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Effigies and Elginism
s

R
enee So

In A
ugust 1939, in the inner cham

ber of a cave in H
ohlenstein-Stadel 

in G
erm

any’s Lone valley, a geologist, O
tto Völzing, unearthed som

e 
fragm

ents of a prehistoric figure carved from
 the tusk of a m

am
m

oth 
– the largest anim

al on Earth. It took until 2013 for the carving to 
be alm

ost com
pletely restored. A

t around 40,000 years old, it’s the 
oldest figurative sculpture on the planet – and it appears to represent 
som

ething that, as far as w
e know

, has never existed: an am
algam

 of 
a person and a lion. 1 A

t only 31 centim
etres tall, it’s estim

ated that it 
w

ould have taken m
ore than 400 hours to carve w

ith stone tools.

The creature stands upright; its front legs hang like hum
an arm

s 
loosely beside its body – parts of w

hich are sm
ooth, as if it w

ere 
passed from

 hand to hand. It gazes directly out at us across the 
m

illennia w
ith a rough-hew

n, genial expression: its ears pricked 
as if it’s listening to us: it’s thuggish, m

iraculous, strange. D
espite 

being know
n in G

erm
an as the ungendered Löw

enm
ensch (Lion-

hum
an), in English the sculpture is com

m
only referred to as Lion-

m
an. H

ow
ever, the paleontologist Elisabeth Schm

id has a theory that 
Lion-m

an w
as the product of a m

atriarchal society. It’s im
possible to 

know
 w

ho is right. 

The cave w
here Lion-hum

an w
as discovered is one of four, all 

of w
hich have now

 been excavated. In 2008, another form
 w

as 
unearthed: a fem

ale figure, the Venus of H
ohle Fels. Carved from

 
m

am
m

oth ivory around 40,000 years ago and only six centim
etres 

tall, it is the oldest extant figurative depiction of a hum
an. W

hile 
w

e can only speculate as to her m
eaning, sym

bolic or otherw
ise – 

she m
ight have been a religious object, or a fertility charm

, or even 
an expression of the artist’s individuality – w

hat is know
n is that 

patriarchal religion is a relatively new
 invention; artefacts relating 

to G
oddess w

orship pre-date m
ale deities by m

illennia. 2 It’s hard 
not to see the Venus as a representation of fem

inine pow
er: she has 

a pronounced vulva, her breasts are as sturdy as battering ram
s, her 

thighs like pylons. H
er head is a tiny loop, w

hich indicates she m
ay 

have been w
orn as a pendant. It’s also possible that she once had a 
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head m
ade of plant or anim

al fibres. 3 But despite her distortions and 
im

m
ense age, she’s not that dissim

ilar to so m
any w

om
en today. I 

look at a picture of this tiny figure, glow
ing in the light of m

y laptop, 
and I feel a connection to her. She feels fam

iliar. 

Prehistoric Venus figures m
ade from

 clay, stone or ivory can be found 
not only in Europe, but across Eurasia and Africa and M

eso-Am
erica. 

The am
biguous function and enigm

atic pow
er of these bodies is the 

fuel that sparks the fire of R
enee So’s im

agination. In her sculptures, 
tiles, paintings and textiles, borders dissolve, anim

als and objects 
m

erge w
ith hum

ans: logic is upended in a dream
like affi

nity. So – 
w

hose ow
n story traverses the globe, from

 H
ong K

ong to M
elbourne 

and London – is fascinated by history but less by its victories than its 
distortions and lies, its thefts, its vagaries and its strange w

onders. 
H

ers is an art of transform
ation – across tim

e and space. 

The title of So’s new
 exhibition, ‘Effigies and Elginism

s’ is a neat 
sum

m
ary of her interest in the past, w

hich is both playful and 
coolly angry. H

er various creations are a lam
ent for the dead, the 

forgotten and the overlooked, an acknow
ledgem

ent of colonialism
’s 

viciousness and the near m
iraculous pow

er of certain objects. H
er 

title refers in part to Thom
as Bruce, 7th Earl of Elgin, w

ho, in the 
early 19th century, rem

oved vast am
ounts of sculptures from

 the 
Parthenon in A

thens to decorate his house in Scotland, w
hich he 

later sold to the British M
useum

. The argum
ents about the ethics of 

w
hat he did are still raging today. W

hat is less w
ell-know

n is that in 
1860, as part of the O

pium
 W

ars betw
een China and Britain, his son, 

the 8th Lord Elgin, ordered the destruction of the Q
ing D

ynasty’s 
O

ld Sum
m

er Palace – know
n in Chinese as Yuanm

ingyuan or G
arden 

of Perfect Brightness – in w
hat w

as then Peking. Three hundred 
eunuchs and m

aids w
ho w

ere hiding in the cellars w
ere killed, and 

tens of thousands of objects – som
e scholars estim

ate even m
ore 

than a m
illion – w

ere looted by British and French forces. M
uch 

of w
hat w

as stolen can be found in public collections around the 
w

orld. For exam
ple, the 19th-century H

ope G
rant Ew

er, w
hich w

as 
stolen from

 the Palace by troops and presented to their com
m

ander, 
Lieutenant-G

eneral Sir H
ope G

rant, is now
 in the collection of 

N
ational M

useum
s Scotland.

  In 1861, the great French novelist Victor H
ugo, lam

ented: 

W
hat w

as done to the Parthenon w
as done to the Sum

m
er 

Palace, m
ore thoroughly and better, so that nothing of it should 

be left. A
ll the treasures of all our cathedrals put together could 

not equal this form
idable and splendid m

useum
 of the O

rient. 4

To m
em

orialize this travesty, So has reim
agined a bronze vessel, a 

snuff bottle and a scholar’s rock that w
ere taken. She has also filled 

the gallery’s w
indow

s w
ith a vessel of hand-coiled clay in the shape of 

opium
 balls, or cannon balls filled w

ith dried opium
 poppies; a hand-

m
ade pajogi – a K

orean cloth that is used to com
m

unicate respect 
for any object it w

raps and good w
ill tow

ards the recipient – and a 
Q

ing-era style display stand, w
hich is em

pty. 

D
espite her focus on the horrors of the past, m

uch of So’s w
ork is 

a celebration: she delights in the potential of fem
ale com

plexity 
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by fusing ancient form
s w

ith references to m
odern science. For 

exam
ple, her recent sculptures w

ere inspired, to varying degrees, by 
a photograph in the G

uardian of a 3D
 clitoris that w

as first m
apped 

in 2016 and based on research by urologist H
elen O

’Connell. So 
explains: ‘She w

as the first person to discover that the clitoris w
as 

not a button, as previously thought. It instantly rem
inded m

e of 
the ancient Egyptian Venus figures, even though they are several 
m

illennia apart.’ 5 H
er hybrid sculptures allude to history as a 

series of m
essy, unstable narratives. She describes a recent w

ork 
as a ‘m

ythical beast, part dog, part bird, part clitoris, part w
om

an 
…

 inspired by R
om

an w
inged phalluses, A

ssyrian w
inged lions, 

and A
nubis, the Egyptian dog god.’ A

nother sculpture – a fusion 
betw

een a vessel and the low
er half of a w

om
an – refers to the 2013 

rescinding of a 200-year-old French law
 that forbade w

om
en to w

ear 
trousers. 

1. Jill Cook, ‘The Lion M
an, an Ice Age M

asterpiece’, British M
useum

 Blog, 10 O
ctober 

2017, https://blog.britishm
useum

.org/the-lion-m
an-an-ice-age-m

asterpiece
2. Charlene Spretnak, introduction to The Politics of W

om
en’s Spirituality: Essays on 

the R
ise of Spiritual Pow

er w
ithin the Fem

inist M
ovem

ent, Anchor Books, N
ew

 York, 
1982, p.xii
3. Stannard, M

., &
 Langley, M

. (2021). The 40,000-Year-O
ld Fem

ale Figurine of 
H

ohle Fels: Previous Assum
ptions and N

ew
 Perspectives. Cam

bridge Archaeological 
Journal, 31(1), 21-33. doi:10.1017/S0959774320000207 
4. H

ugo, Victor. 1880. “L’expédition de Chine: Lettre au Capitaine Butler. H
auteville 

H
ouse, 25 novem

bre 1861.” In O
euvres com

plètes de Victor H
ugo: Actes et paroles 

pendant l’exile. Paris.
5. N
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A
 busy stacking room

 in the opium
 

factory at Patna, India
Lithograph after W

. S. Sherw
ill,

c.1850. W
ellcom

e C
ollection. C

C
0 1.0

A
 few

 years ago, I interview
ed So about the role of absurdity in her 

thinking, given the darkness of so m
any of the events she references. 

She replied: ‘That’s m
y tw

o sides. I try to be serious in m
y w

ork, but 
I slip up occasionally.’ She thought for a m

om
ent, laughed and said: 

‘The w
orld is insane right now

 – but then think how
 pow

erful D
ada 

and surrealism
 w

ere in response to the insanity of W
orld W

ar 1.’ Plus 
ça change. 
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T
w
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w

atercolour and oil on linen 
50 x 40 x 2 cm

B
ron

ze V
essel, 2020

glazed ceram
ic, oil paint

30 x 33 x 35 cm

M
om

 Jean
s, 2022

glazed ceram
ic

46 x 32 x 25 cm
 

Scholar’s R
ock, 2022

glazed ceram
ic 

58 x 42 x 28 cm

Sn
uff

 B
ottle, 2020-22

glazed ceram
ic

45 x 30 x 19 cm

Still Life, 2022
glazed ceram

ic, alum
inium

 tray fram
e

76 x 58 x 4 cm

O
pium

 by Y
ves Saint Laurent, 

2022
glazed ceram

ic
bottle: 13 x 11 x 3.5 cm
body: 6 x 21 x 11 cm

 

W
om

an
 X

III, 2022
red stonew

are
54 x 42 x 19 cm

Scholar’s R
ock V

essel, 2021
glazed ceram

ic, dried poppies
39 x 30 x 13 cm

D
isplay Stand for Looted O

bject, 
2022
black stonew

are
12 x 19 x 19 cm

1.2.3.4.5.6.7.8.9.10. L
ist of w

orks 

P
atchw

ork, 2022
K

orean ram
ie, brass rod

130 x 80 cm

O
pium

 B
all V

essel, 2022
black stonew

are and poppies
46 x 21 x 21 cm

W
om

an
 X

I, 2021
black stonew

are
60 x 37 x 26 cm

 

M
ythical C

reature, 2022
black stonew

are
57 x 55 x 23cm

W
om

an
 X

, 2021
black stonew

are
60 x 31 x 24 cm

W
om

an
 IX

, 2021
black stonew

are
54 x 28 x 31 cm

D
ow

nstairs, 2022
glazed ceram

ic
56 x 42 x 3.5 cm

A
natom

y 10
1, 2022

glazed ceram
ic

56 x 42 x 3.5 cm

Looking O
ut B

eyond the H
ills, 2022

glazed ceram
ic

56 x 42 x 3.5 cm

Internal life, 2022
glazed ceram

ic
56 x 42 x 3.5 cm
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R
en

ee So w
as born in H

ong K
ong in 1974 and grew

 up in 
M

elbourne, A
ustralia. She lives and w

orks in London. R
enee’s 

w
ork spans num

erous traditional craft techniques including 
ceram

ics, hand-w
oven and knitted textiles and furniture. She 

refers to the m
aterial history of ceram

ics w
ith a recent and specific 

interest in representations of the fem
ale figure in prehistoric 

cultures. She bestow
s m

onum
ental grandeur and caricatural qualities 

to the figures in her w
orks, w

hich w
eave together a pattern of cross-

cultural references. 

R
enee’s w

ork has recently been the subject of solo exhibitions at D
e 

La W
arr Pavilion, Bexhill on Sea, U

K
, (2019-2020) and H

enry M
oore 

Institute, Leeds, U
K

,  (2019). In 2020 she featured in G
oldsm

iths 
CCA

’s exhibition Transparent Things. O
ther exhibitions include 

Tales from
 Terracottapolis, Ty Paw

b, W
rexham

, W
ales, U

K
 (2022); 

H
um

an Conditions of Clay, John H
ansard G

allery, Southam
pton, 

U
K

 (2022); H
um
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W
ales, U

K
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H
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ne, London, U
K

 
(2021); London M

aking N
ow

, M
useum

 of London, U
K

 (2021); O
ne 

D
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ething H
appens: Paintings O

f People curated by Jennifer 
H

iggie (2015); The A
rts Council Collection, Leeds A

rt G
allery, Leeds, 

(2015); A
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, G

lasgow
 

School of A
rt, G
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speak: British A

rt N
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G

allery, London, U
K
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, St 
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ussia, (2010/2011).
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