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T h e  P o w e r  o f  Q u i e t

The Work of 
M i - K y o u n g L e e
b y  K a r e n  S a i l l a n t

Last August, the costumes and sets for a new opera,
Romeo et Giulietta, arrived at an eighteenth century the-
ater in Città della Pieve, a walled medieval town on a
hillside in Umbria, Italy. The response would have been
much like that from the last time work by a quiet South
Korean artist came into town. Then, the citizens came to
Teatro Avvaloranti far in advance of opening night. They
had heard that an unusual piece of art was running the
length of their theater, and they were curious. Some sat
down and gazed without speaking for hours. Others
pointed and whispered conversation. The work gave
pause. It excited. It calmed. It shared a sense of pleasure
and joy. It was the backdrop for the 2006 world pre-
miere of the opera La Tempesta. Some saw hurricanes.
Others, webs. Others, suns. Still others felt the waves of
the tempest reaching out at them. It stimulated the

imagination and offered a sense of peace and calm.
This backdrop and costumes for La Tempesta, along with the previous year’s

costumes for Il racconto d'inverno (based on The Winter's Tale), were the works of Mi-
Kyoung Lee, a resident of the US since 1993. She is presently the genius behind the
visual innovations of our company, International Opera Theater. Since 2005 it has been
my pleasure to collaborate with Mi-Kyoung on world premiere productions based on
Shakespearean plays. These have brought together musicians, fine artists, craftsmen,
and devotees of social justice from more than 15 different cultures.

As we discussed the backdrop for La Tempesta, Mi-Kyoung explained that she
did not want it to overpower the production. Rather, she sought to create a work that
would coexist with the other elements.“Opera is multi-dimensional art, harmonizing,
but you don't know how until the last minute,” she said.“You have control over it, but
you have to accept the fact that it is not just about you. How the pieces speak to each
other—that is what is important. Working on the sets and costumes for an opera gave
me a great opportunity to see the visual arts integrated into the performing arts. In
the end it was about the totality of creativity.”

This creative process began in Philadelphia. There, Mi-Kyoung led a team of
young artists from The University of the Arts, where she is an Assistant Professor and
Head of Fibers.“I cannot separate myself from being a teacher.” Mi-Kyoung said that
her students were interested in costumes, but that designing for opera “was a huge
challenge and mysterious, but that mysteriousness is always the fun part—like being a

LEFT: Costumes and set by Mi-Kyoung Lee for La Tempesta, based on The Tempest by William Shakespeare, International
Opera Theater Teatro Avvaloranti, Città della Pieve, Italy, August 2006.

ABOVE: Costumes by Mi-Kyoung Lee for Il racconto d'inverno, based on The Winter's Tale by William Shakespeare,
showing back of Perdita’s tissue paper skirt, International Opera Theater Teatro Avvaloranti,

Città della Pieve, Italy, August 2005. Photo: Alejandro Toyofuku.
BACKGROUND LEFT: Detail of Perdita’s tissue paper skirt.
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hunter.” She said the project enabled her own studio art practice to help her students.
“I could recognize their hunger and talent, their enthusiasm to put their hearts into the
work. They all enjoyed the challenge. Solving problems, finding the answer through the
process, that’s what gave the project so much meaning.”

Artists like Picasso and El Lissitzky designed costumes and opera sets in the early
20th century. Continuing  this tradition, Mi-Kyoung transforms a variety of ordinary objects
into costumes and sets with finely crafted surfaces. Through the mundane, she enables our
production to reach another level of art.

“The basis of art is precisely…the externally commonplace, trite, and cheap which
prove in reality to be our dearest, most indispensable possessions.” (Asger Jorn, founder of
The Cobra Movement.*) 

“These commonplace elements bring opera closer,” Mi-Kyoung said.“The gap
between the younger, highly advanced technological generation and the classics is
bridged, enabling opera to become part of their world. It is the familiar fiber elements that
bridge the gap. I saw these possibilities—I myself had not had much of a connection with
opera before.”

Mi-Kyoung Lee grew up in a small South Korean village by the sea. She lived
humbly, sleeping on the floor in her grandmother's home with no electricity. Along the
winding paths under tall pine trees on the way to the temple to pray, Mi-Kyoung learned
patience and a great love for nature.“My work is influenced by nature but I think that

M i - K y o u n g L e e
T h e  P o w e r  o f  Q u i e t
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humankind is also interesting—how people act and interact and how they respond to nature.”
In the US, Mi-Kyoung earned masters’ degrees at the University of the Arts, where

Warren Seelig was her mentor, and at the Cranbrook Academy of Art. Seelig observed that
unlike much Western art, that of Mi-Kyoung has never been confrontational.“Her expres-
sion is quiet,” he said.“She comes from a very traditional textile training in Korea [but] has
found her own way—it happens through these inventive forms, but still draws from her
connection to her own culture.”

Nancy Thayer, a painter from Detroit who has known Ki-Young’s work since  she
was a student at Cranbrook, said that “Mi Kyoung co-exists with the world rather than 
contradicting it.” Mi-Kyoung’s work for opera is symbolic, inviting the audience, as well as
the singers and other musicians, to engage in as yet unexplored parts of themselves.

Working with and wearing Mi-Kyoung’s objets d'art enables our singers to 
heighten their imaginations, release their literal minds, and participate more fully in the

MI-KYOUNG LEE Untitled Paper, burn marks, 9” x 24” x .25”. (detail below)
LEFT: Mi-Kyoung Lee and student interns at University of the Arts working on backdrop of for La Tempesta.

Materials are Nylon fabric, string, and plastic twine. Photo:Tom Fitts.
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MI-KYOUNG LEE Untitled installation. Felt
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metaphor of art. As Perdita in Il racconto d’in-
verno, Soprano Liz Filios wore a skirt made of
thousands of white tissue paper rosebuds. She
confirmed that its texture, color, and artistry
"informed my characterization and movement
at a visceral level, making the character more
real as a result of who I became through the
imagery of the fabric.” She said,“Wearing cos-
tumes made from transformed, found materials
is an artistic reincarnation reminding me, as a
performer, to always seek art in every aspect of
my life and the world around me.”

Brazilian baritone Claudio
Mascarenhas, who portrayed Calibano in La
Tempesta said:“My cape [made of thousands of
rubber bands woven together by hand] was
very important to me. It enabled me to find the
character Calibano. The cape was a metaphor
representing the sadness that was around
Calibano. It played on his desire to be free. Mi-
Kyoung's fabric, transformed into Calibano's
cape, helped me express all of this." 

Inspired by the improvisatory tech-
niques of Italian Renaissance Commedia
dell'Arte and the writings of the great Spanish
poet Garcia Lorca, my work with staging
encourages our singers, in Lorca’s words, ”to
connect to the earth and experience duende,
that expressive part of our spirit through which
poetic emotion, which is uncontrolled and vir-
ginal, free of walls, can express itself…” Lorca
reminds us that “in order to be an artist, one
must release the intellect and make oneself
more vulnerable.” He speaks of the ability of
the human voice to deeply move an audience,
but only when duende is present in the person-
ality of the singer. He warns that “intelligence is
often the enemy of poetry…it limits too much
and elevates the poet to a sharp edged throne
where he forgets that ants could eat him.”

Mi-Kyoung confirms:“Thinking too
much, you cannot process the work—thinking
makes it difficult.”

Seelig explained:“Rather than taking
an idea and rendering that idea, [some] artists
actually allow the materials to speak through
their mind and intelligence. This is a way of
allowing the psyche to emerge. It is probably a
more honest and direct route to the spirit. That
is the way that Mi-Kyoung thinks.”

John Andrew Fernandez, a young
American baritone who portrayed Leonte in
our 2005 production of Il racconto d'inverno

and Prospero in La Tempesta explains,“Wearing
Mi-Kyoung’s creations made of alternative
materials helps to remind me that art is essen-
tially expression and expression is the province
of its originator; it need not fit pre-conceived
criteria in order to have worth.”

“Mi-Kyoung's work has maintained her
sense of the human spirit, the quiet humility
and commitment to creative expression,”
Thayer said.“It has always been the result of a
gentle, personal, spiritual ritual…endless
amounts of work, strokes, stitches, marks. There
is no sense of hurry.

"Mi-Kyoung achieves power by her
intention, which does not seek power,”Thayer
continued. “The power of her work is in its sin-
cerity and integrity. It is not decorative, not
meant to impress the viewer. Instead it allows
the viewer to become quiet and aware of the
power of stillness.”

“Mi-Kyoung is quiet,” Seelig confirmed,
“but she is fearless. You think she’s timid, but
she is not.” He described her as “a very power-
ful force.”

“She trusts in the process of slow
transformation and much of that is in the form
of mark making, or in the repetition of material
objects,” Seelig said.“Ultimately her work is
also about achieving calm. Its labor intensity is
a kind of meditation. In her recent burn pieces
with paper, wax, and fire, the results are
extraordinary. They are sculptural, digging
deep into the surface. Each mark is personal
and unique and applied directly, with its own
quality. Fiber and textiles have to do with a
constant cellular repeat, a building up of many,
many parts. Mi-Kyoung’s work is a metaphor
for what textiles are ultimately about.”

In My-Kyoung’s own words:“I allow my
intellect and body to follow the rhythmic pro-
cesses of repetition, understanding the rela-
tionships between tool and material, material
and process, and image and content. The con-
sistent process of art making is ritual ceremo-
ny, with my entire body and soul united. The
inspiration behind my images unfolds with the
mysteriousness of human life.”

*COBRA was a European avant garde movement 
(1948-51) that emphasized freedom of color and
form.

—Karen Saillant is Artistic Director of International
Opera Theater.
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