers on TV and
wishing them to burn harder. Perhaps this also can be

called a “bulmeong”(spacing out while staring at the fire),

which is in vogue these days.

| guess the reason why people enjoy watching fire
burns is because they know that burning things are
destined to become ashes someday. Around blazing
fire, bystanders flock with various desires. But what |
find more interesting is, there are always people who
flock to watch those bystanders. | came up with the
title The Burning Love Song while imagining a burning
fire, a desire for fire, and another kind of desire which
calculates to make use of them.

AHN The exhibition actually stages a “burning” cremato-
rium, presenting the viewers with a new dimension of spatial
experience that is unseen in your previous works mostly
produced for online or mobile media. How did you come up
with the crematorium idea and the overall structure of the
exhibition?

RYU 1. We all know very well, as we learn at schools,
that Korea is a country that does not produce a single
drop of oil. I'm not sure if it's because humans need
to substitute for oil in this country, or if it's all like that
elsewhere, but sometimes | feel as if I'm burning like
firewood. Where am |, what am | burning for, and who
benefits from this... Thinking about these things lead
me to question what am | doing here. In the process of
organizing these thoughts into resolutions, the idea of
cremation emerged in my mind.

2. For me, having an exhibition in an offline space
is an honor. It's a bit awkward not to think about honor.
Sculptors or painters whose works require physical
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spaces are in a different position from me. But for an
artist like me who pursues cost-effectiveness, the
exhibition format (which occupies a space temporarily)
feels somewhat inefficient. But for that same reason, |
thought that this could be a more effective form to show
off and display someone’s achievement. So, by imagining
a fictional character who wants to practically consume
an exhibition, | have extended the cremation idea into a
monumental structure.

AHN In your previous works, the protagonists were female,
such as Cherry Jang and Natasha, the characters performed
by you. Dae Wang Lee (Mr. Big King) is a male character
who was previously referred to as Cherry Jang's “Big King
oppa” or Natasha's “boss”, and now he comes to the fore in
The Burning Love Song. Does this rise of a middle-aged man
have any significance in the development of your structured
narrative? I'm also curious to hear what it was like for you to

create a male character. Did the process provide you with any

new experiences?

RYU Dae Wang Lee is the president of the Big King
Travel. But he is also an active entertainer, who has
released two singles (Big King Travel logo song) that he
sang, and danced his booty off in the music video. My
guess is that he used to stay in the rearguard playing
a mascot of his company, but due to some inevitable
situations such as the COVID pandemic, he has had to
put himself out to the public eye.

| think that individual desires in the capitalist system
have a universal direction that penetrates the divisions
of generation/class/gender. So, when | was conceiving
of the middle-aged male character, | projected onto it

some of the worldly/universal desires that | might have on

my own, rather than drawing on stereotypical images of
middle-aged men. | think Cherry Jang and Natasha share
similar desires in a way.

AHN His reckless business expansion through random
diversification can be seen to be a parody of the Korean-
style economic ecosystem where the participants—from
corporations and chaebols to gangsters and small business
owners—seem unafraid to go for anything to make money.
It's very different from foreign cases where a business is
carried on through generations within a family. With the
Cherry Jang character, you've shown how the so-called
“social media content creators” demonstrate a new type
of money-making these days. Now, with the Dae Wang Lee
character, your critique seems to be directed towards the
established economic system of Korea.

RYU One day, an acquaintance who had no interest in

voluntary service, suggested to me that we together start

a nursing home business, saying he was now interested

in welfare for the elderly. It turned out that he was actually

thinking of his own gain from operating a nursing home
because it can receive substantial subsidies from the
government. However, after he learned a nursing home
can be a more troublesome business than expected due
to COVID, he changed his plan to starting a meat restau-
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rant (because he likes meat); but after calculating its unit
costing, he changed his mind once again to start a kids
café. But then, he learned that running a kids café can be
very tricky if accidents occur and children get hurt, so

in the end, he decided to open a bakery café. | hear that
the bakery café is making good money these days, so
whatever the process, the result has been good.

AHN Why did Dae Wang Lee, who was in the tourism
business, suddenly start a dog funeral service company?

RYU It's because the travel industry is flopping these
days. | presume, in the face of the hopeless global
economic downfall, he started the new business with the
“one step backward, two steps forward” mindset. Until
recently, there was a saying that funeral homes are the
only business that’s doing well because of the pandemic.
I guess he got an idea from there and started the funeral
business. On why a funeral service for dogs in particular,
| guess that’s because dogs are smaller and live shorter
than humans, which means a relatively fast turnover rate
and a low investment cost? | don't know. But | guess if he
makes a fortune with that business this year, he will quit
it next year and then come back with the travel business.
His dream is to grow his travel agency and with that
capital start an airline company.

AHN Cherry Jang made money out of the information-vul-
nerable class of people, but Dae Wang Lee's funeral business
targets the emotional vulnerability and anxiety of mourners
who have lost a loved one, who are absolutely the weakest in
the ceremonial processions.

RYU People say that the client is the boss. But the
position can change sometimes. In fact, | think power
dynamics among people is determined by who's got
the nerves, in addition to physical factors such as age,
gender, and social status.

AHN The process of the funeral ceremony is very dramatic.
From the staff's courteous services and the dog owner’s
heartbreaking mourning, to the performance of the animal
communicator possessed by the dead dog, and the brazier,
flue, and pillars of fire flaming realistically - every feature

is there to enhance the mood. The protagonist dog flies
through the sky like a rocket, crosses the rainbow bridge, and
finally arrives in heaven. The promise of afterlife is a familiar
theme in your work. Can you please tell us why you tend to
set a relatively low threshold between this life and the next?

RYU “Eternity” is both romantic and terrifying. |
wanted to connect this life and the afterlife indefinitely,
by imagining an endless timeline of life. It's painful
sometimes when the present | live in feels endless.
‘Death will bring an end to this all? But what if | go to hell
and have to work like a slave forever?’ These thoughts
are suffocating and then | think | will stubbornly enjoy
the present life anyhow. Because no one knows what
happens after death.
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AHN Natasha, a character of unknown nationality who was
a major figure in the Big King Travel, reappears in the new
work. She can be categorized as an employee or laborer
within the capitalist system, but she also appears to be
independent enough to use tricks to secure her own profit.

RYU Not everyone can be a fighter fighting for justice

in this world. That includes myself. The given situation

is already too tight to take my own share. Natasha is a
laborer in the system, but she also uses her own situation
to find a new way out. That sometimes unintentionally
makes shortcuts to justice, creating a situation that
serves the common good.

AHN The crematorium for dogs is a new place of business
established by Dae Wang Lee. But it wouldn't be an exagger-
ation to say that it's also a site of self-promotion of the man
with great aspirations. Please explain how he makes use of
that space.

RYU Dae Wang Lee invites the audience to be his
potential customers. But he knows well that he can only
pretend to do business like a clown here. It's ostensibly a
crematorium for dogs, but in fact, it has been expanded
into a form of “exhibition” which exhibits and parades his
achievement.

AHN He seeks to elevate his business to the level of art, and
he paints and sings, dreaming ultimately to become an artist.
Why is such an extremely materialistic person interested in
art? Also, | wonder if you have any references.

RYU Dae Wang Lee is a self-proclaimed wealthy
capitalist. Such a person would have thought it's too
old-fashioned to display his desires straightforwardly. He
needed something with which to wrap and decorate his
desires. It's often said that art is useless, but for some, it
can be a product with excellent functions.

One day, while thinking about art’s usefulness, on
YouTube | came across a North Korean vocalist singing
the anthem of Pyongyang. I've never been to Pyongyang,
but thanks to her earnest voice and the magnificent
orchestra sound, it came to me as a great city of peace
and almost made me shed tears of emotion. After that, |
decided not to underestimate the great use of art.

AHN It has been revealed that Dae Wang Lee is wanted

by the police for violating economic laws and that as the
chairman of the Big King Group he has received business
consulting from Cherry Jang. The young woman would scold
him and advise him to aim for the highest and to conceptu-
alize volunteering activities, for example. Their relationship
hints at a reversed hierarchy. Does this imply a generational
change in the leadership?

RYU Ididn't want to portray Dae Wang Lee as a typical,
condescending old man, and | didn't want to Cherry
Jang as someone who represents the new generation.
Rather, | wanted to mix the stereotypical images that
might be projected onto those characters. | don't find
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meaning topics in the discourses on generations or the
establishment. After all, old people die and young people
grow old; so clearly, one day I will have to take a place left
behind by the deceased. What interests me the most is
the hierarchy of people created by capital. | conjecture
the reason why Dae Wang Lee humbly accepted the
much younger woman'’s advice was because Cherry Jang
was a more experienced capitalist than he.

AHN Cherry Jang died from overwork in 2019, but it is
expected that the charismatic opinion leader character will
resurrect in the future. Natasha is a laborer of unknown
nationality, but also a skillful marketer. These two characters,
who share affinities, never come across each other as if they
exist in two parallel worlds, but they are linked by Dae Wang
Lee. Can we regard this exhibition an opportunity for you to
expose the organic relationship among your characters that
represent neoliberal desires?

RYU Actually, relatively speaking, | think this exhibition
is not structured to actively stage the chemistry between
the characters. | think the relationship of the characters
is rather fragmented. But in the exhibition, you can
loosely check the formation of the characters that have
appeared in my work so far.

AHN In the exhibition space, the main walls display
completely different images on the front and back sides. The
front side, where the incinerator is installed, is achromatic
and reminiscent of a war memorial’s majestic granite relief
sculptures; whereas the rear side, which is used to sum up
the long narrative, is a full-color image jungle. What are the
sources or inspirations of your use of visual information
overflow?

RYU Speaking about the numerous images that | use

in my work, | think they are selected more by necessity
than by taste. It's like how the frenzied designs of street
signboards and promotional posters end up reflecting
the client’s vulgar desire rather than the designer’s taste.
In the same vein, | think | have been selecting images
while considering my audience in place of the client.

It's because | believe | have to give something to the
audience in order to receive something from them.

AHN The plastic palm leaves in the artificial flower wreaths
are decorative elements commonly found in funeral halls. But
they also have often appeared in your work; you've employed
them as sculptural materials since the beginning of your
career. Can you tell us what has led you to take an interest in
funeral supplies or rituals of death?

RYU | like standing wreaths because they are the best
objects that | know can play the role of empty shells.
Fancy and cumbersome, garish and superficial, and
nevertheless perfectly calm and self-possessed?!
They are just accessories, but shamelessly brag about
themselves, and | think there's a cute side to that.

| remember the standing wreaths lined up at my
grandfather’s funeral when | was in elementary school.

| remember | was deeply moved(?) by the procession of
wreaths with names of famous people such as politicians
and corporate CEOs on them. However, | also remember
that upon seeing the names of famous actors written on
the wreaths standing at the mortuary next door, I felt |
was losing and became sullen. Then, those wreaths sent
to my grandfather were divided into three trucks, which
carried them from Seoul’s funeral home to his country
house ; the numerous wreaths were erected in a row on
the narrow uphill road leading to my grandfather’s house;
a rainstorm struck and the wreaths fell like dominoes, so
the entire family, in a fury, had to set up the wreaths again

in the heavy rain; the names on the wreaths got soaked in

the rain and dropped like black broth. All these episodes
remain impressive in my memory. There's a narrative I'd
like to develop someday, about a family’s lofty love and
worldly desires expressed around a death. But it still feels
like a difficult theme, so | guess now I'm working on other
things, making lame attempts in the periphery.

AHN You have said that you are a member of a large family
and are involved in your family-run business. How are those

personal daily experiences of yours reflected in your work as
an artist?

RYU Often | see the passion for money in the business
people around me, including my family, and get
impressed with their innocence and eccentric creativity.
I think that creativity is not an innate ability, but a
by-product produced by earnest desperation. (In that
context, | think the saying that “an artist is the most
creative” is nothing more than an illusion produced by the
mass media.) But their creativity is sometimes expressed
in the form of pure evil, which creeps me out a bit.

There's a part of me that wants to defend my family,
but as an individual | can stand in the opposite position
as well. It's an ordinary family conflict, in a way. Maybe
my work is how | unravel the questions that arise in my
daily life that is both interesting and creepy.
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