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Figure 5. Christ and Zacchaeus, 1992, Daechi-yi-dong Church, 1996, Suseo-dong Church, Seoul.

AL
L P

HO
TO

GR
AP

HS
: H

AN
 LE

E

32   STAINED GLASS   |   WINTER 2018/19

THE STAINED GLASS OF



WINTER 2018/19   |   STAINED GLASS   33 

CHOI YOUNG-SHIM



Figure 1. Salvation: Christ is Still Crucified Today, oil on canvas, 1982, Gwangju Catholic University, Naju.
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We may be at an opportune moment in our global 
interest in art to be introduced to stained glass 
of the Republic of Korea. It is important to 
realize that the Catholic Church has a strong 

presence in the country. Of the nation’s population of 53 
million, over 5.8 million were Catholics as of 2017, and there 
were 1,734 parishes in the country in the same year. The 
nation’s vibrant artistic tradition has translated into some 
exceptional works of stained glass. Korean stained glass has 
been the product of many international influences, and so 
already demonstrates the language of artists reaching across 
national boundaries to find a universal voice. 

One Korean artist in particular, Choi Young-Shim  
(b. 1946), who is also known as Viktoria Hummelbrunner, 
exercised a pioneering role in the field. Her work holds its own 
internationally both for aesthetic creativity and for technical 
innovation. Born in Euiseong, of Gyeongsang-buk-do Province, 
Choi Young-Shim majored in painting at Dong-A University, 
with later studies in Rome. She began her stained-glass 
career around 1980. Since 1985, she has been residing near 
Schlierbach, Austria, where she married the stained-glass 
craftsman Lukas Hummelbrunner. She once thought that 
her career in Korea was over when she left for Austria, but it 
was actually just beginning. 

Choi Young-Shim has designed and painted the stained 
glass of some eighty churches in Korea, which amounts to 
about five percent of all Catholic parishes in the country. She 
was also commissioned to provide windows for a number 
of Austrian sites, including the Evangelical Churches of 
Schwanenstadt and Sierning, the Gosau Parish Church, 
Marienkirche Inzersdorf and the Maria Neustift Culture 
Center. Of all the mediums of liturgical spaces, stained 
glass has the greatest capacity to hold diverse iconography. 
Colored glass has its inherent visual effect, which stimulates 

our aesthetic senses in a special way. In Korea’s Catholic 
liturgical art, Choi has realized the Gospel’s iconography 
most extensively; the artist’s works are also mesmerizing for 
composition and color. Among stained glass artists working 
in Korea, Choi is the only one who has been working from 
Europe, benefiting from the continent’s rich materials and 
steady fabricating system. However, her Korean identity and 
social messages are clearly revealed in her iconography. 

In this era, stained glass designers often began their careers 
as students of painting, as did Choi. After graduation she 
studied with the renowned painter Luigi Montanarini at the 
Art Academy of Rome. The Roman trip, from 1972 to 1975, was 
accomplished with help from a local convent, the Sisterhood of 
the Sacred Heart of Jesus in Busan. Sister Josepha Trettmann, 
who came from Germany, played a decisive role in Choi’s 
educational career. It was under her leadership that the 
convent supported Choi’s undergraduate tuition. Choi’s family 
was originally well-off enough so that the artist’s father could 
take care of her cousins as well, and expected to send his 
children to college; but a change in fortune took place. Choi 
entered Sister Trettmann’s convent in order to attend art 
school, as it was her dream since childhood to become an 
artist. Sister Trettmann allowed Choi to travel to Europe a 
second time, from 1980 to 1981, which is when Choi discovered 
her calling as a stained-glass artist. During this visit, she met 
Reverend Chang Ik, who recognized that her special talent 
was well suited for stained glass and encouraged her to pursue 
that direction. 

An oil painting of 1982 (fig. 1), now housed in the Gwangju 
Catholic University, Naju, exemplifies the reasons that led 
her to design windows. This early work consists of nuanced 
expressionistic forms and refined figurative skills. She could 
deform figures’ contours while keeping the proportions very 
naturalistic. The colors could be warm or cool, but seldom 

By Han Lee; edited  by Virginia Raguin



FROM TOP:
Figure 2. Untitled, 2004, Daedeok Church, Daegu. 
Figure 3. The Creation of Heaven and Earth, 1987, Jung-ang  
Cathedral, Busan. 
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muddled between the two. The market for paintings of 
Christian themes, however, was weak, making it unlikely 
that Choi could have had a successful career as a painter. 
Nonetheless, the artist did not want to pursue a career in 
secular art over Christian art. She felt deep obligations as well 
as affection for the convent that had supported her. 

Her initial training in stained glass developed after 
Rome, when she became associated with Glasmalerei-Stift 
Schlierbach, a studio located in the Cistercian monastery of 
Schlierbach, Austria. Lukas Hummelbrunner who worked on 
most of Choi’s projects, later became her husband. Choi creates 
her maquettes using watercolor and is enthusiastic about the 
nature of the material that forms the window. She attributes 
all of her success to the quality of the glass she had access to in 
Austria, which is obviously being too modest. Choi even claims 
that sheets of glass just taken out of the stock room and placed 
along a wall are more beautiful than the end product. Even 
if this may be true for her, the need for artistic intervention 
to develop a work comprehensible to the general public is 
obvious. The quality of a given work of art is the sum of all of 
its parts, which in Choi’s case includes Christian messages, 
contemplative color, and figural abstractions. Perhaps most 
notably, Choi offers Korean parishes a seldom-matched 
meditative style. 

Roughly half of Choi’s windows are figurative and the 
other half are abstract. Choi’s preference is for abstraction 
because she feels that stained glass augments the architecture 
of its setting, as opposed to standing alone, and should thus 
avoid attracting too much attention to itself. The artist’s 
figurative windows are mainly a product of commissions. 
Their subject matter is mostly the Gospel, with a few favorite 
stories standing out. Choi dedicates much of the surface area 
of her abstract windows to organic forms. The artist’s choir 
window in Daedeok Church of 2004 (fig. 2) is an exception. 
Her design responds to the site’s physical constraints; she 
was confronted with narrow strips of window openings, so 
she created vertical strips to fit in them. What makes the 
piece particularly appealing may be its color, showing subtle 
modulations of hue. The artist’s tones for Daedeok are mainly 
reds and blues, which are complemented by shades of gold, 
black and white, which is also the case with Gothic windows 
and Buddhist architectural painting in Korea (except that 
green replaces blue in Buddhist buildings). 

One of Choi’s earlier works, The Creation of Heaven and 
Earth of 1987 (fig. 3), at Busan Jungang Cathedral, is a semi-
abstract window covering an entire wall section. The fine 
lines in it represent concreteness, while the larger shapes or 
negative space bring an abstract quality to the composition. 
Clearly, Choi’s interest in undulating lines may be associated 
with the work of the German post-war stained-glass artists 
such as Georg Meistermann (St. Mary’s Church, Cologne-Kalk) 
or Ludwig Schaffrath (Aachen Cathedral, cloister windows, 
1962-65). These undulations can be found throughout Choi’s 
works. The reds and blues that are prominent in The Creation of 
Heaven and Earth can also be associated with Korean tradition 
where red and blue have yin-yang connotations. Yin and yang 

represent ideas of complementary forces that interact to create 
a system that organizes, and drives, the universe.

In the same church is Choi’s Descent of the Holy Spirit 
of 1993 (fig. 4). The Holy Spirit is represented as semi-
abstract white triangles against a backdrop of rather barren 
skyscrapers. Her minimal form for the traditional Dove can 
be compared to Constantin Brancusi’s Bird in Space, a theme 
he elaborated with progressive abstraction during the 1920s 
and 40s in seven marble sculptures and nine bronze casts. Her 
exciting imagery represents a legion of doves diving at sonic 
speed to bring people closer to the Lord, or the ideal being. 
The doves are robust in their forms, too. The window strives 
to embody religious ideology visually, motivating viewers to 
strive for the greater good. 



FROM TOP:
Figure 4. The Descent of the Holy Spirit, 1993, Jung-ang Cathedral, 
Busan. 
Figure 7. Four Seasons (detail), 2005, Nonhyun-yi-dong  
Church, Seoul.
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In Choi’s narrative windows, the figures tend to fill each 
composition, echoing Buddhist painting. The figures also 
reflect the Korean people’s culture of jeong, or affection, 
through frequent physical contact with one another; and 
their often sad expressions allude to the Catholic Church’s 
history of suffering in Korea. This seems to result from Choi’s 
identity naturally seeping out, and reveals an artist treating 
her viewers with sincerity. 

Her figures’ close physical proximity often involves 
touching. For example, Christ appears to be supporting 
Zacchaeus with his arms (fig. 5). The biblical story (Luke 
19:1-9) only states that Christ called to Zacchaeus to come 
down from the tree where he was observing Christ entering 
Jerusalem; it does not speak of embrace. In several of Choi’s 
windows, the Good Samaritan is wrapping his arms around 
the man who has been attacked (fig. 6). The Bible (Luke 10:25-
37) describes the Samaritan bandaging wounds and placing 
the man on his horse. Growing up in Korea, I have often heard 
the opinion that Koreans are particularly affectionate toward 
one another. For example, friends or members of a family 
will often walk together holding hands or arm-in-arm. There 
seems to be some correlation between this social behavior 
and Choi’s compositional style. 

For the church in Non-hyun-yi-dong (fig. 7), Choi Young-
Shim has created fused-glass windows. She believes fused 
glass is the future of window art because it dramatically 
reduces the need for restoration. Choi proves how painterly 
fused-glass windows can be, as well as what seemingly Eastern 
sensibilities one can express using it. The theme of her Non-
hyun-yi-dong windows is the four seasons. The omnipresence 
of time and the seemingly eternal cycle of the seasons work as 



Figure 6. Parable of the Good Samaritan, clockwise from top left: 1996, Suseo-dong Church, Seoul; 1997, Juk-rim-dong Cathedral, 
Chun-cheon; 2005, Banghwa-sam-dong Church (detail), Seoul; 2007, Man-chon-il-dong Church, Daegu; 2015, Song-hyeon-dong 
Church, Incheon (detail).
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Figure 8. Parable of the Sower, (from left to right) 1984, Yeoeui-do Church, Seoul; 1992, Missionary Sisters of Korea, Busan; 1996, Suseo-dong 
Church, Seoul; 2000, Galma-dong Church, Daejeon.
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metaphors for the Lord, while reminding viewers of nature. 
Choi chose this particular subject matter because the building 
was surrounded, as the artist put it, by concrete in a very 
urban setting.

Choi’s art is also condition by the call from the Catholic 
Church to participate in social organization following 
the Second Vatican Council. In Korea, Church leadership 
encourages the faithful to work for Korean society’s moral 
advancement in various ways. If art gives church-goers positive 
experiences to contribute to society’s moral improvement, 
it then works hand-in-hand with these social programs 
advocating action. Choi Young-Shim’s early themes such as 
her painting Christ is Still Crucified Today (fig. 1) shows a 
refugee camp outside of a ruined city. The Good Samaritan 
(fig. 5) also urges people to engage in charitable works. Her 
windows of the Parable of the Sower (fig. 8) and Christmas of 
1996, Suseo-dong Church, Seoul and of 2007, Manchon-il-dong 
Church, Daegu (fig. 9), modify traditional imagery to create a 
message of personal responsibility. The Parable of the Sower 
rejects human figures to let the strength of colors and forms 
speak of the struggle to grow and be fruitful. Her version of 
Christmas shows people in close proximity. Mary holds her 
son surrounded by a throng of angels, people, and their animals 
joyously crowded within a circle. A father and mother hold 

their child aloft, as Christmas gives way to the Presentation 
in the Temple. Choi’s simplified forms in close contact are 
reminiscent of the deeply humane images produced by the 
German painter and printmaker Käthe Kollwitz (1867-1945).

The strengths of Choi Young-Shim’s stained glass are 
demonstrated in numerous works. She conveys a present-
day reality of the Gospel message as well as creating images 
of universal beauty that transcend sectarian limits. My goal 
has been to introduce readers to representative East Asian 
stained glass. I hope that this article will inspire the reader 
to take a greater interest in non-European stained glass in 
general, and Korean stained glass in particular. I imagine 
such could enrich the mainstream discussion on stained glass. 
I am grateful for the opportunity to have researched the art 
of Choi Young-Shim. 

Han Lee, currently a translator, graduated from DePaul 
University in Chicago with a B.A. in art and art history. He 
began researching stained glass while studying art theory at 
the Korea National University of Arts in Seoul. He has visited 
several cities in Korea to view Choi Young-Shim’s work, and 
has visited some one-hundred churches in Seoul as well as a 
couple dozen churches in Germany, France, Italy and the U.K. 
to see their windows. •



Figure 9. Christmas (top): 1996, Suseo-dong Church, Seoul; (bottom left): 1996, Suseo-dong Church, Seoul 
(bottom right): 2007, Manchon-il-dong Church, Daegu.
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