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Three artists recently spent one month collaborating, creating, and curating an exhibit at 

Davidson College as participants of the Baik residency. The artists’ work revolves around ideas 

of personal identity and societal conformation drawn from their unique lives and experiences. 

One artist, in particular, Korean American conceptual artist Yong Soon Min, immerses the 

viewer in her life experience. Born in Seoul, Min spent the first seven years of her life in a newly 

divided Korea. She became a first-generation Korean-American in 1960 when Min, along with 

her mother and brother, moved to the United State to join their father in Monterey, California. 

Many scholars study Min’s work and arrive at similar conclusions. As an artist, educator, and 

political activist, Min uses her identity as a female Korean immigrant to express the intersection 

of her life and Korean-American history through postmodern, mixed media installations. As a 

whole, Min uses regional, historical, and ethnic contexts—such as her family, home, language, 

and spirituality—to not only understand the background of her Korean-American identity but 

also express themes of globalism, multiculturalism, feminism, and political activism. 1  

Journals, reviews, and critiques observe that Min’s artwork revolves around the 

experiences and memories that shaped her identity. She concentrates on the concept of borders, 

both physical and metaphorical. Min focuses on concepts revolving around the representation of 

borders in the global community and how these boundaries crease cultural conflicts. Kyungso 

Min, a graduate student in the fine arts, describes Yong Soon Min’s concertation on borders as 

an investigation of “how the formation of visual modes are influenced by cultural and 

geopolitical environments of race and national identification.”2 Min focuses on opposing warring 

states and the divide between their ideologies. Because of her connection to the relationship 

 
1 Betty Kano, “Four Northern California Artists: Hisako Hibi, Norine Nishimura, Yong Soon Min, And Miran Ahn,” 
(1993). 
2 Min, “Arts from Mulitple Borders,” 2-3. 
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between the United States and Korea, Min specifically studies the Demilitarized Zone between 

North and South Korea—the DMZ.  

Specifically, critics believe Min’s 1994 work DMZ Xing exemplifies her use of 

interactive installations to express the relationship to her Korean-American experience. DMZ 

Xing studies the Asian diaspora in America. For the installation, Min interviewed Southeast 

Asian refugees from Laos, Cambodia, and Vietnam about their immigration stories. Min 

combined their interviews, along with her own experiences, to create a rotunda structure of 16 

vertical panels depicting the histories of these migrants (figure 1).  

      
Figure 1, "DMZ Xing," mixed media, 1994 

The exhibit forced the viewers to physically interact with the displayed texts, images, and 

artifacts from the interviews. Kyungso Min interpreted the piece as an investigation of “how the 

formation of visual modes influence cultural and geopolitical environments of race and national 

identification.”3 Also commenting on the significance of identity in the installation, a critic for 

the “Journal of Aesthetic Education” writes, 

Min combines works that communicate the cultural, historical, political, social, and 

psychological impact of immigrant life through personal stories. es. By using art as a 

 
3 Min, “Arts from Multiple Borders,” 3. 
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political act, Min becomes a cultural informant and educator within the art world and 

raises questions about her self-identity and her Korean American cultural ethnic identity.4 

Critics view Min’s presentation of cultural and political events as an of expression the migrant’s 

struggle to balance their traditional identities with Westernized expectations.  

Scholars also identify a more implicit theme of Min’s identity as a female artist of color. 

She uses her artistic expression to depict life in the United States as an immigrant, woman, and 

minority. Again, the “Journal of Aesthetic Education” writes that Min, along with other “Asian 

American women artists . . . are currently making art as a means of exploring self-identity, 

cultural identity, and gender issues.”5 For Min, art provides an opportunity to create and present 

a narrative. She asks herself questions such as “How much of me is Korean, how much has 

changed, or how much [of me] . . . is a superficial aspect of getting back to one's culture?”6 

These questions underly Min’s artistic exploration of her relationship to her Korean ethnicity and 

American upbringing. She struggles to find a balance between opposing factors of her identity. 

The values of her Korean family conflict with the principles of her American education. For 

example, American culture depends on individuality, while its Korean equivalent emphasizes 

familial ties. Min examines her identity in a complex sociopolitical context, and “through art 

expression, Min reconnects her Korean cultural roots and learns about her self-identity as a 

Korean-America.”7 As a means of striking a balance between Korean and American values, 

scholars feel Min presents different versions of her body in her work—representing various 

themes of political and cultural conflicts.8  

 
4 Hwa Young Choi Caruso, “Art as a Political Act: Expression of Cultural Identity, Self-Identity, and Gender by Suk 
Nam Yun and Yong Soon Min,” (2005), 83.  
5 Caruso, “Art as a Political Act,” 71. 
6 Kano, “Four Northern California Artists,” 1.  
7 Caruso, “Art as a Political Act” 81. 
8 Whang, “Body Politics of the Asian American Woman,” (New York, 2007).  
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For example, the 1992 six-part photo series entitled Defining Moments connects crucial 

events of Korean history with milestones of Min’s life (figure 2).9  

 

 
Figure 2, "Defining Moments," silver gelatin print and etched glass, 1992 

Critics’ responses to the photographs varied from emotional reactions to more literal 

interpretations. The distinguished Asian art critic Apinan Poshyananda writes, “[Min’s] ghostly 

self-portrait hovers like a wandering spirit that mourns, her body is a metaphoric space of bitter 

 
9 The dates presented include: 1953, the end of the Korean War and the year of Min’s birth; April 1960, the Korean 
Student Revolution and the year she immigrated to the United States; May 1980, The Gwangju Massacre and a 
political awakening for Min; April 1992, the Los Angeles race riots and a realization of Min’s Korean American 
identity. 
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and traumatic memory.”10 This physical reaction to the piece differs from a graduate student’s 

more descriptive critique; the student writes, “Through the series of photographs, Min insists that 

her body is a site of contention between Korean and American political histories. Her own naked 

female body is neither located in Korea nor in America but fluctuates between the complex 

historical and political contexts of both.”11 Both reviewers, however, admire how Min tells her 

life story as a Korean American woman by presenting her ‘third world’ body as an occupied, 

divided territory. 

In addition to focusing on her status as a Korean-America, Min also addresses her 

femininity. Critics admire how the pieces that reflect femininity contradict the stereotypes, 

representations, and projections of Asian-American women. Min creates a conversation between 

society and art. For example, “through the bottom-up study of specific works . . . one can seek to 

understand the creator’s conscious progress of making her own identity through her personal and 

specific experiences in her marginalized role in this nation.”12 Scholars notice how Min refuses 

to restrict her artwork to categories, projects her own identity, pushes boundaries, and creates 

relatable opportunities for other stereotyped Asian-American women. Each piece offers visual 

representations of female identity based on personal experience.  

Specifically, Min uses traditional Korean clothing and figures to express the position of 

women in Korean society. Her 1992 piece, entitled Dwelling, presented a sheer hanbok with a 

lightbulb at its center hovering over a stack of books. The traditional Korean dress not only 

symbolizes female identity but also represents the secondary status of women in Korean society 

(figure 3).  

 
10 Apinan Poshyananda, “Yong Soon Min,” (New York, 2003), 78. 
11 Whang, “Body Politics of the Asian American Woman”, 43.  
12 Whang, 31.  
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One description of the exhibit reads, “a diaphanous 

ghost of her Korean self that floats mutely in a corner 

of the gallery.”13 Compared to the strong emotional 

reaction of the latter critic, a reviewer in “The Journal 

of Aesthetic Education” provides a more literal 

interpretation: “This artwork is a form of historical 

understanding that is important in making sense of her 

self-identity, Korean cultural identity, her self-images 

as a Korean American woman.”14 Another critic, 

however, described the piece more symbolically: “The 

flowing garment was like a spatial identity with no  

fixity commenting on how interpretations of identity, 

race, and gender become slippery.”15 Although the piece inspired a variety of reactions and 

interpretations in the artistic world, the artwork as a whole embodies Min’s struggle of living in 

one culture while holding onto another.  

Overall, the scholarly community praises Min’s concentration on political boundaries, 

personal identity, and global issues. Her multisensory installations of mixed-media photography 

and sculpture that provide means for social transformation. Min’s art enables herself, critics, and 

viewers to discover and express their identities. As scholars study each piece, they begin to 

understand the sociopolitical context of Min’s identity and form individual interpretations of her 

 
13 Poshyananda, “Yong Soon Min,” 78. 
14 Caruso, Art as a Political Act, 81. 
15 Poshyananda, “Yong Soon Min,” 78. 

Figure 3, "Dwelling," mixed media, 1992 
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work. However, Min’s description of her work provides the best explanation of her intentions 

and processes. She explains,  

My art practice engages interdisciplinary sources and processes in the examination of 

issues of representation, cultural identities and the intersection of history and memory. 

My role has been varied including organizing exhibitions, being a faculty member, an 

activist as well as an artist.16   

Min clearly expresses her experiences and struggles with her female Korean-American identity. 

Both Min and her critics engage in a powerful scholarly conversation studying the stimulating, 

multisensory representation of Min’s unique identity; admiring how Min both pushes the 

boundaries of artistic expression and inspires social change.   

 

  

 
16 Yong Soon Min, Yong Soon Min (Guttenberg, NJ).  
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