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Editorial
Binna Choi has been the director of
Casco – Office for Art, Design and
Theory in Utrecht, the Netherlands,
since 2008 where she takes up art
and art institutional practice as a
way to build a (micro) society in
movement, in tandem with social
movements. In this context, she has
worked with the team at Casco and
others to conceive and co-develop
long-term projects, representatively
the Grand Domestic Revolution
(2009/2010-2013) and Composing
the Commons (2013-2015) — a threeyear programme which served as a
trajectory of inquiry and practice.
She has also been served on the
faculty of the Masters of Fine Arts
Programme at the Dutch Art Institute
/ in Arnhem, and has been working
for and with the trans-local network
Arts Collaboratory since 2013. Her
other curatorial projects include
the three day seminar ‘Cultivate
or Revolutionize?: Life Between
Apartment and Farmland at Times
Museum,’ Guangzhou (2014, with
Nikita Choi) and the summer school
programme and exhibition ‘Group
Affinity’ at Kunstverein, Munich
(2011, with Bart van der Heide). She
also worked as the curator for 11th
Gwangju Biennale (2016).

This book is the second edition of a series
focusing on modern and contemporary art
in South Korea. It follows the first edition
which focused on Korean Dansaekhwa, and
draws a tangent line across the trajectory
of Dansaekhwa as a genre. Without putting
it in opposition to Dansaekhwa, this book
looks at art or rather the field of art in a
period or time when its “counter part”, socalled Minjung Art, came to be re-assessed
by the following generations of artists,
curators, critics and others at a time when
it underwent extensive institutionalization
— and internationalization — in the name of
making it public.
This period refers to about 10 years from
2000 to 2010, which I see as a period of
time when the notion of “public” became
conflated with different perspectives, largely
the two notions of “Minjung” as in Minjung
Art, which indicated the non-privileged
social class as the “democratizing” subject,
and of “citizens” which indicated a
demographic that willingly nosedived into
the “non-ideological” free market ocean.
South Korea in the 90s, as in many other
parts of the world, was immersed itself into
the spirit of celebrating liberation; a spirit
that had been in part unleashed by the
implementation of its first direct election,
as well as the unbarring of government
control over citizens’ rights to travel abroad,
in conjunction with the hosting the 1988
Seoul Olympic Games. The financial crisis
in 1997 compelled many Koreans abroad
to return to the country; In the field of
art, this signified a reverse effect of boost
in the field, as art professionals brought
newly imbued experiences from abroad
to their home. Society as a whole also
9

experienced a sense of what a collectivity
could achieve, as citizens acted swiftly
to cope with the financial crisis together
— a historical moment that may have
influenced the consecutive succession of
the nation’s first leftwing government
to another (1998-2003, 2003-2008). It
was within this socially and politically
transformative atmosphere that the way
for the active development of cultural
policy within Korean society came to be
paved, as well as re-instrumentalization of
art in the public realm, and the process of
internationalization of art. Hence, we in
the field started to witness the emergence of
major, seemingly stable and indispensable,
and active institutional players along with
artists and curators, including organizations
like Ssamzie Art Space, Insa Art Space,
Art Sonje Center, Hermes Foundation in
Seoul as well as special events like Gwangju
Biennale, the Korea Pavilion of the Venice
Biennale, and Anyang Public Art Project.
Then it was all the more ironic, if not
shocking, that what appeared to be a
blossoming scene, was all of a sudden hit by
a blow or, rather, a series of blows, starting
with the closure of Ssamzie Art Space in
2008, widespread disillusion over alternative
spaces (which I see as alter-instituting
practice), the temporary closure of Insa
Art Space and a form of stagnation in the
larger structure of art event planning. Why?
Was this series of blows in any concurrence
with the suicide of president Noh Muhyun,
the leader of the second consecutive left
wing government, after having undergone
a strident and insulting interrogation by
the incumbent right wing government
after his departure? Not to exaggerate or
fall into a conspiracy saga, these collapses
were not so much the result of the death of
an individual, but certainly caused by the

political discontinuity that occurred as a
result of the insufficiency of the emerging
instituting or instituent practice, which
led to the stumped growth of most of the
aforementioned institutional actors, as if
they remained trapped within a frustrated
stage of adolescence and immaturity, as is
currently experienced in Korea.
This decade also holds personal
significance for myself, as I “left” the
country in mid-2003 to participate in
a renowned international curatorial
post-graduate program at De Appel in
Amsterdam, the Netherlands and thereafter
started working in institutions there, as
curator and afterwards as director. My
relocation from and continued connection
to the field does not merely carry personal
meaning, though; My departure was not
any longer to become an immigrant in the
west, as the previous generation did so,
but to enter a phase to act inter-national,
if not trans-national. It is also very much
implicated in the time expressed by the
body of the collected essays, all of which
I found by rummaging through my own
(mental and physical) archive, which has,
over time, been accumulated by keeping in
contact with peers and seniors in the South
Korean art scene.
This also means that all the texts speak
for time that they were written in, by
singular subjects-actors in the midst of the
time— rather than having been written
by distanced, critical observers; These
subject actors were those who experienced
first-hand, the renewed launch of art for
Minjung, art engaged with reality, art that
engages with the “public” along with the
emergent, vast institutional field, and at the
same time, also those who sensed a decline
if not, incompleteness, limit, and chaos
in its progression. If these ten years were
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simply repeated with no improvement, as
these essays might well prove it, I believe
it also urges us to intervene in the change
of it. Here I am speaking of the need for
a common revamping of the hope and
impetus felt earlier on, and to re-institute all
those institutions established yet stuck in the
neo-liberal order, with the aspiration from
that time. The importance of those texts is
to be found in this echo. That is also why I
thought the discourse on the “field” has to
preside over, or at least exist adjacent to a
focus on art work per se, at least for now.
In fact Minjung Art cannot be defined by its
specific style but by the political yearning
and relationships it kept with broader
social movement as Jisook Beck, one of the
authors in this publication, wrote.
In a way, 2000-2010 could be called
the period of climatization; entering into a
new climate, a sense of instability pervaded
the atmosphere, inciting a never ceasing
sense of exploration and adjustment.
Perhaps, then, one could say, too, that
we ultimately failed to adapt, left with a
feeling of maladjustment and never quite
acquiring a sense of climate that forms a
territory of cohabitation. Not to long for
stabilize or aim at equilibrium, in the way
that if the Anthropocene confronts us with
the planetary crisis of a climate change
it is our task again to take action to stop
that process, it seems to me that there’s
an urgency to take our hands in common
to make effort again to contribute the
formation of climate that would make all
of us live well. This also suggest the new
instituent practice should be based on the
whimsical principle of bureaucracy but the
self-organizing eco-system.
This practice should not just center
around publicly presented products, such
as artworks and exhibitions but also rather

whatever remains invisible to the public eye;
including labor, management, planning and
finance, and even backstage inter-personal,
affective relations. Beings and things on
the move and their ongoing self-organizing
process be our focus, not merely the products
on display—that would perpetuate what
we call “art wash”. This way, it be possible
to accelerate the process of change for not
only different kinds of institutions but
different forms of life, where art becomes
part of everyday life in formation. The texts
collected here witness the ambivalent time
of the potential and the limitation; and urge
us to reclaim for the potential.
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Binna Choi

Charles Esche is a curator and
writer. He is the director of the Van
Abbemuseum, Eindhoven and coeditorial director and co-founder
with Mark Lewis of Afterall Journal
and Books based at Central St.
Martins, London. In 2014, he curated
the Sao Paulo Biennale with a team of
seven. In addition to his institutional
curating, he has (co-) curated a
number of major international
exhibitions including U3 Triennale,
Ljubljana (2011); Riwaq Biennale,
Ramallah with Reem Fadda (2007 &
2009); Istanbul Biennale with Vasif
Kortun (2005); Gwangju Biennale
with Hou Hanru (2002). Currently,
he is involved in the Jakarta Biennale
2015. He teaches at Central Saint
Martins and the De Appel Curatorial
Course, Amsterdam.
He is a board member of CIMAM
and chair of CASCO, Utrecht,
NL. In 2012 he was awarded the
Princess Margriet Award for Cultural
Change by the European Cultural
Foundation; in 2013 the Minumum
Prize by the Pistoletto Foundation
and in 2014 the CCS Bard College
Prize for Curatorial Excellence.

“…We won’t use guns,
we won’t use bombs,
we’ll use the one thing
we’ve got more of, that’s
our minds…”

Charles Esche

“…We won’t use guns, we won’t use bombs, we’ll
use the one thing we’ve got more of, that’s our
minds…” by Charles Esche was first published
in the exhibition catalogue for Project 1: Pause
Realization of Gwangju Biennale 2002 and is
reprinted here with the permission of the Gwangju
Biennale Foundation and the author.
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It has been less than a week since the 4th
Gwangju Biennale opened. As one of the cocurators of Project 1, I have stayed in Korea
and have had the chance to observe some
of the initial public and press reaction to
our attempts to define a new form of global
Biennale. It has been a pleasure to see the
public in the exhibition halls: playing with
work, sitting down, reading and thinking,
having fun. Most visitors’ initial good reaction
has been positive, enjoyed the fact that they
do not have to deal with this exhibition as
a traditional museum show, but are asked
to get involved, physically and mentally.
The press, however, has been mixed. I find
it disappointing that the radicalism and
innovation of our project is being hidden
behind complaints about the organization
that have accompanied every Gwangju
Biennale since 1995. Sure, there have been
problems; difficulties of communication and
decision making that could have been avoided;
installations left unfinished and information
not prepared. It has been frustrating to see
that a relatively small amount of money and
better planning could have avoided many of
these problems. But in any longer scheme of
things, the difficulties of the opening days
will pale into insignificance. What will be
remembered internationally, and what should
be celebrated here, is that this Biennale is
breaking the mould of international large scale
art shows and doing here in Korea and Asia in
responses to local conditions and continental
realities. It does that by placing the focus on
the communities and structures in which art
is produced as well as individual artists and
by sharing the curatorial authorship of the
Biennale with those responsible for multiple
alternative spaces and artist-run organizations
across Asia and Europe.
It is probably predictable that I write to
explain this exhibition. I have been intimately

involved in its formation with Hou Hanru and
Wan-kyung Sung. But it is not only a personal
investment that forces me to respond. Having
spent much of the last few months in Korea,
China and South East Asia, I see a cultural
potential and energy far greater than in my
European home. Culture matters here because
society is still overtly contesting power and
art is one way in which that contest can be
measured. In Europe, and even more so in the
United States, we have only one social model
to offer, only one possibility, only one perfect
image. Art, under such a blanket of consensus,
has few options. Mostly it produces the kind
of cynicism that has characterized western
art in the 1990s, otherwise it retreats into
stylistics and decoration for the market. Hou
Hanru and I, when we first met and talked
about this project, instantly agreed that we
were not interested in this type of artistic/
academic masturbation. If we were to make
a Gwangju Biennale, in the city of the May
1980 Democratic Uprising, we had to make
it real and connect our project to the new
thinking and new imaginations of the future
that artists are generating. Maybe now the
seeds of a change are also beginning to grow
in certain European cities, but we have to
look to Asia and learn from experiences
here if we are to reap any kind of benefit for
society as a whole.
In order to achieve anything at all, we
realised we had to make an extraordinarily
ambitious and embracing project. Something
that would bring artists together from
across Europe and Asia, the two continents
we worked in and for which we felt could
genuinely provide a platform. The Biennale
would also devolve power away from the
traditional artistic directorship and onto the
small scale, ever-resourceful groups of artists
who work in different cities across the globe.
It should feel like a small scale city, a global
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urban village if you like, that would instantly
visualize the possibilities of a cultural
globalism that is an alternative to a predictable
circulation of objects amongst those who can
afford them. If you walk round the exhibition,
moving through alternative spaces from Seoul
to Jakarta, Copenhagen to Istanbul, or Kuala
Lumpur to Beijing, I am sure the excitement
of real human exchange and the suggestion
of new possibilities for action is immediately
apparent. The Forum A archive that
documents an eight-day workshop held at the
beginning of March is one such production.
The videos and texts show the slow, difficult
process of a group of international artists
struggling towards mutual understanding.
Such meetings would simply not be possible
without globalization, even as we look for
alternatives to its economic doctrines. To
recast an old phrase, we might suggest Project
1 offers a way of thinking about ‘globalism
with a human face’, something tragically
lacking elsewhere.
We also wanted to produce all the work
in Gwangju, connecting international artists
with all kinds of small societies, special
interest groups, city functionaries and other
citizens. Our initial ideas of having groups
present throughout the Biennale had to be
reduced, some projects were cancelled of halfrealised. But we have still made a Biennale
for and within the city of its birth. We have
encouraged citizens from ballroom dancing
teachers (Yeondoo Jeong) to nursing home
residents (University of Bangsar Utama) and
school teachers (Esra Ersen and Oda Projesi)
to take an active part in various individual
projects as well as serve as local ambassadors
for the Biennale itself. The achievements of
the Biennale Foundation and especially the
exhibition team in organizing these demanding
and projects should simply be celebrated and I
would like to congratulate them.

Of course, the Biennale is top heavy, too
bureaucratic, too slow at taking decisions. But
then so are all other Biennale structures across
the world. International commentators were
impressed by the concept, the quality of the
work on view. For many of them, this Biennale
marks a return to form for Gwangju and this
edition will encourage them to come again. If
you simply consider the fact that we completely
reconstructed the internal spaces of the hall,
we commissioned new work from over 50% of
the artists, and that we were able to construct
major architectural pavilions in the park,
you can have some idea of the extraordinary
achievements that were managed—ones that
went much beyond the intensity of previous
versions of the event. This is to Gwangju’s
credit—to such an extent that I believe only
here could such a project have even been
possible to contemplate, let alone achieve.
For the press and for the audience, it is
crucial to understand Project 1 is not planned
as a theme exhibition. If there were some
mistakes in presentation it came here, with
our inability to communicate with the public
relations team resulting in confusing press
releases and misinformation. To clarify from
a curatorial point of view, Project 1 is not
about “pause” but rather the title can be read
as an instruction directed to the audience:
“pause!” and give the works, the pavilions,
the alternative spaces and the exhibition
design time to reveal themselves. Do not
treat the show as an educational obstacle
race or a three dimensional lecture. It is
sprawling, experiential, confusing, delightful
and full of surprises. Its purpose should be
found in each visitor’s personal discoveries
not the transmission of our knowledge
and understanding to passive spectators.
That approach is, of course, often seen as
more demanding on art goers, but it is also
emancipating and precisely what we are used
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to doing in many other situations in life. The
art exhibition does not need to be different
from the everyday but can be an enhancement
or exaggeration of it. In fact, the closer it is
to everyday experience the more its proposals
might have a real effect on the world.
Ultimately I believe Project 1 is an
important and beautiful show. Important
because it challenges the paradigm of the
Biennale and reinvents it for the Asian
situation at a time of increasing disillusionment
with the pace of globalization and urban
modernization. It acknowledges for the first
time in a major contemporary art project
that the creative energy and talent is found in
artists-run groups and alternative spaces as
much as within individual artists. These groups
bring a diversity and understanding of their
local situation that is a fascinating introduction
to current art and how it is made. As such,
Project 1 is an invitation to seek out your own
local groups, find out what they are doing and
get involved. I am confident it will create a
platform for more small-scale, experimental
initiatives in Korea and elsewhere, as well as be
a mode of subsequent global Biennales.
Finally, it is also beautiful as a spectacle.
The design by Yong Ho Chang and Youngjoon Kim gives a coherence usually provided
by a theme or an artistic statement. From the
moment you enter, the visual impression is
striking. We have tried to reduce or eliminate
the traditional white cube and create, within
this plywood city, the spaces, moments and
relationships for something different to
emerge. How and what that might be is not
answered. It is a question thrown back at all
of us, artists, curators, writers, bureaucrats,
audiences and press. We can work together to
create new contexts and new forms for some
answers to emerge, or we can complain about
the organization. The creative response is the
one I would always choose.
20
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Beck Jee-sook was the Artistic
Director of the 4th Anyang Public
Art Project (APAP) Public Story,
held from 2013 to 2014. Previously,
she was an Artistic Director of
Atelier Hermès (2011-2014), a
Director of the Arts Council Korea
(ARKO) Art Center and a Project
Director of Insa Art Space (20052008). She served as a Curator
of Insa Art Space and the Chief
Curator of the Marronnier Art
Center from 2000 to 2004. She cocurated Activating Korea: Tides of
Collective Action (Govett-Brewster
Art Gallery, New Plymouth, 2007),
The Last Chapter—Trace Route:
Remapping Global Cities (The
6th Gwangju Biennale, Gwangju,
2006) and The Battle of Visions
(Kunsthalle Darmstadt, Darmstadt,
2005). In 2002, she organized
the international symposium on
alternative spaces titled Memory of
Cities, History of Spaces.

Minjung Art in the Year
2005, or the Year 2005
in Minjung Art

Beck Jee-sook

“Minjung Art in the Year of 2005, or the Year
2005 in Minjung Art” by Beck Jee-sook was first
published in the exhibition catalogue of The Battle
of Visions (Kunsthalle Darmstadt, Darmstadt,
2005) by Insa Art Space, Arts Council Korea. This
text is reprinted here with the permission of the
Arts Council Korea and the author.
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1. Why Minjung Art now
This year marks the 60th anniversary of
the end of World War II and the end of the
Japanese colonial rule in Korea. Perhaps it is
serendipity, but many, if not most, members
of the artist group Reality and Utterance, the
forerunners of what we now call Minjung Art,
have recently turned, or will soon turn, 60
years of age. So why Minjung Art now? The
purpose is not to give it a grand historical reevaluation, or to create a hagiography of the
artists involved based on such a re-evaluation.
Even further from the purpose is to engage
in a petty Minjung Art-bashing based on
certain received notions of its biases, nor is it
to question Minjung Art for having created a
power bloc within cultural institutions today,
because in reality no such power bloc exists.
My interest as the co-curator of this
exhibition, The Battle of Visions, starts
from a much more modest question. How
deprived, boring, and impotent would
Korean contemporary art be if there had not
been Minjung Art? My starting point is my
intuition that Minjung Art was thus a blessing
in disguise. Furthermore, my interest starts
from the sense and the hope that Minjung
Art will not be relegated merely to the status
of an artistic trend of a particular locality,
or a cultural ideology of a defunct political
movement, that Minjung Art still has and will
continue to have significant influence on the
practice of contemporary art. This is not to
gloss over the failures of Minjung Art. Rather,
it implies that through its failures Minjung
Art provided learning opportunities to those
who came later. To speak more ambitiously,
Minjung Art must be understood not only as
an historical avant-garde à la Peter Bürger,
but also as an attitude or a position that tries
to continuously articulate political radicalism
and aesthetic modernism. This is what is

important about Minjung Art today.
Minjung Art is often translated as ‘people’s
art’ in English. However, ‘people’ in English
does not capture the historical nuance of
the word Minjung in Korean. Technically,
from the perspective of political science,
Minjung would be an amalgamation of
classes. However, Minjung does not refer to
members of a frontline class alliance which
has a particular historical and political
mandate. More than anything else, Minjung is
a historical subject identified with a “bottomup history.” In principle, Minjung are the
producers and at the same time the uprooted,
they are the oppressed masses and at the
same time the revolutionary subjects. The
Minjung Theology of the 1980s in Korea,
which corresponds to the Liberation Theology
of Latin America, had reached an important
doctrinal understanding that “Minjung are the
suffering Jesus.”
On the other hand, Minjung Art is different
from minjok art, or ‘national art.’ Minjok
artists specifically emphasized the importance
of direct participation in political actions and
the use of traditional national art forms. That
is to say, minjok and Minjung had two very
different political emphases among those who
were involved in various activist movements
in the 1980s. At the risk of sounding too
simplistic, Minjung Art was the counterpart
to “the anti-imperialist and anti-monopoly
capitalist people’s front,” while minjok art
was the counterpart to “the anti-imperialist
national front.” In the parlance of the time, the
“main enemy” of the advocates of the former
were imperialists and capitalists, while for the
latter they were imperialists only. These two
groups shaped the discourse of the movement,
and they engaged themselves fiercely in endless
hair-splitting arguments over the difference
between the two throughout the 1980s and
into the 1990s. However, from historical
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perspective of a contemporary art, Minjung
Art is a broader concept that is inclusive of
minjok art, and thus Minjung Art and minjok
art can generally be used interchangeably.
Definitions aside, what we can safely say
is that throughout the 1980s Minjung Art
unfolded in very complex ways as Minjung
Artists tried to respond and cope with the
various aspects of the historical and political
conditions they found themselves in. In
particular, certain groups within Minjung
Art thought that it was not important how
the works of Minjung Art were evaluated
within the art establishment of the time. They
felt that if artistic practices could function
efficiently as a part of a historical and
political revolution, that would be enough. In
retrospect, this was a failed plan and a hasty
conclusion. However, their spirit of challenge,
exploration, and adventure clearly remain
with us today and are still valid. More than
anything else, as various artists passed through
the thick tunnel of the experience of Minjung
Art, local artists, as the aesthetic subaltern,
realized that what they represented in their
work as an orderly world system could not in
reality be integrated into a unified whole, but
that what they represented was a collection
of mutually foreign, heterogeneous, and
divergent local arts. In Korea, Minjung Artists
came to this realization through the process
of carnival-like excitements, tumultuous
upheavals, vigorous energy, and tremendous
noises witnessed at various political and labor
protest sites, and that memory is still fresh.
Thus, after Minjung Art, whether it was in
regard to Western contemporary art or local
art, local artists were able to shed themselves
of the conventional attitudes; in short through
the experience of Minjung Art, they acquired
confidence, or in other words ‘guts.’

26

2. How Minjung Art is represented

1
Sinmyeong (joyful energy) and han
(sorrow) are both emotions that
are believed by many people in
Korea to have roots in the collective
experience of the Korean people
over centuries of shared history.
They are loosely translated here
as ‘joyful energy’ and ‘sorrow,’
respectively—translator.

At the level of popular media, the press, and
everyday discourses, how Minjung Art is
represented is determined by how people’s
prejudices are reflected. As long as the
politics of representation is in operation, the
representation of Minjung Art is not fixed
but repeats revisions and distortions through
the subject’s contemporary intervention.
The earliest works of the Minjung Art
movement—which took as their references
from Mexican mural paintings, the Chinese
woodcut printing movement, and Socialist
Realism—were mostly received by the press
in Korea as a propaganda art in the service
of political agitation, and consequently naïve
and lacking finesse. In other words, until the
end of the 1980s, Minjung Art meant art
that one encountered on the streets not in art
museums or galleries, and read about in the
political section of a newspaper, not the arts
and culture section.
Minjung Art was also often narrowly
defined strictly as minjok art, or national art,
a genre of art that borrowed heavily from
traditional materials or methods to express
what are considered uniquely Korean emotions,
1
such as sinmyeong or han. The favorite media
for minjok artists were woodblock print
(‘panhwa’), huge wall banners (geolgae) and
funeral banners (manjang).
At the same time, Minjung Art had an
enlightening effect on those who held onto the
purist ideology of “art for art’s sake.” Also,
thanks to Minjung Artists, it then became
common knowledge and practice to take at
least a guarded approach to the internalized
orientalism rampant among the traditionalists.
However, what was even more significant
was the realization by the Minjung Artists
themselves that Minjung Art was many rather
than singular from its very conception. Many,
27

not only in terms of individual works and
tastes but also in terms of the broader scope
of artistic ideologies and political positions.
But within the Minjung Art movement in the
1980s, its different proponents could not agree
to differ; thus differences and distinctions
were often marked by violent and intense
struggles and debates, some of which were
productive at times and wasteful at others.
On the other hand, the 1979 founding
statement of Reality and Utterance, whose
origin can be traced to the 1969 Statement
#1 of the Reality Collective Hyunsil Dongin,
shows that the forerunners of the Minjung Art
movement were revolting against modernism
as was practiced in Korea and that what
they were proposing was “a recovery of
communication; ” in other words, a close
reading of the statement shows that what
they were focusing on was not so much the
political effect of their work but criticism of
the established art institution of the time.
We can say that Reality and Utterance
was anti-modernist in the sense that they
were criticizing the lack of an avant-garde
spirit in modernism in Korea. Doorung,
another important group in the Minjung Art
movement, in this context can then be called
‘pre-modernist’ in that the group advocated
traditional forms and communal modes of
artistic expressions and emphasized collectives
and bottom up direction.
Throughout the 1980s, and until the
beginning of the 1990s when the Eastern
bloc began to collapse, the debate on the
different directions of minjok art and Minjung
Art continued, in particular in connection
with how to define class, Minjung, and
partisanship. The debate produced and
was in turn fueled by many branches, and
branches within branches. For example, under
the rubric of what we today call Minjung
Art, there were groups who called their

art ‘minjok art,’ ‘live art,’ ‘critical art,’ and
‘art movement,’ and each of these groups
might then also be further divided into those
who practiced ‘Minjung realism,’ ‘partisan
realism,’ and ‘progressive realism.’ Various
associations, groups, and subgroups came and
went accordingly, and at each stage and level
there were different debates on aesthetics,
politics, and economics. These different
ideologies, positions, and proponents of
Minjung Art would sometimes be integrated
as a single whole as they crisscrossed different
battles and faced the larger task of opposing
the dictatorship. Artists whose names one
cannot imagine seeing next to each other
today appeared together in countless solidarity
petitions and statements at the time. Thus,
what Lucy Lippard called a “collage of wrath”
when she saw a collection of Minjung Art
showing a variety of formal characteristics can
perhaps be understood in this context rather
than as a reference to the different textual
characteristics within Minjung Art.
Minjung Art had little in common with
‘fine art’ in Korea that stayed politely inside
the framed canvas. If there was any decorum
within Minjung Art, at the individual level
it was to create a buzzing traffic between
inside and outside the canvas, to constantly
go in and out of the canvas frame; at the
collective level, it was to raise fundamental
questions about the very legitimacy of the art
institutions themselves; overall, the decorum
was to directly intervene in the struggles to
achieve political and economic hegemonies.
Thus if one had to talk about conventions and
manners within Minjung Art, they were to be
irreverent, defiant, scandalous, and sarcastic.
Reading through the countless documents they
put out, the daily logs, minutes of meetings,
statements, and records of discussions and
protest activities, one senses that what these
artists were doing was always raucous, always
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2
yangachi: The word probably
originated from the early days of
the U.S. military presence in Korea,
which goes back to 1945, or from
the days of the Korean War when
the U.S. presence became more
widespread. The closest dictionary
meaning of the word is a “ragman.”
But more accurately, it would be ‘a
person who hustles around the U.S.
army bases or its personnel to make
ends meet.’ In popular culture today,
it refers to the meanest and the most
unsavory character in the world of
organized crime. Generations of
post-war intellectuals have used this
term in the former context as a selfdeprecatory term—translator.

somewhat exaggerated, and always maintained
2
an affected tone of yangachi, a romantic
hustler, let us say. This impact was probably
not consciously intended. But the Minjung
Artists had set a “Mission Impossible” for
themselves; they thought that their role was to
change the world as artists.
Ironically, the surviving works of Minjung
Art today are those that are preserved in
established art institutions. In this regard, it is
important to awake to the fact that institutional
powers are more tenacious than Minjung
Artists would have given them credit for. At
the same time, one has to be able to decipher
the legacy and the impact of Minjung Art that
exists outside the ‘canvases’ of the surviving
Minjung Art today, whether such a legacy and
impact exists as a virtual shadow, a parallel
circuit, or a transcendental witness. Embrace
(1981) by Min Joung Ki D.M.Z. (1984) by
Yongtai Kim, and marketing I- Inferno (1980)
by Oh Yoon are seminal works that have been
fortuitously but very precariously preserved to
this day; but the preservation of these works
should serve as a reminder of countless art
works that were produced without credit to
any particular artists, writings without writers,
banner paintings torn apart, and artists’ notes
that disappeared or perished along with the
art works themselves. Even if what we now
see inside the frames of these works may
seem very modest to us, heavy prices have
been paid for them outside of the frame: the
reality was unspeakably complex outside the
frames of these works. I am not proposing a
charitable recognition of their work or making
a moralistic demand to recognize the virtue
of their work. Instead, what I am suggesting
is that their work may provide an entry point
for the individual artist’s psychoanalysis,
an expansion of materialist theory, a public
interest for art history, or a condition for
cultural studies. Furthermore, what is thus a

prerequisite in appreciating Minjung Art is as
much a sharing of information as a sharing of
“structure of feeling” (Raymond Williams).
So, let us remember when we encounter a
work of Minjung Art in an art history book
or in a museum, that the work does not
represent an expression of self-satisfaction,
but rather it is an expression of a profound
sense of deficiency. Minjung Art is an allegory
of deficiency! The denoted and implied
meanings of Minjung Art works will either
expand or collapse, depending on the viewers
ability to imagine today what this deficiency
was and reconstitute them alongside the
works that are in front of them, much like
in the case of the truth of The Joke, (1995) a
work by Choi Jeong Hwa.
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3. Politics and arts, or Minjung Art
and modernism and the phenomenon
of ‘post-’s
The realization that there were several
different schools of Minjung Art—although
they came together under a single banner to
form a united front now and then—can serve
as an important point of entry for reassessing
Minjung Art, now a generation later. This is so
because such an understanding could prevent
one from assuming Minjung Art to have been
a single unified ideology and entity and then
proceed to either congratulate its success or
lament its failure in one sweeping stroke.
An approach that is more productive than
this would be to trace the several different
principles that were in operation and find the
different applicable references today. In this
exercise, the long modernist tradition of the
relationship between politics and art, and
between the avant-garde and modernism will
play the role of Ariadne’s Thread in examining
the various principles that were in operation.

There are too many different cases and
patterns of how politics and art engage each
other to categorize them; they are each local
and historical. In this regard, it could be
said that all ‘political art’ is the opposite of
‘international art.’ Minjung Art is a local
art that experimented with the relationship
between politics and art from various angles
in a particular historical and social condition,
i.e., a particular social condition that had been
shaped by the history of Korea’s experience
with colonization, Cold War, national
division, and military dictatorship. From the
perspective of modern and contemporary art
history in Korea, the experience of Minjung
Art is valuable in that it not only revealed that
all art is political but also taught a lesson that
politics and art can function properly only
when they maintain a relationship of tension
in which neither is subsumed under the other.
More than anything else, it was revealed
beyond doubt in this process that modernism
in Korea was kitsch disguised as modernism.
Modernism in Korea developed without
making a political-aesthetic connection, in
particular the kind of connection the historical
avant-garde (e.g. Dada and Surrealism) made in
its development; instead, modernism in Korea
developed by imitating and mimicking the
styles of Western modernism without making
the historically organic political-aesthetic
connection. They copied and reproduced
Western modernism cheaply and en masse in
Korea, turning it into kitsch.
Furthermore, Minjung Art also
demonstrated the paradoxical reversal that
when the Minjung Artists lost the sense of
reality—reality as a physical condition that
changes rapidly—Minjung Art also rapidly
became kitsch, because that sense of reality
is the necessary rudder for artistic labor and
imagination. With stabilization of democracy
and rapid development of the capitalistic
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3
A New Past, December 4, 2004 –
February 3, 2005, Seoul, Korea,
curated by Beck Jee-sook. Fourteen
individual and group artists from
Central Balkan countries including
Slovenia, Croatia, Serbia &
Montenegro, Kosovo, and Macedonia
participated in a multi-track project
that consisted of exhibitions,
symposiums, films, lectures, and
discussions —translator.

economic system, the artistic modesty of
Minjung Art—whose artistic commitments
were shaped by the awakening of political
consciousness—lost its tension. It then faced
the fate of falling down to the level of premodern folkloric kitsch in terms of their
use of materials, imagination, and artistic
methods. The development of mass media and
the spread of popular visual culture through
commercial channels in particular accelerated
such a condition. The political and cultural
contexts of Minjung Art have changed, but
some Minjung Artists refused to actively
accept or overcome the changes and insisted
on the habitual styles and methods of the
past. When they thus became self-satisfied
with making their work a matter of simple
and repetitive production, Minjung Art will
become kitsch and the market will be ready to
swallow it up.
Minjung Art’s failure to position itself
in the changing environment, and a sense
of remorse, have on the one hand led to
the prolonging of the unfinished project of
locally reconstituting Western modernism,
which was one of the implied and explicit
goals of Minjung Artists in the 1980s. At
the same time, the failure and the remorse
also led to a search for marginal branches
of Korean modernism in the 1970s and
80s. The attempt to restore the expressive
modes and methodology of little-known
conceptual artists of the 1970s, who belonged
to the periphery of Korean modernism, is
an example of this reaction. (Interestingly,
we discovered in Korea that young artists
from the former republic of Yugoslavia who
have directly or indirectly lived through
Socialist Realism are now tracking down
the conceptual art that was practiced in the
3
1970s—author.) Of course, such an attempt
is made mostly at a discursive level and by
a very small number of artists who claim
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themselves to be the descendants of Minjung
Art; and to this extent, one has to withhold
any judgment on how productive their efforts
will prove to be. In particular, such belated
“courting” of modernism in Korea has taken
place simultaneously with the introduction
of post-modernism, post-structuralism, postfeminism, and post-colonialism in the 1990s,
and certainly the distortions one saw in the
import of modernism in the earlier period
in the art history of Korea were repeated;
thus the appropriateness of such courting
is hard to assess. Nevertheless, it is worth
noticing works such as Power Passage (2004)
by Chan-kyong Park. He manages to break
through the obstructions of the layered
power passage of the Korean art world and
is able to put on and off, quite mercurially,
the complicated signs of double codes, i.e.
of locality and globalism, of modernism and
post-modernism, and of conceptualism and
political art, at the level of both production
and reception.
The concept of so-called post-Minjung
Art came about somewhat arbitrarily and
spontaneously under these circumstances,
and perhaps this is just another local ‘dialect’
from the “over-politicized” Korean condition,
or maybe it is simply another instance of
‘speaking in tongues.’ What is clear is that
amidst the ruckus on defining Minjung
Art, a group of artists was maturing, and
the artists compiled a new thesaurus. For
example, the young artists selected as their
key vocabulary ‘subject’ rather than ‘class;’
‘city’ rather than ‘streets;’ ‘reform’ rather
than ‘revolution;’ ‘language’ rather than
‘representation;’ ‘sign’ rather than ‘medium;’
and ‘reflection’ rather than ‘communication.’
The emergence of these artists has as its social
background, the fall of the Eastern bloc and
the consolidation of bourgeois democracy
in general, globalization of capital, and the

arrival of the information super-highway. In
terms of cultural variables, it came at a time
of explosive growth in cultural industries and
strengthening of infrastructure for public art.
But their work did not become noticeable
until we entered the new century. Perhaps
this is the consequence of the “great divide”
that took place in global scale, after the fall
of the Soviet bloc, or maybe it has to do with
the uniquely art’s phenomenon of delay in
catching up with social changes.
To compare it to genetics, one could say
that a particular social gene from the 1980s
has made an atavistic comeback across the
generations, and a cluster of artists, the result
of a stem cell transplant from the atavistic
gene, understands that capitalism is becoming
increasingly more antagonistic toward artists.
In this process, they realize that ‘poor art’
and ‘art as potlatch’ can form a united front,
and the artists also realize that in order
to overcome the flexibility of capital, they
also need flexible and intelligent strategies.
Ultimately, they come to enthusiastically
welcome “maximal” art that intervenes in
particular situations and opens up spaces
for new theories and practices, rather than
the “minimal” art that merely illustrates
various problems of Korean society. The
frontline has not disappeared, but it is fluid.
Moving along with this mobile frontline,
innovative art often introduces agenda items
that are common in different localities. For
example, the group FlyingCity takes the city
as its medium. Their slogans, productions,
and modes of activity indicate how art can
secure temporal and spatial freedom within
the rapidly changing urban mammoth that
is modern Korea, and how Minjung Art can
shed its Korean skin and perhaps emerge in
another locality across national boundaries.
If we were to borrow from Immanuel
Wallerstein’s world system theory and apply
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it to the art world, Western modern art
is the hegemonic umbrella whose shadow
reaches over the ‘superfecundation’ of art in
the rest of the localities of the world. This
world system of art forces the prewar system
of Western modern art and its aesthetic
norms to other regions in the world as a
global standard. From the perspective of
local artists, they must internalize this
global standard to belong to the global
mainstream. From a global perspective, the
historic significance of Minjung Art is that,
as a political art from the 1980s, it raised a
political consciousness that the world system
in art must be overcome and abolished, and
Minjung Art actually explored practical
possibilities to dismantle this world system.
In terms of “maximum communication,”
the major concern now has become the
language of communication, not the target
population or the target region. That is to
say, the language used to communicate has
become just as important as with whom art
communicates. One writes with a translation
in mind, a translation into the “pivotal”
language. The negative effects of this process
are that either too much detail is left out,
or a focus on too much detail misses the
larger picture. As ubiquitous computing and
convergent media become more generalized,
the need for translation increases; at the
same time, the chances of miscommunication
and lack of clarity also increase. Thus, in this
age of mistranslation, what I am proposing
is not simply to oppose translation but to
crosscheck the problematic idioms that
originate from local experiences of oppression
and conflict, and to come up with certain
standards of translation. The goal would be
to a direct inter-local communication with
such standards. I believe this would make
all parties concerned more prudent and all
the more radical. An example of such an
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attempt is the web art of Young-hae Chang
Heavy Industries. In this project, the artist has
assembled the simplest flash texts and sound
bits to transgress historical taboos of different
localities. Here, she suggests certain political
emoticons as the new language of translation.

4. The Battle of Visions

4
‘Gapsuni’ and ‘Gapdori’ are empty
signifiers, much like Jane Doe and
John Doe. As such, they represent
‘everywoman’ and ‘everyman,’
respectively—translator.

If one could draw, through a single exhibition
such as this one, the past history and the
future potential of Minjung Art and a clear
map of what has passed and what is to come
of the local and global influence of political
art, one could not wish for more. However,
one cannot deny there are more omissions and
ellipses, exaggerations and inconsistencies,
excuses and regrets, and ambitions and fancies
than one would like to admit. Such limitations
lead one to the counter-notion that perhaps a
subjective guide map would be more efficient
than cartographic exactness. In this regard,
Shin Hak-chul’s The History of Modern
4
Korea: Gapsuni and Gapdori (1998) , a twenty
meter-long painting, is an epic narration of
the modern and contemporary history of
Korea. At the same time it is a meta-painting
of the exhibition itself. There are different
experiences of the modern and contemporary
history depicted in the painting, and there
are also visions of the surreal and unreal
associated with them. These differences in
experiences and visions intersect and mutually
support each other at a certain level within the
context of the piece and that of the exhibition,
and at a certain moment they antagonize and
clash with each other. In other words, the
different visions are at the same time engaged
in a battle with each other. When this happens,
the battle categories are divided according to
the different sites of the conflict.
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1) The Cold War language

5
Yushin System: In October 1972,
the National Assembly passed a
bill to change the constitution to
allow change in presidential terms.
The bill was passed, despite fierce
opposition and protest against it,
and the Constitution was changed in
December by a national referendum,
allowing Park Chung-hee to
continue his presidency. He had
been the President for 19 years when
he was assassinated in October
1979. The new constitution in 1972
was called Yushin Constitution, and
the period between 1972-1979 is
referred to as the period of Yunshin
System—translator.
6
After the sudden death of Park
Chung-hee, Chun Doo-hwan came
to power with a military coup in
December, 1979. In May of 1980,
a major protest against his regime
erupted in Gwangju, a major city
in the south of the country. The
city was under the hands of the
civilian militia for ten days, and
in the course of suppressing the
uprising a massacre ensued. Over
2,000 civilians are reported to have
been brutally killed by the military,
and thousands were arrested and
tortured during and after the
uprising—translator.

The category of the toughest battle is indeed
the Cold War. As the only country still
divided from the end of World War II, the
Cold War has shaped modernity in Korea. If
the U.S. and the former U.S.S.R. represent the
epicenters of the Cold War, then the current
North Korea-U.S. talks are the aftershocks.
The vibration from the aftershocks can
still bring convulsions to the psychological
foundations of the Korean people. In 1988,
in the exhibition entitled Korea Watches the
U.S.A. (1988) , Joo Jae-whan showed a work
entitled A Hymn to American Chewing Gum.
(1997) It was a collage of the American flag,
a hymn book, and a U.S. chewing gum that
wittingly showed the immediate proximity
of the culture of American military bases
in the lives of Korean Minjung. Along with
Shin’s works, Yongtai Kim’s D.M.Z. (1984)
is another seminal work from the 1980s
that takes a conceptual approach, at a time
when Minjung Art mostly consisted of
paintings. The three hundred photographs
used in D.M.Z. collected from photo shops
in the military bases in Korea, create both a
poignant and comical feelings about them as
a whole. However, these feelings soon freeze
at the sight of the large and menacing sign
reading D.M.Z. that these photographs are
arranged to spell out. This work had been
invited to various exhibitions overseas and
was lost in the process. What remains today
is the photograph of the original photographs.
It was the photographer Kim Young Soo
who dispensed with the idea of photograph
as an object. In 1988, through his work
entitled Torture (1988) he had recreated a
photographic drama of torture technologies
from the Japanese colonial times, the Yushin
5
6
period, and lastly the Gwangju period, which
was the height of the use of torture by military
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dictatorship in Korea. On the other hand, Son
Ki Hwan’s TA! TATATA!! (1985) a recreation
of an anti-communism poster, except that in
his work the background is a peaceful rural
scene over which the special air force troops
are conducting a military exercise. This work
was exhibited in The Power of the 20s in
Korean Art (1985) but was confiscated by the
authorities and damaged. In 1987, Son was
arrested and jailed on charges of producing
and distributing Minjung comic strips.

2) The landscape of national reunification

7
geolgae: A large banner for hanging
on fixed structures—translator.

What makes a pair with the anti-communism
battle is the reunification battle. In the 1980s,
7
geolgae paintings mostly depicted the ideals
of reunification, borrowing heavily from
the aesthetics of minjok art and working as
a group. An incident in which Shin Hakchul was found guilty for having violated

▼▶
Sanghee Song, Maehang-ri,
110 × 110 cm (each), C-print, 2005
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the National Security Law involved his work
entitled Monaegi (planting of rice seedlings)
(1987), and the incident came toward the
end of the era as a kind of a grace note. In its
indictment of the defendant, the prosecutor
accuses that Shin’s work glorifies the North
Korean government and is critical of the
South Korean government and the U.S. Many
art critics and fellow artists came together
to try to convince the authorities of Shin’s
innocence, but to no avail. The artist was
found guilty and the painting was forfeited
as an evidence of the guilt. Even after the UN
Human Rights Commission’s recommendation
in 2004 to overturn the Korean Supreme
Court’s ruling and to return the work, it
is still in the authority’s custody. On the
other hand, today the tense of the works
dealing with reunification are tuned to the
present progressive, not to the future perfect
combined with the past. For example, there
is The Rainy Day Woman #63: Nice to meet
you. (2004) by Yong Soon Min. It is a work in
which photographs of long-term male political
prisoners in South Korea are overlapped with
video scenes of North Korean women dancing
in groups. There is also the work by Roh Jae
Oon in which the artist collects images and
sounds about North Korea from the Internet
and combines them with a fictional Cold War
drama and creates an imaginative narrative. In
these works, the artist has gender structures
and media ideologies intersect each other and
the axis of the reunification agenda, and their
battle is thus more present and real.
The salient characteristics of the
contemporary works that deal with the
Cold War and reunification are that they do
not take the form of a representation but a
representation of representation. Thus, rather
than taking the tactic of attempting a critique
from the outside with a grand perspective,
they prefer the strategy of imploding the

simulation of political and cultural ideologies
deeply steeped in everyday life. Actually, the
Korean art world is over-politicized. One sees
this in the fact that there tend to be clear lines
of “genealogical” allegiance, and even critical
writings and essays are considered tables of
random numbers unless one can decipher
the political genealogy of the writer. In other
words, distrust of words and writings at face
value are rampant. Under these circumstances,
rather than insisting on clear communication,
the “smart” artists have opted for situational
reality, and in this process they have explored
the extremes of the structure of ideological
confrontation and played the role of double
agent for the divided nation.
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3) The myth of rapid growth
Assuming that political conditions of
widespread social repression were closely
connected to the Cold War effects of
international politics, at the economic level the
speed of growth and modernization created
another rhythm for the battle. The “Koreanstyle” modernization had two wheels, one was
dictatorship and the other was development.
But the modernity thus achieved had a
segmented tempo. That is to say, the escape
from poverty and hunger felt like an ‘uptempo,’ while the restriction of bodily freedom
and imagination that was directly linked to
the development, felt like a ‘down-tempo.’
The urban landscapes by Min Joung Ki and
paintings by Oksang Lim in the early 1980s
are allegories of the gloomy atmosphere of
the time when the myth of the rapid growth
threatened the survival of the people. The
horizontal and vertical structures that were
feverishly built in the high growth period
of 1970s came to symbolize the collapse of
modernity in the 1990s. A series of major

accidents involving the collapse of a luxury
department store and a major bridge, and a
gas pipe explosion was not unrelated to the
social conditions in Korea where feudal time
and post-modern space are entangled together.
The symptoms of this typically “dangerous
society” make a grand appearance as a
neurotic but fascinating plastic monument in
Choi Jeong Hwa's Plastic Paradise (1996). Of
course, with its inside empty, this work does
not have clarity as a political art work; that is
to say the high-density conceptions that come
from tensions created by the context are not
there in this work. However, the campiness

◀▲
Young-Whan Bae, Pocketbook for the Homeless — On the Street 2001, 2000-2001
Distributed to the homeless in Seoul after production.
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of the works of the artists who emerged in
the early 1990s from the context of “lowculture” brings about a certain alienation
only when read as a parody of modernity in
Korea and of the obsession with commodity
fetishism. In contrast to the plastic texture of
Choi Jeong Hwa, Young-Whan Bae collects
pieces of wood from construction sites or
broken pieces of glass. The texture of his work
represents the lumpen proletariat sensibility
in Korea. While Bae produced and distributed
On the Street, (2001) a pocket book full of
practical information for the homeless in
Seoul, Koh Seung Wook invades vacant lots
in the city as a homeless person himself and
de-territorializes the lots whose structures
have been demolished to put them “under
construction” again. Koh’s recent work
8
invokes the power chareoksa and an iron
man, the forgotten fairy tale-like characters,
to puncture a hole in the symbols of the global
art market and the power of international
curators, both of which have expanded along
with the global expansion of capitalism.

▶
Sanghee Song, Dongduchun,
150 × 120 cm, C-print, 2005

4) Hybridity and Identity

8
chareoksa: A person with
supernatural strength and skills
to endure bizarre tests of physical
endurance or performance.
Stories of chareoksa became
popular in mass media in 1970s
in Korea — translator.

There are battles that originate from the
political space in Korea that expose the
tenacious roots of the rigidly dichotomous
structure of confrontation. There are also
battles that predict the devastating collapse of
the Korean version of Babel’s Tower, which is
related to the economic clock. Then there are
the battles of identity that are taking place in
the cultural sphere. The cultural counterpart
of rapid economic growth is hybridity, a
hodgepodge without context. Through
the postcolonial scenarios, the positive
possibilities and potential have been revealed,
but the problem of hybridity in Korea is a bit
more complex than that. Joo Jae-whan makes
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9
“barbershop paintings”: So called
because such paintings were
usually found in neighborhood
with barber shops — translator.
10
The art style of the dominant
Korean modern art establishment
from approximately the mid1970s to mid-1980s were labeled
“monochrome art”— translator.

a parody of seminal works in modernism in
his works entitled Spring Rain Descending
a Staircase (1980) and Hotel Mondrian,
(1980) while in a series of works Choi Min
Hwa Chul Hwan repainted his old works in
various styles of Western art history. These
are Third World comments and reactions
against ‘global art.’ On the other hand, Min
Joung Ki borrowed from kitsch and painted
9
the “barbershop paintings” to vividly depict
the aesthetics of the working class, while in
Marketing I - Inferno (1980) Oh Yoon mixed
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the styles of the traditional Buddhist paintings
and religious paintings of the West to depict
his contemporary era as a kaleidoscope. These
works by Min Joung Ki and Oh Yoon had
the effect of lunch-box bombs in the Korea
art establishment, which was dominated by
10
“monochrome art” at the time. The early
works of Kim Jung Heun juxtaposed sleek
images of commercial advertisements and notso-sleek real life depictions, exposing why
the rapidly growing culture industry in the
early 1980s had been silent on the Gwangju
Uprising; the commercial culture industry
grew rapidly as the hegemonic force in the
sphere of popular culture at the expense
of keeping quiet on the Gwangju Uprising.
Much later, Haejun Jo recalled the Coca Cola
emblem, the symbol of the U.S. imperialism,
from the memory of the art movement of the
1980s and reconstructed it as the insignia for
the World Cup games that filled the streets of
Seoul in 2002.
The self-proliferation of such hybridity that
crisscrosses the traditional and the modern,
the East and the West, and “high-culture”
and pop culture continued through the
evolution of the works of individual artists.
In the case of Oh Yoon, the artist combined
the technique of woodblock printing and the
icons from Mexican mural paintings; Min
Joung Ki combined techniques of traditional
landscape painting with the brushstrokes
of oil painting; Choi Min Hwa Chul Hwan
applied the bromide technique to depict the
early pre-historical narratives of Korea; Kim
Jung Heun combined historical paintings with
fictional text; and Haejun Jo worked with
his father to combine two different memories
of experiencing modernity. Their work may
each take a different approach in terms of
methods and processes, but overall they show
indigenous possibilities of hybrid explorations
of local identities.

These fierce battles of self affirmation,
likely to have originated from historical
crises of identity for survival, have been
extended from different angles, cutting
across the boundary of a state or a people. In
the human bodies depicted in Minjung Art
of the 1980s, a period densely dotted with
torture, incarceration, and self-immolation by
protesters, the gaze of patriarchal conspiracy
was hard to detect. Sanghee Song restores the
gaze as a series of earnest gags in her work
Gesture to be a good daughter. (2001) In
the series, Song takes a gender perspective
mostly omitted in the works of Minjung
Art, which focused on representing political
issues, and she sharply materializes the bizarre
and uncanny sociological plots surrounding
the gender battle. Song’s works can easily
be connected to the work of Park YoungSook who received acclaim from fellow
women artists when she created a series of
psychodramas, drawing out the insanity in
women through her Mad Women Projects.
(1999-2005) Park extended the project to
include women in Japan, a country with which
Koreans still have ambivalent feelings about, to
secure a certain comparative anthropological
or comparative cultural studies field of vision.
Shin Ji Cheol deals with the issue of urban
migrants. The fact that the artist works in LA,
the United States, one of the most ethnically
diverse countries in the world, and in “the
city of angels,” of all the places, adds further
interest to his work. In the 1990s, Shin spent
many years visiting urban eviction sites in
Seoul and building an extensive photo archive.
In HAVEANICEDAY (2005), Shin in fact
re-shuffles this archive. There are a number
of very important projects related to migrant
workers in Korea, which also overcome the
“native” boundaries of nationalist issues.
These works have emerged at a time Koreans
are coming to terms with the fact that Korean
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◀◀ ◀
Sanghee Song, Blue hope, 140 × 110 cm (each),
C-print, 2004
[From the left]
Blue hope
140 × 110 cm, C-print, 2004
Blue hope _1950 Korean war_ Inchon wolmi-do
140 × 110 cm, C-print, 2004
Blue hope_ mangbuseok
140 × 110 cm, C-print, 2004

enterprises at home and abroad are repeating
some of the most egregious labor acts toward
non-Korean workers. Thus, the works of
the group, Mixrice, for example, in which
migrant workers in Korea participate directly
in the project, reveal that the various issues
they face are not only nationalist issues but
also labor issues. In these works, the target
is perhaps not so much the current works of
other artists; the target is perhaps memories of
the 1980s that have been internalized, as well
as the reconstructions of the 1980s that are
yet to be conceived by other artists. In terms
of both their internal relationship with their
own selves and external relationship with
other artists, these artists’ works represent
both continuity and suspension, a conclusion
and a return of the 1980s.
In other words, this exhibition has failed
to draw an accurate map of Minjung Art.
Indeed, it was an impossible task to begin
with, not because it is out of post-modernist
fashion to do so, but because the situation
in Korea makes such a task fundamentally

impossible; Korea is one of the zones where
the contradictions of world history are most
concentrated. Perhaps it is more accurate
to see this exhibition as a kind of dynamic
collage of maps that traces the movement of
political art in Korea, which had changed its
course in the 1980s with the emergence of
Minjung Art and had changed ever since as it
competes with reality, or the representation
of reality. The collage is a three dimensional
lattice of significant landmarks in Korean
contemporary art that had been conveniently
labeled as modernism and post-modernism, as
political art and conceptual art, and as postMinjung Art and post-colonial art. In the
2005 version of this map, there will be works
that burst through the cracks in the sutured
crevices; it would be accurate to see them not
so much in terms of production and discourse,
but as vivid substance and evidence of life
forms that exist somewhere beyond this map,
life forms that could come back at any time to
shake things up.
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 etting A Feel of the Place /
G
Impressions from the Site
The Anyang Public Art Project (APAP) was
the final product of an arduous process of
negotiation, bargaining, discord and ardent
disputes among a wide array of stakeholders,
including politicians, city officials, committee
members, local residents and contractors.
Though it was a predicament of our own
making — what else could be expected when
we had voluntarily intervened at such a large
scale at the site of urban development? — the
established mission was clear; to create a ‘selfgenerating space’. The project was a proactive
experiment by which bureaucratic planning
and administrative bodies could benefit from
transposing the issue of urban development
through the commonly perceivable / accessible
/ commendable language / lens / paradigm of
culture, while those in the field of art would
be able to fully realize / practice concepts
such as process and production. The site
of the project was a battlefield of capitalist
ambitions; the region had become void of all
sense of mutual support as capital started to
trickle in. Idealistic attempts to implement
art programs in redevelopment zones are
often frustrated, more often than not by civic
experts rather than municipal administrations,
as, for them, the site is a place wrought with
competition and conflicting private interests.
Such was the case in Anyang, where dissent
raised by local architects and select members
of the municipal review committee resulted
in part of Alvaro Siza’s renovation project
of privately owned commercial buildings
coming to a halt. Disputes claiming to be
in the name of preserving local identities,
but which are actually grounded on the
promotion of conflicting private interests,
often become an impediment to trans-regional
/ supra-regional cultural programs that are

committed to fostering urban imagination,
obstructing valuable trans-regional exchanges
that are necessary in this era of globalization.
More often than not, these claims spring
from prejudices formed within the cartellike institutions that are frequented by
intellectuals and experts, rather than from the
demands of local residents. In the stages of
its realization, public art is always exposed to
the danger of degenerating to the mere level
of urban beautification, unless it is backed
by the cooperation and volition of proactive/
progressive and aware experts, and the interest
and participation by local residents.
Unlike most residential areas, Anyang
resort sits within a greenbelt zone, where
unregulated commercial activities flourish,
hidden away from the glare of administrative
regulation. All cities harbor some sort of
unregulated slum district, with statistics
showing that one-third of the world’s
population currently inhabit such abandoned
areas. In the case of South Korea, it was
after the municipal government system was
adopted in 1995 that administrative efforts
were made to clean up and reorganize the rundown areas that had become the satellite cities
of the capital, Seoul. Initiating discussions
to establish an art community in the area
seemed futile at first; not only due to the lack
of time, but because the area had already
been characterized as an outlandish area
neglected by Anyang citizens, as well as by
its lurid and competitive adult entertainment
industries, and the area’s future prospects
of real-estate speculation. Moreover, several
artists from local non-governmental groups
were quick to blame the APAP for excluding
local communities and their residents, while
conservative artist associations attempted to
defend their members by spreading rumors
that local artists had been purposely left out,
to tarnish the reputation of the APAP. Despite
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a lack of authenticity in these rumors, they
served as ripe themes that could easily be
taken advantage of by local experts in their
cartel-like conspiracies against the APAP.
The process of nominating participating
artists for the 1st APAP was more like a
process of ‘picking up’ these artists along
the way, having not planned out anything
beforehand; hence, until the last moment,
the project resembled a jigsaw puzzle in the
making. As we filled almost all parts of the
resort with more and more site-specific works,
an intricate game of diversification started to
emerge; the purpose of which was to reveal the
‘unpredictable nature of people’ and the notion
of ‘mishap’ in the lengths/gaps/spaces that
lay between different art works of dissimilar
ideas, as well as increasing the number of
works over time. Significant projects were
plotted out in a way so as to create in-between
spaces that would function both as gaps and
ruptures. Projects included a two-hour DVD
screening of the 20th century writer, James
Joyce’s Finnegan’s Wake on loop in a green
warehouse, and a video by Anri Sala which
showed the secret filming of an old man
drowsing inside Duomo di Milano, exhibited
inside a fifteen meter tower in the parking lot,
a place frequented by the homeless. No efforts
were spared in the attempt to invite the French
Fluxus artist, Robert Filliou and his work
made of five thousand dices (all of which show
1!), up to the very last two weeks before the
project’s opening; this work would show the
notion of fate and chance as even in Anyang
as paradise, but were to no avail due to a lack
of funds. The contents of the APAP were in no
way intended to be associated with some sort
of enlightenment. Rather, it was intended to
provide the much needed space for people to
walk a little longer and more often, to sit and
to rest, and to reflect upon and appreciate the
‘feel of the place’. The mission of recovering

the ‘senses of the place’ within a certain urban
space requires shifting away from perceiving
the space according to its pre-established
delineations, and instead observing the place
from where on stands to allocate ‘topological
sensibilities’. Such new experimentation of
perceptions of space, arrangement and the
public is subversive to the existing modernist
method of spatial perception which involves
the formal delineation of the center from
the periphery. This means that people are
no longer subordinated to the space, but
that rather the location is transformed into
an arena that allows maximal freedom of
movement. The field of urban development
today is in great need of art, simply because
art renders the power to discover locations
within the city in a new light. Here, art
organically integrates into these locations, an
simultaneously, redefines the very appearance
of these places. It could be said that today,
the common interest of public art projects
are to establish complex heterogenous and
homogenous spaces, full of life, in which
the city stands strong against the tide of
capitalism, and the obstinate walls between
the public and private realms are dismantled.
The APAP was intended to establish a
liberal and proactive space, in which people
could find relief from the everyday spaces
of bio-politics amidst the shoddy scenes of
development and shanty eateries, rather than
being inteded to esatblish a public art that
would advocate the underrepresented or have
the mission to teach.
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Wisdom Instilled within the Grass
The APAP was first conceived upon the notion
of grass, rather than of people. Each of the
site-specific works placed across the site/
resort simultaneously allude to the images

of blades of grass and whirlwinds. The 1st
APAP was titled Tipping the Balance, to
allude to the way that blades of grass or
whirlwinds are entities/constructs/allegories/
allusions that constantly break the balance
by eluding man’s desire for order. Creation is
fundamentally an act where one penetrates
deeply into established orders and existing
values to break the balance. In the same
sense, experimentation is like a whirlwind, a
spiraling form that balances itself upon a sense
of restraint, twisting into its itself rather than
outward. Such an image is in stark contrast to
anything that aims to be spectacular or overtly
lavish in its design. Existing between, among,
and in the proximity of entities, forming an
eternal circuit. They exist in the same way
that Henry Miller once described, “It (the
grass) grows between - among – the other
things. The flower is beautiful, the cabbage
is useful, the poppy makes you crazy. But the
grass is overflowing, it is a lesson in morality.”
I wished to invite artists who could empathize
with such a lesson; with the spirit of ‘grass in
itself’, ‘the unacknowledged grass’. As grass
has always grown ‘between’ different entities,
they are seen as perpetually ambivalent; living
amidst an absolute speed that can never be
swayed by constantly fluctuating (capricious/
relative) values. As the grass sprouts from the
ground, it thrusts itself upward as small points
of stimulation, discreetly breaking through the
terrain and creating miniature whirlpools that
will spin across the surface of the ground and
draw out dynamic and creative lines of flight.
Koreans often enjoy using the term
‘acupunctural landscape’ to describe the
distinctly familiar look of bureaucratic
landscape designs, from the training grounds
of Nonsan military base (a representative
mandatory military service camp for young
Korean men), to the gardens of the president’s
abode at the Blue House(Cheongwadae). This
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term denotes a design intervention into the
existing landscape, whereby the intervening
design will anchor itself as different points
of stimulus on the land, generating Fengshui(Poongsu)-like flow of energy. At the
APAP, the selected works of art that had
been placed across the resort would become
bases that, when joined together, would
demarcate the land, crossing over other paths
that also existed as clearly marked paths and
grooves. This act of creating paths can also
be comparable to the contemporary sport,
surfing, which is essentially a sport of riding
waves with the guidance of the wind. While
some may have predicted that the APAP could
be seen as little more than another rendition
of the Biennale format, the outcomes of the
APAP were far from an elaborate arrangement
of expensive high-brow artworks across
the site. The arrangement of these pieces
involved the forming of softly curving paths
that would follow the streams of the rivers
and clearings in the woods, crossing by the
front of small houses. To quote the American
singer Bob Dylan,
“keys in the wind t’ unlock my mind, an‘t’ grant my
closet thoughts backyard air.”
These words evoke the sense of loss that
Bob Dylan must have felt after witnessing
the devastation that befell Vietnam after its
bombing. We hoped that the works of art
would function as Bob Dylan’s “keys in the
wind”, to no other but those who visited the
resort, who would be immediately consumed by
the vices of capitalism rife in the region, as well
as the overwhelming flood of leisure and adult
entertainment venues and tented temporary
restaurants. If Vietnam in the aftermath of its
war could be likened to Anyang resort before
the onset of the APAP, the largest bomb on the
site could be compared to a gigantic mixed57

use commercial building (and its artificial
pool that deigned to be more life-like than its
adjacent river) which had been constructed due
to bureaucratic carelessness – while negotiating
between the logic of capitalism and red-tape ultimately passing the land over to the hands of
private developers. Here, the young Okinawan
artist Yuken Teruya, used his art in a cheerful
manner to open up the way leading to this
huge eyesore (or bomb). With an astute piedpiper like demeanor, he collected tiny dry
pieces of wood, and also inscribed the lines
of The Giving Tree on the trees in the forest.
Wang Du, the Chinese artist living in France,
who was imprisoned for his participation in
the Tiananmen Square democratic protest,
created miniature sculptures of the soon to
be dismantled temporarily built eateries, and
scattered them across the river. Uniquely
interpreting the eateris as one of the most
common elements on the site, Wang’s
white marble sculptures stand in defiance,
confronting the huge bomb-like building with
their tiny bodies. Composing a skewed sense
of balance along the river, these sculptures aim
to recover the site’s sense of place, taking the
viewer to a place of long ago. The performative
installation artist Honore d’O, who works
with concepts of fluidity, ever-changingness,
unexpectedness, and temporariness, created
a fish-shaped fountain. Its foundation was
built from two huge rocks which had tumbled
down from the mountain into the river during
the devastating floods of 1977. Overcome by
sorrow at the site of of such violent modern
urban development, he named his work with the
sweet phrase: Tears of Fish Make a River. The
sculpture is a fountain in which water flows
out of thirteen nozzles that are all regulated
by different forms and strengths. It allowed
him to depict the eternal image of water within
the context of the relentless passing of time.
Raimond Hahn, a Korean-American video
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artist, used the song, “Big Yellow Taxi” as
the theme of his work. The song had been
written in the late 1960s after Joni Mitchell
fell into shock after witnessing the rampant
development for tourism in Honolulu. He
attached Korean translations of the songs lyrics
to aerial photographs of the city, which he had
captured using a model plane.
They paved paradise and put up a parking lot
With a pink hotel, a boutique, and a swinging' hot spot
(live cafe)
Doesn't it always seem to be
That you don't know what you've got until it's gone
They paved paradise and put up a parking lot
Hey farmer, farmer, put away your pesticide
I don't care about spots on my apples,
LEAVE me the birds and the bees please
Doesn't it always seem to be
That you don't know what you've got until it's gone
They paved paradise and put up a parking lot
Hey now, they paved paradise to put up a parking lot
Why not?
I don't want to give it
Why do you want to give it
Why do you want to give it all away
Hey, hey, you want to give it
I should want to give it
Now you want to give it all away
Hey, paved paradise, put up a parking lot
Paved paradise, and put up a parking lot

Absolute Democracy (Full Freedom!)
Academics focus on understanding cities,
while public officials are engrossed in
managing the city as an object, and artists
busy themselves with the task of composing
lyrics or creating ‘gaps’ within the urban
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infrastructure. Here, the government official,
the urban planner or the academic will
view the city according to their cognition/
perceptions/created realities. On the other
hand, artists will act in a way that reveals
their awareness of the unpredictable nature of
discovery. While Anyang was branded an “art
city”, due the government’s attempt to reflect
popular demand for “culture”, the Anyang
of today is still in need of more observation
and debate as to the specific role that art
can play to encourage progress in a city. In
general, people will adapt the way they act
to accommodate the demands of frameworks
or spaces that impose dominant spatial
orders within society, while reinterpreting the
structure and context of society according to
their preferred cultural activities. Therefore,
urban inhabitants are subjects that compose
the subtexts of (a multitude of) the (sub)
cultures and narratives of mainstream culture.
However, it is those in power that will try to
repress a disproportionate number of these
narratives, ultimately making their dominant
meta-narratives appear as objective facts. For
me, the act of curating can never be confined
to the specialized field or art; rather, art
becomes an active gesture that undergoes
processes of negotiation, resistance, and
mediation among diverse demographic groups,
ultimately opening up the path towards an
ocean of the multitudes, that can collectively
build a platform(arena/marketplace) for
learning democracy. To quote Antoni Negri,
it is the humble process of learning absolute
democracy (the promise of complete freedom!).
Here, democracy is not used in the political
sense of governance, but rather as a ‘perpetual’
social action that constantly promotes
change. Thus, the APAP project was a fervent
attempt towards ushering in such “perpetual
change” to transform and bring back “the
paradise” of Anyang (The name Anyang

means buddhist paradise) by infusing the city’s
urban development plans with imagination/
creativity. The intention of such efforts were
to construct interventions that would actively
establish such a marketplace of ideas within
(site-)specific situations. It was not for the
artworks to simply function as allusions or
metaphors. Art starts to become more public
when it starts to use concepts of “openness”,
“transparency” and “continuity” against the
backdrop of democracy and civil society. Mika
Hannula concisely expressed such thoughts
at the 2006 Busan Biennale International
Symposium, which was held under the theme
of “Urban Imagination and Contemporary
Art in the Public Sphere”, when he said “the
public sphere is in constant construction,
conflict, and opposition. Because it is neither
given gratuitously nor neutral nor natural; It is
a process. According to Habermas, the public
sphere never exists in itself. It is a space, a
‘situation’ which should be rejoined, revisited,
revived. It does not exist in vacuum, but a
space changing the boundary of space and
time constantly. It is a space becoming in the
same instance of appearing.” Spaces which
are in the process of “becoming” are prone
to being penetrated by strategic situations
at every moment. One of the administrative
officials(chief managers) of the APAP
attempted to officially declare his personal
stance on the concept of art in the public
sphere. He wanted to declare that a number
of works that had been installed before the
launch of the first APAP were works of “public
art. These “works included an artificial/
prefabricated fountain in the public square, an
outdoor/open-air stage, and two new bridges;
two of which he had designed himself, and
the latter which had been commissioned
to a landscape architecture firm (with no
formal recognition of its designer). The issue
of contention here is not the worthiness of
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how they were created, or whether these
installations can in fact be seen as “aesthetic
works of art created for cultural purposes for
the public”. Here, the essence of the debate is
not whether these works can characteristically
be defined as works of public art. Rather, the
issue of contention is the fact that his status
as an administrative officials places him in a
relatively advantageous position to establish
his personal perceptions as a (social) fact a stance which is based on an observation
of the city through the universalized lens of
“culture”, which is ultimately a conservative
viewpoint that is bound to the field of urban
planning and administrative authority.

In his final two years at the College de France
(1983-1984), Foucault held a series of lectures
under the title “Parrhesia (the courage of
truth-telling)”. In ancient Greek society, the
concept of parrhesia, or truth-telling, served as
the foundation of democracy, by which citizens
were simultaneously obligated to speak the
truth, hence granted the privilege to influence
others. However, as the senate started to
experience a number of whistelblower that
would divulge disagreeable truths, as well as
those who would abuse their right to perform
a host of tricks and conspiracies, the act of
genuine truth-telling became an act paramount
to exposing oneself to a death threat. As
such, Parrhesia deteriorated into the concept
of saying anything and everything, even for
the sake of playing the devil’s advocate. This
situation more or less accurately depicts
our present day society, which has become
overwhelmed by an excessive number of
channels of communication and engulfed
in a flood of information. It is the courage

to speak the truth that becomes apparent in
the act of truth-telling. The most important
aspect of truth-telling is not the validity of
the principles declared by the truth-teller, but
rather the courage shown by the truth-teller
in knowingly exposing himself to danger by
telling the truth, as a result of saying what
may be disagreeable or unsettling to others.
As such, parrhesia can be also be defined as
fearless speech. The realities of our lives and
the bare truth are at once intricately connected
and constantly in conflict. Thus, living
up to the rules or behaving in a righteous
manner in defense of justice or discourse
is secondary to the important mission of
making people aware of the dizzying and
wild nature of the bare truth. This is what
distinguishes between a parrhesiast (a person
who has the courage to practice truth-telling)
and a conspirator or swindler. The latter
favors all practical reasons and excuses, or
rationality and objectivity in order to preserve
or appropriate the established order and is
inclined to casually think and speak about
the future as an infinite possibility. As such,
Foucault posed the following questions:
“why does the combination of truth and our
version of the reality often take the form
of problematization? Why does the life of
the truth-teller often resemble the life of
problemitization?” We should bind ourselves
to truths that are connected to the political
externalities of social relations, rather than
truths that are withdrawn within the invisible
and psychological. What is really required
to us is not to establish the morals to pursue
good and avoid evil, but to demand ethical
practice that allows us to follow the truth and
to make charges against falsehood.
I believe that this was the fundamental
force that drove the successful realization
of the APAP. It is hard to predict the future
of the APAP, in terms of its longevity or

62

63

 arrhesia (The Courage of TruthP
telling)

character. From the onset, the project was
initiated as an attempt to question our
everyday values within the public realm,
rather than as an attempt to feature art in
the public sphere. This can be compared to
the concept of “scaffolding,” used by Vito
Acconci since the 80s, to denote the ethical
purpose of public art as a flexible intervention
that ‘de-designs’ a city - an ethical, aesthetic
and political intervention through senses that
are simultaneously instantaneous, temporary,
and efficient. For me, the realization of
contemporary art within a society resembles
an “in-between space” or “gap”. Tom van
Gestel, artistic director of SKOR in the
Netherlands, and advisor to the APAP, once
described contemporary art as “a medium that
parasites within the confines of society. From
these perspectives, the, APAP served society as
a form of “scaffolding”, “gap” and “parasite”
to counter against established notions/
practices of urban development. Scaffolding
is not a stable or fixed construct, but is rather
temporary and insecure. The first APAP was a
“scaffolding” in the literal sense of the word,
in the way it is used in the field of urban
development. It represented the existence of
ethics in the arena of everyday life, a place
that was full of conflicting interests, and also
an interface/intersection between the aesthetic
and the political. We need to face up to the
reality that we ourselves can always by a part
of the problem in any given situation, for we
must never feel liberated from bing the subject
of defining and redefining. It was with such a
sense that the APAP committee asserted their
duty towards the public, by constituting a part
of the situation whether it be criticized, held in
agreement, or countered with silence.
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 wo Similar Messages from Different
T
Countries
I recently received an email from the U.S. It was
from the director of an alternative art space
in Chinatown, New York, which had been
open for more than 30 years. One of the main
objectives of this organization had been the
archiving of Asian American visual artists. The
message reads that the director was planning
to transfer the archives to an online platform.
At first, it seemed like a good news. And, it is
undoubtedly positive change. This would mean
that anyone in the world would be able to access
the organization’s archives. However, I could
not help but feel slightly bitter knowing the real
reason behind this decision. I could remember
how the director had often said that it was
imperative for him to find a way to preserve
the most significant parts of the archives, as he
felt the organization was slowly approaching its
demise. He had been unsuccessful in his first
attempts to consign the archives to university
libraries. On my last visit to the organization,
I learned that the project had finally received a
grant to transfer the archival data online. Not
a single familiar face could be found in the
office, since all of the former staff had left the
organization. Only the one part-time employee,
who has been hired with money from the grant,
was working hard at a computer.
More recently, I received another e-mail.
This time it was from the curator of SSamzie
Space, considered to be one of South Korea’s
representative alternative art spaces. The email
reads that the art space was set to close down,
leaving behind its decade long legacy. While
there was no way to discern the exact reason
for such a decision, the press release concisely
stated the following. “… Ssamzie now feels
the need to entrust direct support for the fine
arts to the hands of the central government or
public institutions. Hence, it will now redirect
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its art programs to better reflect mainstream
cultural demand, striving to spread awareness
about visual art (press release of SSamzie
Space, Septemer).” At the first glance, this
statement also did not seem to be a bad
news. The statement reads that SSamzie will
continue their efforts to spread the awareness
about the visual arts. Yet, within the statement
underlies the belief that “maintaining an
alternative art space to actively support the
fine arts” is a paradigm that no longer applies
to the changing art environment.
I fell into deep thought after having
received these messages from Korea and the
U.S. In my mind, I could see the faces of those
involved pass before my eyes, and they did not
look happy at all. Yet, they also did not seem
to be in total despair. I could rather see that
there was a shared sense of uncertainty. It was
this very pervasive sense of uncertainty that
I could feel in both Korea and the U.S. that
has since prompted me to extend my personal
impressions and feelings to a more public
realm, to explain, examine, and envision the
future of alternative art spaces.

The Demise of Alternative Art Spaces
Alternative Art Spaces are called ‘spaces’
rather than ‘places’ as they are not considered
to simply be physical places. Alternative art
spaces have established themselves as systems
that extend beyond physical or tangible
realms, by forming relationships with social
networks within the art scene, seeking its
purpose in the roles and functions it pursues
through those relationships. However, the fact
that they function as a physical place must also
be taken into account. Since their inception,
the main objective of alternative art spaces,
whether in Korea or in the U.S., has been to
provide a place for artists, critics, curators and
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art works to gather—places that they could
define as ‘here’, as opposed to ‘there.’ It is
this notion of ‘alternativeness’, which served
as a force to attract the right people at right
places, that is essentially the value and utility
of alternative art spaces.
The two aforementioned examples can
be observed in tandem with a growing sense
of skepticism and reconsideration towards
the value and utility of the existing model
of ‘alternativeness’, which could be seen as
increasingly unsuccessful in attracting or
providing a rationale for these groups to gather
at alternative art spaces. In other words, this
indicates a decline in the comparative advantage
that alternative art spaces once held over other
art institutions. For instance, ethnicity-based
alternative art spaces in the U.S. once served as
communes for artists and art professionals from
different ethnic minorities. However, as main
stream art organizations started to produce a
stream of “multi-cultural” art exhibitions in
the 1980s and 1990s, and the art scene itself
started to become more accessible to the public,
ethnicity based alternative art spaces started
to cease functioning as communes, rather
deteriorating to the point of being purported
as ‘ghettos’ instead. The aforementioned Asian
alternative art space, once in its prime, also
started to radically deteriorate from the mid1990s. The director of the organization once
even confessed that the term ‘Asian American’
would no longer be used, adding that the
organization was on the path to resemble
more of a local community cultural center in
the Chinatown precinct in the forthcoming
days, rather than as a gallery with an aesthetic
and academic agenda. To make things worse,
government funding continued to dwindle.
The director, facing an uncertain future, was
under the stress from agonizing over the fate of
the organization. This can be compared to the
uncertainty that can be found in SSamzie Space.
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In the past decade, the art field has undergone
tumultuous change. Awareness about alternative
art spaces has radically changed owing to an influx
of enhanced central and local government policies
promoting the arts, while alternative art spaces have
become interminably linked to government funding
for their operations. Public and private art institutions
are hosting alternative residencies to foster new talent,
meanwhile striving to narrow the gap between the
public and the art field, ultimately acquiring a greater
competitive edge in the world stage through these
pursuits. ... The emergence of new auction houses and
art fairs has produced a thriving art market.
Artists who were once introduced through alternative
spaces are now entering the realm of mainstream and
commercial art institutions. As the boundaries between
alternative art spaces and museums become increasingly
obsolete, we came to the conclusion that existing
alternative art spaces should attempt new strategies
to seek change, rather than holding on to the past by
reproducing its existing repertoire of programs.
(press release of SSamzie Space, Septemer)
Alternative art spaces in Korea and the U.S.
have both followed trajectories that share
much in common with ‘the paradox of
success’, a phenomenon that is commonly
experienced by ‘identity-based social
movements’. In general, identity movements
advocating student, women and LGBT rights
often seek respect and social recognition by
raising awareness about their marginalization
within society by extending greater levels of
communication and displays of solidarity.
Paradoxically, however, the identity movement
starts to lose ground as soon as the movement
starts to gain success, as the narrative of the
group identity consequently becomes more
accessible to the public, becoming a common
good which anyone can utilize. For instance,
once social awareness about a particular issue
reaches the point where anybody can freely
identify themselves and demand respect as a
71

1
On this subject, please refer to
Friedman, D., McAdam, D.,
Mueller, C. and Morris, A.,
“Identity incentives and activism:
Networks, choices, and the life of
a social movement”, Frontiers in
Social Movement Theory, New
Haven, CT: Yale University Press,
CT, 1992, pp. 156-73.

particular minority without having to depend
on its specific movement or organization,
existing minority movements will gradually
1
lose their influence. It is at this point that
movement organizations must face new
practical problems—in the form of declining
membership or sponsorship and funding.
Similarly, what was once seen as a unique
characteristic of alternative art spaces, in the
form of “alternativeness”, has since become
a common good, widely accessible to art
institutions and the general public alike.
The influence of alternative art spaces as a
prominent force for promoting the coming
together of discourse, people, artworks and
physical resources at designated places has
since diminished. Nevertheless, standing at
the crossroads of their survival, alternative
art spaces, as physical places, are presented
with more than one option to choose from as
an outlet to the current crisis. Both SSamzie
and the Asian American alternative art
space demonstrate the determination of each
organization to venture towards different roles
and to target different audiences, and thus to
ultimately transform into spaces of a different
nature. It seems likely that SSamzie will opt
to market mainstream art while the latter will
move forward as a local cultural center. These
decisions illustrate the two extreme routes that
might be taken by alternative art spaces facing
their demise. In contrast, other alternative art
spaces have attempted to face impending crises
and seek a means of survival by reconfiguring
the narratives, practices and relationships
that had previously characterized them as
“alternative”. While such measures may
emerge as individual attempts, they are in fact
characteristic of highly collective behavioral
patterns, as they are derived from interactions
specific to alternative art spaces and their
structural and institutional environment.
From this point onward, this sociological
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essay, if it could be described as such, will
attempt to uncover the relationships formed
between alternative art spaces in Korea and
their surrounding environments, in the form
of an analysis and outlook of the crisis facing
alternative art spaces as a system and available
exit routes.

The Emergence of Alternative Art
Spaces as a System

2
Kim Sang-woo, as quoted in
“Current Status of Korea’s
Alternative Spaces-Focusing
on Surveys and In-depth
Interviews”, Discussion Paper
for an Open Discussion on
the Current Status of Korea’s
Alternative Spaces and
Directions for Policy Support,
pp. 37-38.

Alternative art spaces have not always existed
as part of a system. Rather, each alternative
art space has been considered to be a product
of the determination of individuals or certain
groups. While Suh Jin-suk has argued (during
an interview with the author) that the essence
of alternative art spaces could be defined as
“non-profit, independent and experimental”.
Lee Gwan-hun has countered this opinion
saying (during an interview with the author)
that such characteristics were rather defined
by the members of the Nonprofit Art Space
Network (NASN) after its formation in the
late 1990s and the early 2000s as a means to
define the common principles of alternative
art spaces. Current discourse also presents
a variety of different opinions on the origin
of alternative art spaces in Korea. These
include demand for a rational alternative
to counter the irrational and conservative
Korean art establishment (Lee Gwan-hun),
the procurement of a channel to introduce
global standards from top talents who studied
abroad (Suh Jin-suk), and a means to continue
2
the legacy folk art (Min Woon-gi).
Yet, despite their dissimilar and
unpremeditated origins, alternative art spaces
gradually gained greater recognition for their
utility and value from the art establishment
by developing programs to support innovative
new artists. Here, the emergence of
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governmental art policies and the institutional
alliances initiated with them by alternative
art spaces is particularly noteworthy.
Approaching the new millennium, the
government supported the vibrant alternative
art space scene with policies to complement
their growth. This marked official recognition
of the utility and value of alternative art
spaces. In fact, a causative relationship exists
between the establishment of the NASN
and government funding for alternative art
spaces. The main purpose of establishing the
NASN as a vocational interest group was to
effectively communicate government policies
to alternative art spaces. The group worked
to propose adequate guidelines for policymaking by interacting with the government,
while enforcing quality control for budding
alternative art spaces that had started to
flourish since the 2000s. Therefore, as Seo
Jin-suk mentioned, the NASN had the dual
role of acting as a political agent to stabilize
crucial governmental funding, while, on the
other hand, promoting alternative art space
related discourse and activities as an agent
3
to the art scene. The NASN also acted as
the main body for compiling, reviewing and
submitting proposals from each alternative art
space that applied for government subsidies
until 2007. Moreover, it played an active
role in organizing joint exhibitions including
Door-to-Door and Artist Forum International
(AFI). Through such a series of events, Korean
alternative art spaces have emerged as a
system in which material compensation and
symbolic discourse have become byproducts
of the relationships formed between the
government, artists and curators. As such,
it is common to see that in the formation of
vocational interest groups, institutionalization
as a system tends to accelerate as funding – in
this case alternative art space subsidizationbecomes more centralized. That is, institutions
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that are reliant on subsidies as the sole
source of their income, will first establish
principles and standards promoting the fair
and effective distribution of subsidies, and
thereafter maintain close interaction among
acting members to position themselves more
4
advantageously.
The same can be said for alternative art
spaces in the U.S. Since their infancy in
the early 1970s as an alternative cultural
movement against mainstream art institutions
and commercialized culture, many of these
spaces were highly dependent on financial
support provided by acquaintances or
patrons. It was finally after the mid-1970s
that alternative art spaces could pursue
rapid growth as a result of depending on the
National Endowments for the Arts (NEA).
In the 1980s, the NEA reserved subsidization
for alternative art spaces, observing that they
had become one of the most rapidly growing
sectors in the field of visual arts, and actively
acknowledging their prominence in the art
5
scene. This resulted in the formation of
alternative space associations and minority
art institutes such as the National Association
of Artists Organizations and the Association
of American Cultures throughout the early
and mid-1990s. These groups proceeded to
conduct political lobbying to secure stable
subsidies, as well as hosting academic seminars
on “alternativeness” and “multiculturalism”
as part of their aesthetic agenda.
All in all, as the cases of Korea and the
U.S. reveal, independently founded alternative
art spaces have maintained a close level of
interaction with both the mainstream art scene
and art related policies, emerging as a system
in which a network of actors struggle for their
survival and growth by securing the necessary
funds and rationale. Then, why has the matter
of rapidly changing environments inducing
greater uncertainty and imminent crises come
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into question? This matter contends with
more than the mere survival of individual
organizations. It indicates that the module of
“alternativeness” that was once collectively
established and communicated by the
alternative art space system, is now diminishing
in its value and utility, ultimately resulting
in a reduced degree of symbolic rationale/
justification and material compensation. Thus,
it would be in the vested interests of actors of
the system to produce a common and rational
response to counter greater uncertainties and
consequent crises. More specifically, these
actors would have to share the necessary
information and resources to assess and resolve
the uncertainties and crisis in question, to seek
out the most effective means of resolution.
The following will assess the status quo
of alternative art spaces by examining the
presence of common or rational standards.

1) “Alternativeness” as represented by alternative art
spaces is no longer uniquely possessed by alternative art
spaces; Or, the resources offered by other institutions
have gained greater value and utility.
2) In concurrence with this, alternative art spaces
have started to lose the material and human resources
necessary to operate autonomously planned programs.

Not long ago, I received a series of calls
from a relatively young artist. Each time, he
notified me of his latest exhibition, and it
was the list of venues that he presented that
truly intrigued me. The venues, not listed
in any particular order, included Insa Art
Space, KT&G Sangsangmadang and Leeum,
and it was notable that all of these venues
would be hosting exhibitions under the
same particular theme. Moreover, the artist
had also recently assumed the position of
director for an alternative space at that time.
Ultimately, this meant that the exhibitions of
a single artist, under similar themes, would
be taking place in a specific period of time,
in a range of disparate venues that included
an alternative art space, an art museum and

It is undeniable that alternative art spaces will
keep their doors open as long as they continue
to host competitions for emerging artists,
organize exhibitions, and secure subsidies.
Hence, it would be more accurate to define
their current crisis as a crisis of identity,
rather than of maintenance, that contends
with the issue of defining what comprises
“alternativeness”.
I have argued above that alternative art
spaces have sought a means for survival in the
face of crisis by reconfiguring the narratives,
practices and relationships that comprise
“alternativeness”. Alternative art spaces in the
U.S. faced a crisis for the first time after the
so-called Mapplethorpe case of 1989, which
marked a shift towards more conservative art
policies and art environment. Art represented
by alternative spaces, experimental and
innovative by nature, was then considered to
be obscene, or as catering to the elite, and such
perceptions triggered a gradual decrease in
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 he Absence of Commonness and
T
Rationality, Otherwise Seen as
Continued Freedom?
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a commercial art venue. While this story may
be viewed from a variety of vantage points,
I wish to use this example to illustrate the
blurring boundaries and diminishing sense of
hierarchal placement between alternative art
spaces and other arts-related venues.
The following is a list of reasons of why
alternative art spaces have come under threat,
or rather, what has caused the distinctive value
and utility of “alternativeness” as represented
by alternative art spaces to decline.

6
On this subject, please refer
to Britta B. Wheeler. “The
Institutionalization of an American
Avant-Garde: Performance Art as
Democratic Culture, 1970-2000”,
Sociological Perspectives, 2003,
Vol. 46, No. 4, pp. 503-506.

funding. “Alternativeness” found in alternative
art spaces had previously been characterized
by putting artistic freedom above all else,
followed by a reverence for the artist’s
craftsmanship and significance in the context
of art history. Yet, after the Mapplethorpe
case and from the 1990s onwards, the concept
of “alternativeness” was forced to concede to
the changing nature of relevant policies, which
had shifted away from an emphasis on artistic
excellence to widespread accessibility. This also
led to the concept of alternativeness shifting
to encompass the agenda of mainstream
culture, including notions of the community
and public service. In particular, the concept
shifted towards promoting popular culture, by
becoming more inclusive of audiences external
to the art world (targeting local residents or
the public) and related promotional channels
6
(presence in the mass media and online ).
Furthermore, alternative art spaces and
mainstream art institutions started to form
both competitive and cooperative relationships
as they started to target similar audience
and artist groups, and mainstream art
institutions started to heavily feature themes
of multiculturalism and localness. As such,
American alternative art spaces reached a
point where they had to reconfigure their
existing notion of alternativeness as a response
to the impending crisis by developing new
products and programs that were later dubbed
the “popular avant-garde”.
It must be noted that in this case, it was
ironically the source of the problem – art
policies and mainstream art institutions, or
even institutional regulations external to the
field of art – that were essential in providing
a solution for American alternative art spaces.
It was ultimately NEA subsidization and
the competitive relationships formed with
mainstream art institutions that brought about
the institutionalization of American alternative
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art spaces as a system. From the onset, the
NEA operated under the ultimate objective of
promoting self-sufficiency among alternative
art spaces, hence, promoting a range of
programs that would encourage alternative
art spaces to establish rational management
7
structures and financial stability. The NEA
made it clear that alternative art spaces could
not expect to depend on government funding
alone, demanding proof of diversified fundsourcing, the ability of directorial boards to
secure necessary funds and clearly defined
mission statements. Accordingly, artists in
alternative art spaces had no choice but to shift
their position from that of cultural activist
to that of director if they wished to receive
8
government subsidies. Moreover, such a model
of growth was based on that of mainstream
art institutes, which had previously been the
nemesis of alternative art spaces. Alternative
art spaces strived to mature as stable
organizations by emulating the management
strategies of their mainstream counterparts,
such as efficient marketing, membership
9
schemes and outreach initiatives. The product
package dubbed “the popular avant-garde”
in the 1990s was applied in a variety of
ways, becoming popular as the common and
rational solution for alternative art spaces,
despite having originated as a byproduct of the
institutionalization of the system.
Meanwhile, alternative art spaces in Korea
have also attempted to prevent the demise
of the value and utility of their notion of
alternativeness by seeking to reconfigure the
current narratives, practices and relationships
that compose it. Through a series of interviews,
it was possible to discover that alternative
art spaces in Korea no longer operate within
the confines of their traditional programs –
such as recruiting and supporting new artists
and organizing theme-based exhibitions.
Rather, they have proposed new contents for
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programs such as organizing collaborative
exhibitions and forums bolstered by extensive
and reinforced networking, the production and
intervention of contemporary art discourse,
and projects that are process-based rather
than exhibition-based, such as workshops,
critiques and productions. Accordingly, such
new programs are performed in a manner that
will reinforce the overall strategy of bolstering
curatorial aptitude and to foster new talent
among artists, curators and critics. Such new
programs and strategical development can be
seen as an initiative to secure the comparative
advantage held by alternative art spaces in the
domestic art scene. On the other hand, major
art museums and commercial art venues have
already adopted what alternative art spaces
previously had to offer – fostering new talent,
residency programs and featuring highly
experimental work. Additionally, these venues
can offer artists something that alternative art
spaces can not; compensation in the form of
commercial sales and the promise of immediate
prestige. These developments call on alternative
art spaces to devise meaningful and useful
stories and practices that will encourage artists
to retrace their steps back to their thresholds.
Yet, the solutions deriving from the system
of Korea’s alternative art spaces seem to be
more dissimilar and enterprising rather than
common and rational. This is because Korea’s
alternative system is inherently limited in
its ability to produce and distribute models
that can eliminate uncertainties. Yet, those
external to the system have often regarded the
NASN, the group at the fore of alternative art
spaces in Korea, as having pursued the path
of rent-seeking between the government and
alternative art spaces, despite its attempts to
define and fulfill its political and artistic roles
and having established legitimate grounds for
membership as a vocational interest group
and art community. They argue that the main
80
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agenda of the NASN is for promoting the
interests of well-established alternative art
spaces, especially by securing government
funding. Hence, it cannot be expected that the
NASN will be central in proposing a common
agenda or successful model for rational
development. On the other hand, latecomers
to the alternative art space scene prefer to
distinguish themselves, rather than stand in
solidarity with the NASN. The director of a
more recently established alternative art space
evaluates the situation as follows: “I believe
that it is better for each alternative art space
to cultivate their own unique qualities with
greater diversity. I feel quite pessimistic about
the network (the NASN). I believe it is quite
10
unnecessary to establish rules.” The NASN’s
image as rent-seeker was also an issue that
was raised internally, when recently, several
alternative art spaces declared their withdrawal
from the network. It can be said that their
withdrawal was not entirely due to conflicting
opinions over the common future of alternative
art spaces. Rather, their withdrawal was
controversial as it revealed that membership
to the NASN was no longer deemed as
particularly advantageous, since alternative
art space funding protocol has been revised to
include all groups that applied regardless of
membership to the NASN, and was no longer
reserved solely for NASN members.
To make matters worse, alternative art
space policies established by the government
are fundamentally flawed. The greater part
of alternative art space subsidization offered
by the Korean Culture and Arts Foundation
is project-based funding, meaning that the
foundation will only subsidize costs incurred
by various projects. Such project-based
subsidization promotes an atmosphere in
which already financially-stricken alternative
art spaces must allocate all of their resources
to plan projects – hence, the system has rather
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become a hindrance to those wishing to
establish long-term strategies for alternative
art spaces that are in need of infrastructure
for their stable operations and reproduction.
Suh Jin-suk has argued (in an interview with
the author) that he has long advocated the
allocation of a budget for general operational
costs to be included in alternative art space
policies. Yet, even if subsidies were regeared to cater for staff and operational
costs, it is unlikely that the existing system
of subsidization can succeed in revising the
sector’s project-oriented operational practices.
Individual organizations can only anticipate a
certain level of stability when the system as a
whole undergoes a process of rationalization.
Individual organizations can only adopt such
a model of rationality by undergoing a process
of different interactions with their surrounding
environments, including emulation, learning
11
and adaptation. American alternative art
spaces are encouraged or even forced to
perform rational management by utilizing the
myths of accountability, self-sufficiency and
efficiency that are thought to be inherent within
the system, or, rather thought to exist under
the premise of the system’s institutionalization
12
within the macro-structure of society.
Yet, Korean project-based alternative art
space policies are strictly rooted in a serviceoriented approach, designed to supply the
resources needed to satisfy the needs and
13
demands of the so-called “art public”. As
such an approach is fundamentally designed
to “provide what is asked for,” it cannot
produce or disseminate a cognitive model that
can guide the actions of its agents. Of course,
there have been efforts to foster “guidance”
in the field. The curators of Insa Art Space
(an organization under the Korean Culture
and Arts Foundation which was established
to support alternative art spaces) have argued
(in an interview with the author ) that their
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projects go beyond the notion of servicing
needs, actively fulfilling the role of “guidance”
by proposing a new notion of alternativeness
for alternative art spaces. Nevertheless,
“featuring projects as examples to define the
way ahead” seems like an unlikely model
for success. Not only should alternative art
spaces be free to determine the contents of
their projects; even if Insa Art Space were to
produce truly successful projects, the projects
must be commonly perceived as exhibiting
certain common and rational standards that
the majority can relate to for other alternative
art spaces to deem desirable enough to
model them. Yet, this sector of the art world,
which has characteristically shied away from
the commercial, lacks a collectively agreed
upon yardstick for effectively measuring
and evaluating the success and efficacy of
projects, other than by measuring the amount
of “reputation” a project has gained. By
catering solely to the needs of a predefined
art public, the alternative art space system
lacks effective internal and external channels
of communication. As a result, Korean
alternative art spaces have failed to establish
niche markets that can accommodate the
needs of the Popular Avant-garde, or the
general public - whether they be art lovers,
local communities or art buyers - that are
external to the boundaries of the art public.
As a result, Korean alternative art spaces
have established an “underfunded and
closed” system that is singularly sustained
by the trust and support of members of the
art public and art policy institutions that
cater to avant-garde art, as well as several
14
local cultural foundations. In such a closed
system, characterized by an absolute shortage
of resources and a lack of effective exchange
between alternative art spaces and the external
environment, even the most extreme state
of uncertainty will not be enough to trigger
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the establishment and dissemination of a
common and rational means of innovation.
This is because innovative models are mostly
established and disseminated in systems as
an active response to input from the external
environment; rendering them more likely to
occur in open networks as opposed to closed
15
ones. The faded myth of ‘artistic freedom’ is
likely to persist among Korean alternative art
spaces as long as the system remains closed
to those within the art public, functioning to
sustain their material and symbolic approval.
As long as this continues, new initiatives
proposed by alternative art spaces as an
attempt to counter the traditional model of
artist-centered projects, such as collaborative
projects, generation of discourse, process-based
projects, the cultivation of curatorial skills
and art personnel, could be seen, if evaluated
harshly, as a listing of the latest keywords in
Western contemporary art, or a failed attempt
to give a modern twist to the faded myth of
‘artistic freedom’. Has there been any actual
success in practically or effectively overcoming
the limitations of the existing art system?
Here, I would like to mention that the two
alternative art spaces that have most recently
withdrawn from the NASN both focus their
activities on the local community. This is not
to say that I am proposing that an antagonistic
relationship has been formed between the
institutionalized NASN and alternative art
spaces, in the search for a way out. If such
confrontation had actually occurred with
any notable aesthetic or ideological agenda,
the domestic art scene should have witnessed
fierce debate . Yet, the reality produced little
more than the declaration of “irreconcilable
differences,” “the parting of ways,” and
“rumored inside stories .” This so-called
model of “new alternativeness” that was
mentioned above has just started undergoing
experimentation; hence, it is too early to
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determine its success. There are a mixed
spectrum of emotions that surround this new
model, ranging from criticism to indifference.
Hence the search for a new alternativeness in
Korea today is at its very best disparate and
enterprising, rather than being common or
rational. Alternative art spaces have no choice
but to choose the option of cultivating their
own unique qualities.

 Survival Game of Each for One’s
A
Own, Or Something Else?

16
Art Center Nabi, a subsidiary of
SK Group presented an exhibition
performance titled P.A.R.T.Y by
inviting media artists from Korea
and abroad in 2007. It was a huge
success with the public, combining
the latest core issues from the
modern visual art scene such as
performance, production and
cooperation as a media spectacle.

No doubt, the preconceived ideals of the
alternative art space system – remaining
free from popular culture, enjoying artistic
freedom, yet suffering from underfunding has since come under threat from the holistic
change that has been sweeping over the art
scene, in the form of commercialization and
competitive logic. Seo Jin-suk has pointed out
(during an interview with the author) that there
is a need to acknowledge existing demand for
artworks on exhibition at Gallery Loop, and
that alternative art spaces must reconsider their
excessive aversion towards art sales.
Yet, I am doubtful as to whether a number
of art sales will be enough to motivate
alternative art spaces to finally look beyond
the old myth of artistic freedom, and to
further construct strategic models that are
firmly anchored in the genre of the popular
avant-garde. Such hesitance is further
bolstered by the fact that mainstream art
museums and commercial galleries have
already started to thoroughly pervade the
16
popular avant-garde art scene.
It may be that it is only even greater shock
waves that can set the Korean alternative
art space system on the path towards
rationalization. This would resemble the
way that a culture war was waged as a
85
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(Kim Sang-woo, op. cit., p. 48.).

consequence of the Mapplethorpe case, as
issues of art, politics and ethics were raised
when the American art scene clashed with
conservative political parties and religious
groups. Art in the realm of the popular avantgarde emerged as a byproduct of this culture
war. The culture war pushed American
alternative art spaces to become more open
as a network, and in the process, to be more
accepting of the rules and values of those
external to the art scene. These alternative
art spaces seemed to declare, “Look, we are
not as serious and pretentious as you might
think. We also know how to contribute to the
community and entertain others.” However, it
is highly unlikely that the Korean alternative
art space system will engage in a culture war
(as, above all, such a “war” will probably not
attract the attention of the public or the mass
media), and even in the unlikely case that
a war is declared, the results will probably
not be very fruitful (as it is more likely that
funding will cease or that the alternative art
17
space system will fall prey to a witch hunt).
To sum up, Korea’s alternative space
systems seem too overwhelmed by the
changing environment and rising uncertainties
to be able to propose a common and rational
solution. Alternative art spaces in Korea have
undoubtedly become valid as a system—a
system which is composed of valid elements,
such as symbolic discourse on the theme of
“alternativeness”, official recognition of such
discourse, the consequential distribution
of material resources, and a network of
members from the art public. Nevertheless,
the system remains closed and underfunded,
accessible only to the few selective members
of the art public, sustained only by the fading
myth of artistic freedom and small amounts
of funding. Moreover, the Korean Culture
and Arts Foundation has failed to propose
or initiate the development of a model of

growth other than in the form of project
subsidies, and accordingly, the NASN, as the
system’s primary vocational interest group
and lobbying group, has also failed to provide
a module for growth and development.
Ultimately, the majority of alternative art
spaces have started to cultivate their own
unique and diverse strategies, opting to take
part in independently fought survival games.
Such conclusions must be distanced
from existing discourse that asserts the
institutionalization of alternative art spaces.
The concept of institutionalization is
generally used to denote the state of those
on the periphery emerging into the center, or
the dominated emerging as dominators, or
when communes become organizations. Yet,
in this essay, the term institutionalization
has rather been used analytically, as
opposed to evaluatively. I prefer to define
institutionalization as the process of a certain
entity becoming established as a part of a
system, by absorbing existing practices and
rules. From this perspective, it would be more
accurate to say that Korean alternative art
spaces today have not undergone a high level
of institutionalization.
One cannot assume that alternative art
spaces have undergone “institutionalization”
by simply pointing to factors such as a sudden
influx of artists, or increased funding, or greater
public recognition. Rather, it would be more
worthwhile to pose the following questions
: Have alternative art spaces in Korea, in the
decade since their emergence, ever enjoyed a
sustained period of stability?; Has there ever
been a period of time in which alternative art
spaces have not solely relied on the charismatic
charm of their directors or curators?; and
finally, perhaps the art scene has been using the
term institutionalization somewhat misleadingly
in regard to alternative art spaces, especially
in lieu of the fact that the permanent closure
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of one the so-called “representative” Korean
alternative art spaces seems to have hardly
created any social repercussions.
So far, I have analyzed Korea’s alternative
art space system and its relationship with its
surrounding environment from a sociological
vantage point, particularly by carrying out a
comparative analysis of the Korean alternative
art space system with that of the U.S. Based
on this, I have asserted that the Korean
alternative art space system is not well armed
in its capabilities to generate a “common and
rational” model to respond to environmental
uncertainties . Here, I must emphasize that
the American alternative art space system has
not been used as an exemplary model for the
Korean system. American alternative art spaces
have persisted by developing their own complex
formula composed of a legacy of exchanges
between alternative art spaces and relevant
policies as well as the changing status of art in
the public realm. Moreover, the emergence of
the term “popular avant-garde” as the common
and rational model of resolution for American
alternative art spaces, which in itself is defined
loosely, marks more sweeping structural
change in the form of the decline of artistic
freedom, and increased commercialization and
instrumentalization of art. In contrast, the myth
of artistic freedom continues to be cherished
owing to the structural limitations of the
alternative art space system in Korea. This can
either be evaluated negatively, as “outdated,”
given recent trends in contemporary art, or
positively, in lieu of the modern art adage that
“losing is winning”. Nevertheless, regardless of
such evaluations, I would like to conclude this
essay by examining the different scenarios that
may arise from current circumstances..
I have previously asserted that the current
search for a new notion of “alternativeness” by
Korean alternative art spaces is dissimilar and
enterprising in nature. While dissimilar and
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18
Durkheim used the concept of
collective effervescence that is
normally generated in religious
and formal domains to apply
it to various social domains.
The experience of collective
effervescence can be shared
by those who express and reactivate their beliefs by means of
collective offerings and regular
reunions. Therefore, Durkheim’s
concept of collective effervescence
can be extended from the realm
of non-routine and exceptional
interactions to the realm of general
interactions and formation of
public opinions (Kim Jong-yeop,
“Solidarity and Effervescence,”
Changbi Publishers, 1999, p. 338.)

enterprising attempts can be quite reasonably
made, it is quite likely that these attempts
will be in vain. I have also asserted that the
establishment and dissemination of a common
and rational model for the Korean alternative
art space system would likely be no easy task.
Ultimately, the question is what is most feasible?
What can be done in such an underfunded and
closed system? An obvious solution would be to
create some sort of “event.” To be rendered as
effective, these events should each be short-lived
yet continuously produced. Yet the effects of
these events should not be permanently attached
to these institutions. They should occur and
subsequently evaporate; after evaporating
they must re-emerge. Events are not driven by
common or rational models. They cannot be
18
anything but “collective effervescence.” Hence,
alternative art spaces must come together
as a community rather than as a vocational
interest group. The NASN today has only eight
members, and has sharply lost its bargaining
power as a vocational interest group. If the
main objective were for the NASN to regain
its former prowess, it must make itself more
accessible and increase membership. Yet, once
the NASN starts to seek more members, it will
most likely be tasked with difficult questions,
like “What can you offer?” On the other hand,
if it seeks to increase its membership as a
community, such an approach based on social
exchange theory will be far from appropriate, as
the main objective will shift from actors aiming
to profit from the group, to actors aiming to
collectively create some sort of “magic.” All in
all, doesn’t “magic” seem much more attractive
than “innovation”, especially for such an
underfunded and closed organization?
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After the 1990s, the Korean contemporary
art scene witnessed a major shift towards
“globalization,” with its rapid twists and turns
that seemed to follow the fluctuating lifestyles
of a “new generation” artists. With the rise
and decline of an era that placed economic
development and success first, the global
economy overtook the tensions between an
imported Western modernity and tradition
that had characterized Korea in the past. A
new global culture exploded in Korean society
with major impacts. The Gwangju Biennale,
Asia’s first biennial exhibition, signaled the
Korean contemporary art’s entry into the
international scene in the mid-1990s, and
this major entry was achieved in tandem with
the establishment of the Korean pavilion, the
last to join the Western countries represented
at the Venice Biennale. This eagerness for
internationalization was sharpened by the
appearances of other large-scale events in Korea
which emphasized an international perspective,
such as the Busan Biennale and the Seoul
International Media Biennale. Moving one step
further, these three Biennales have seemingly
joined up in an alliance with other similar
events taking place in other parts of Asia, in a
strategy aimed at increasing the power of Asian
contemporary art. Although the quantitative
expansion and international exchange of these
Biennales, arising from the exhaustive effort
of contemporary art’s newest “developing”
members, such events took place without
regard to qualitative expansion. However, it
cannot be denied that they helped increase the
presence of Korean and Asian contemporary
art in the international art scene in a short
period of time. Presently, all of the institutional
systems of Korean contemporary art are caught
within a process of oversupply and quantitative
expansion at the neglect of quality. Larger and
larger amounts of museums, Biennales and
galleries continue to appear, and in any case,

it seems that the Korean art scene, following
international trends, has been able to establish
the institutional systems needed to promote
artists. However, it is difficult to believe that
a qualitative change will be made, given that
this mentality of making something worthy
of international attention only translates
into an increase in numbers and size alone,
which is essentially a holdover from Korea’s
era of “progress,” and that in the process, the
immaterial values that emerge with the passage
of time have been overlooked. Of course, even
if the above mentioned elements do not describe
the full spectrum of the Korean contemporary
art scene, it can be said that the making the
presence of Korean contemporary art known
on the international stage constitutes an
important component of its history.
If there is an inherent contradiction
here, it is that the greater desire there is to
internationalize Korean contemporary art, the
more we seek for Korean characteristics, local
contexts, or traditional cultural aspects in the
Korean contemporary art. In today’s context,
what, if it doesn’t follow the territorial or
personal principles of international law, or
if it is distinct from the art marketing of the
YBAs (Young British Artists) in England,
whose work was used as marketing tools, then
what, exactly, does the “Korean” in Korean
contemporary art signify? To come from
Korea or to work in Korea are not necessarily
decisive factors in considering the aesthetic or
theoretical aspects of artistic production, at
a time when we have finally caught up to our
contemporaries in the rest of the world and a
sense of flux permeates deeply into our society.
Additionally, it seems too simple to read a
regional aspect through the subject matter or
issues that artists treat in their work. Even
so, we still think it possible to see particular
national characteristics within contemporary
art by referencing specific historical and
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geographical instances. For example, the neoexpressionism in Germany, the trans-avantgarde of Italy, France’s figuration libre, British
contemporary sculpture, all of these things
that arose in the 1980s have been granted
national labels, while the YBA, the Saatchi
Collection and the Turner Art Prize have been
seen as the special elements of 1990s British
contemporary art. In the case of the U.S., the
Whitney Biennial and the big galleries in the
northeast of the U.S. and the collectors in the
west are discussed in terms of power. Placing
a national label on contemporary works of art
reduces the artists working in the international
scene to mechanisms for promoting and
reaffirming a nation’s political and economic
power. In addition, the institutions or
strategies that promote art in each country
induce jealousy and envy, making it difficult
to consider any one as an absolute model. This
national description only serves to indicate a
particular political and economic locus which
promotes the artists’ work. This is particularly
the case when one considers the fact that the
artist—today more than ever—goes in search
of his or her artistic identity, not a “Korean”
or an “English” identity.
Rather than being bound to geopolitical
or economic “sites,” art today is much more
fluid and changeable and produces abundant
loci. If we emphasize a “Korean” nationality
within contemporary art and describe its
inherent national characteristics, it would
imply certain political and economic strategies
while limiting the discussion of the essence
of contemporary art practice, which is the
manifold possibilities of meanings that
can be produced. We often think that it is
impossible to read Korean contemporary art
without the prerequisites of a specific culture,
historic events or traditional elements. Of
course, there are certain aspects that only
Koreans may understand, and undoubtedly
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there are certain specific historical elements
that we share. Korean artists also use these
geopolitical characteristics and mixed cultural
backgrounds as a point of departure, then
come to reconfigure them each in their own
way through the production of singular spaces
and heterogeneous forms: the “difference”
that arises in each work of art could be found
in relation to the totality and the individual,
and not necessarily in geopolitical criteria
alone. Rather than saying that their ultimate
goal is to reveal or project specific histories
or events, these artists construct relationships
with manifold and hybrid worlds in order to
show the myriad possibilities that can unfold.
Although specific Korean historical
events constitute the point of departure
for artist Chank-kyong Park’s works,
the universe that he ultimately produces
speculates on the ‘present’ from a more global
standpoint, weaving reality and memory,
and reconstituting a distorted relationship
with the world. The “real fiction” of Black
Box (1997) resists the fabricated aspect of
images and history produced by the mass

▼▶
Chan-kyong Park, Black Box,
Installation with two slide
projectors and synchronizer, 160
slides, written text and sound,
28 min, 1997, Photo by artist.
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▲▶
Chan-kyong Park, Sets, 160 photo (35 mm)
slides projection, 15 min, 2000, Photo by artist.

▲
Chan-kyong Park, Power Passage, 2 channel video (13 min/12 min),
3 images on panel, wall text, 2004-2007, Photo by artist.

media, advertisements, and photographs.
The piece reveals the nature of images which
are capable of falsehood, and makes visible
a world of suspicion, interrogation, and
uncertainty. Sets (2000) recorded realistic
images of North Korean and South Korean
film sets and ingeniously reconstructed them.
In direct contrast to such cinematic modes
of operation, it is impossible not to comment
on Park’s unique way of opening up and
exploring the fissures that separate the real
from fiction. This “anachronic space-time,”
where two uncanny sites and realities intersect
at a moment when time seems to have come
to a halt, does not just offer commentary on
a country’s particular circumstances. Beyond
the particular or characteristic experiences of
a country’s history or even regional elements,
Park’s work cuts into the thick layers of
history in order to question what the “present”
can possibly be within a world of suspicion
and uncertainty: through reconstructions
and editing and a process of settings, these
anachronic situations, Park produces a “third
memory.” In Power Passage (2003), which
evokes the self-evident historical memory

of Cold War ideology, Park reconstructed
and re-edited pre-existing documents and
information in order to create fictional
scenarios, which in turn generated an “parallel
present” from the reality of historical memory.
Within a late capitalist society and historical
events controlled by a master scenario, artists
experimented with the essential components of
that scenario in order to transform the present.
This makes it possible to play with suspicion,
mistrust, and uncertainty, which in turn has
the power to transform our own dilemmas.
The Korean contemporary art scene in the
1990s critiqued the lack of self-referentiality
and social reflection that constituted the core
theoretical values of Western modernism in
Korean modern art in the 1980s, and faced
up to reality in a completely different way
than Minjung Artists in 1980s. The Korean
artists of the 1990s attempted to sever ties
with this parentage: they are freed from
having constantly to invent the new, and they
are no longer obsessed by the idea that they
should suggest tangible proofs at a turning
point in history that starts with the capital
“H”. “To be simple,” “To draw less and
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badly,” these statements written in the artist
Yiso Bahc’s first sketchbook from the 1980s,
describe the central components of his work.
In these artistic principles, which asked what
it meant to make something by severing the
process of making from “skill,” and where
the criteria of artistic evaluation then existed,
Park continued the interrogation process seen
in the 1970s artist Robert Filiou’s concepts
of “bien fait, mal fait, pas fait.” However,
in Bahc’s work, the process of questioning
was not limited to just art, but was asked at
reality, and functioned as a way of looking
at our lives from a different point of view.
Park’s work seems to be an ascetic challenge
to a world where everything is complicated,
overflowing, and where everything is possible.
Park countered a world ruled by globalism,
information, and a hybrid culture by showing
human alienation, the confusion of value
and the impossibility of communication.
Playing with insignificant, modest and
ephemeral materials in an idiosyncratically
nihilistic, derisive, and paradoxical manner,
he offered an aesthetics of the unfinished,
of the uncertain, of weakness, futility, and
play. The bright spotlights turned towards us
in Your Bright Future (2002) make fleeting
inroads into our dazzling and blinding future,
while the billboard We are Happy (2004),
which replicates a sign taken from the top
of a building in North Korea, emphasizes
that everything develops from the chasm
between progress and myth, and that when
our happiness is located only in the future, all
slogans and activisms can no longer progress.
When we can no longer believe in a bright
“tomorrow,” we no longer look forward, but
come to a standstill in the present, looking
at the ground below. It is at this moment
that the ambitious projects of artists who
regard the present are able to change the
everyday. Koo Jeong-a’s work invades the
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▶
Bahc, Y., Your Bright Future, 2002
Size Variable; electric lamps, wood, wires.

▶
Bahc, Y., Drawing for “We are happy”,
2003, 21 × 30cm; collage, pencil, color
pencil on paper.

singular spaces between the momentary
and the continuous, grand narratives and
weak speculations, denial and affirmation.
Koo’s work is created from the elements
that throw the everyday into relief, such as
personal things, ordinary things, insignificant
things, and useless, trifling things, which
permeate superstructures through an invisible
process that mobilizes the fragmentary and
ephemeral. Her “dreary aesthetic” offers
the possibility of a quiet but continuous
resistance to a reality where the provocative,
the sensuous or even the oppressive reign
supreme. What her work suggests is the
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possibility that the minutest and subtlest of
gestures can create small fissures and ruptures
within large-scale systems, thereby changing
reality. Neoliberalism follows the logic of
technological necessity, rules of productivity
and material comfort, and our society is ruled
by such terms. Although Korean artists in the
1990s are opposed to this developed logic,
they do not resist it in the same manner as
their predecessors. Their work steps beyond
the logic of power, and focuses within the
irregular, with the things that are considered
unimportant, and the mutable. Even if
contemporary art cannot bring large-scale
structural change, it can still make minor
adjustments and small-scale changes. The
artist Minouk Lim conceives of a model for
social activism in her projects for small-scale
communities, collectives, alternative schools
and protests. However, in her art activism, the
point is not, like in ordinary social protest, to
produce concrete and useful results. Rather
than a large-scale model of reform, she
chooses to employ a fluid process that allows
for a minimum amount of intervention within
a given situation. Lim’s artistic praxis offers
an alternative model for living by producing
intermittent breakthroughs that allow for one
to overcome the melancholia emerging from
the contradictions and absurdities of society.
In a world of uncertainty, Korean artists of
the 1990s are not interested in finding out the
ultimate meaning of what they do. Instead,
they became much more interested in focusing
on how to live in the now and they have
recognized that it is better to acknowledge
and to start from limitations. Young-Hae
Chang and Mark Voge conceive of a fictional
business modeled off of general economics,
calling it Young-Hae Chang Heavy Industries.
Under the guise of Young-Hae Chang
Heavy Industries, politics, capital, markets,
conspiracies and power become playful

subjects in the lawless world of “cyber space.”
The multi-directional but biting criticism
launched by Young-Hae Chang Heavy
Industries treads a thin line between serious
critique and serious joke, but ultimately turns
into a stimulating, light form of play.
The generation of artists, who have to live
where the world moves under the same slot
and accept the fate of migration instead of
settlement, lives a life of nomads physically or
mentally in a way. Do Ho Suh communicates
the cultural amalgamations and dual forms of
existence that arise from his life of wandering.
Personal memories and places are transplanted
into his work, which reveals the clashes and
movements of culture, and unfolds through
heterogeneous elements that link together in
a chain where adjustments must constantly
be made. Although binary terms such as self
and collectivity, self and others, transparency
and obscurity, stability and weakness, selfdefense and loss of a sense of self guide his
work, they do not construct an oppositional
relationship. Instead, his works offer a
paradigm of shared existence, in a modern
society where varied cultures intermix,
where the modern individual attempts to
escape from a collective homogeneity at the
same time that difference and change are
acknowledged in shared encounters with
others. From a given historical and geographic
location and the particular experiences that
arise from it, these artists seek out their own
particular methodologies that respond to what
is contemporary today. If contemporary art
acknowledges that it is open to world relations
and that “communication” with the world is
a prerequisite, then it is undeniable that it acts
as a kind of “sign system” that communicates
multi-layered meanings. It is because the signs
that artists produce have been intentionally
constructed to have many layers of meaning
that these signs can travel around the world.
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Haegue Yang and Eungie Joo

“A Conversation” by Haegue Yang and Eungie
Joo was first published in the exhibition catalogue
of Condensation: Haegue Yang presented at the
Korean Pavilion of the 53rd International Art
Exhibition – La Biennale di Venezia (2009) and
is reprinted here with the permission of the Arts
Council Korea and the authors.

103

Haegue Yang (hereafter “HY”)
I remember how from the very beginning
of the discussion we both felt gratitude as
well as pressure to be involved in the Korean
Pavilion at the Venice Biennale. It seems to me
that you are searching for a way to turn this
opportunity and privilege into an occasion to
expand your engagement with the art scene in
Korea, by initiating the project An Offering:
Public Resource, for example. I would like to
take this conversation as an opportunity to
hear about how you, as a curator, see this as a
kind of momentum.
Eungie Joo (hereafter “EJ”)
The “side project” you mention is an informal,
unofficial, but central part of the project
for the Korean Pavilion at the Biennale this
year. And though you have been a kind of
silent partner in its development, you have
been my co-conspirator in every aspect of
conceptualizing and realizing An Offering:
Public Resource. It’s basically a self-organized
library, where the “self” includes colleagues,
friends, and institutions that responded
to a call to donate books (and LPs) as an
imagined public resource on contemporary
art, criticism, and related fields, installed from
March through December 2009 in Seoul and
then permanently donated to a library, school,
or arts organization in Korea. Together,
colleagues from around the world have chosen
to share their ideas through publications and
records as a kind of investment in the Korean
contemporary art scene.
Over the past five years, you and I have
had the opportunity to meet at many biennial,
triennial, and otherwise “international”
art events, where it seemed that questions
of motivation, audience, relevance, and
engagement surfaced many times and began to
take a kind of form. Meanwhile, we have been
having a separate but related conversation about
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how we engage with the contemporary art scene
in Korea as “outsiders.” Although my practice
as an “American” curator is obviously quite
different from your experience as a “Korean”
artist living in Germany and Korea but having
been raised and trained in Korea, our concerns
and strategies are related. We both are privy to
a lot of information about exhibitions, trends,
and discussions in contemporary art, and I
wanted to share these ideas with our colleagues
in Seoul, simply because the information is hard
to find there, expensive to get a hold of, and
sometimes just obscure.
Over the years, artists in Seoul have
expressed to me their concern about the
quality of criticism and discourse, the
difficulty of obtaining books, and the lack of a
proper contemporary art library for the public.
We cannot solve these issues, but perhaps
we can make a gesture that contributes to a
solution by demonstrating a minor possibility.
I feel that sometimes we need to pursue small
ideas, small gestures, to ask for help and see if
something can develop that takes us elsewhere.
Public Resource is the culmination of these
conversations and concerns and a response
to our trepidations about the challenges
of participating in a system of national
representation. Both of us wanted to find ways
to think about presence and communicative
acts as we prepared to represent “Korean Art”
in/to Italy. Notice that I am implicating you
fully, since I would never have gotten into this
mess without you!
HY
The same goes for you, in that I was simply
surprised when you came up with the idea of
initiating a self-organized library, even though
we had discussed the idea of an expanded
framework for our participation in the
Biennale at length. But I knew immediately
that the project would empower me through
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a social and contextual extension and in
this way I would finally feel confident about
situating myself in the national pavilion.
Without such a contextual and curatorial
effort, a landscape/environment that stretches
beyond the national and the international
would not be possible.
Anyhow, the project has turned out to be
amazing, with numerous friends and colleagues
supporting it and collaborating by sending their
books. The second stage was the encounters
in Korea with art professionals at Art Sonje
Center, which added another aspect to Public
Resource as a serious, yet self-organized
platform for another form of sharing.
EJ
Yes, currently we have books from about
150 participants who sent more than 1,500
books and LPs. And for the inauguration
of the space, we organized five days of
“Conversations” that featured about a dozen
artists, writers, and curators presenting on
recent projects in the informal setting of the
Art Sonje Center’s lobby, designed by the
artist Choi Jeong Hwa and coordinated by
SAMUSO: Space for Contemporary Art and
Sunjung Kim.
At some level the project is about doing
something to develop our own level of
engagement with the Biennale that extends
beyond the festival atmosphere of the
exhibition itself. It’s also about using the
occasion of the Biennale to imagine something
more than the final project manifested as
a press release, exhibition, and catalogue. I
guess it’s primarily about engagement with
the absent audience for the Biennale. Most
of the Korean artists who participated in
the discussions and the people who will
access Public Resource itself will not see the
exhibition in Venice. But they remain a vital
audience for us long after this summer. At the
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same time, I felt the project would complicate
both our interactions and the development
of the exhibition in fruitful ways, which it
certainly has. I think it relies upon the ideas
of subjectivity, investment, and resonance that
are central to your work.
But now we have just come back from
Seoul, and I have to say, this little experiment
was a much more profound experience than I
had anticipated. So many young people were
at the conversations night after night. Since
the education system is so different there, I
had suspected that our colleagues in Seoul
did not have many opportunities to discuss
their work, but I was really surprised to learn
that several had never spoken about their own
practice as artists or curators in Seoul before.

1
Video Trilogy (2004-2006) consists of:
Unfolding Places (2004), Restrained
Courage (2004), and Squandering
Negative Spaces (2006).

HY
Well, it’s not easy for me to make an
evaluation of that weeklong marathon of talks
and discussions in Seoul, since I lack a certain
knowledge that would allow me to generalize
the situation in Korea. Also, as far as I know,
many of the speakers had never spoken in
public before not because they never had the
chance to do it, but because they chose not to
do so. Somehow the fact that they did speak
is of course evidence of your credibility as a
curator and of the generosity on the part of
the artists and art professionals who were
willing to support us by contributing to the
conversations.
I often take the position of observer,
whereby I can better recognize and receive
signals from others and reflect these in my own
tempo. This time I was again more or less in a
position of observer, except for the screening of
1
my Video Trilogy. So at each talk I was sitting
in the crowd as one of them and observed
interactions between enthusiastic young people
and respected art professionals in Korea, which
were moving and honorable mini-spectacles.
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2
The collective Reality and Utterance
was formed in 1979 in response to
the manifesto of Hyun Sil Dong
In (1969). Some members included
Ahn Kyu Chul, Choi Min, Jeong
Dong Suk, Kim Jung-heun, Lee
Tae Ho, Lim Ok Sang, Min Jeonggi, Noh Won Hee, Oh Yoon, Shin
Kyung Ho, and Sung Wan-kyung.

Starting with Choi Jeong Hwa, who not
only designed the space but also spoke on
the first day, we witnessed an impressive
display of generosity. I must say that some
aspects of what he revealed in the talk were
unknown to me—that he is considered such an
outsider in the Korean art scene because of his
interdisciplinary practice, despite his enormous
name recognition. He is certainly noteworthy
for his consequential and genuine practice as
well as for his straightforward devotion, which
remains unphased by how he has been treated
as quasi-taboo. Even the way in which he
gathers young people into his studio seems to
be an almost social act of pedagogy.
On the second day, we both encountered
a totally different generation of Korean art
history. Hyun Sil Gwa Baleon (Reality and
Utterance, 1979–1990) is not only significant
historically as a collective of artists and critics
2
but also relevant currently. We all became
witnesses to their momentum in reorganizing
themselves after not being active for nearly
twenty years! After the presentations of Tae Ho
Lee and Ok Sang Lim, I was impressed by Jung
Hun Kim’s short remarks on “reconnecting,”
which acknowledged their ongoing agony and
struggle to survive the path of history in the
wake of their recent engagement with reality,
which has been primarily rather individualistic.
On the date of my screening, there were
brilliant presentations by two women I had
been very curious about (and it was almost
selfish of me to encourage you to invite
them). Artist siren eun young jung and
curator Heejin Kim described their respective
practices with extraordinary articulation.
There are many artists whom we couldn’t
invite because of time limitations, but as
much as we could, I feel that we mobilized
this opportunity to satisfy our own curiosity
and by extension the curiosity of others.
Their input was unexpectedly strong—

something I had previous assumptions about
but no precise knowledge of. I often think
that in fully offering my blind optimism as a
witness to support these moments of creative
force in others, it simultaneously inscribes an
impression on me that has an almost painful
effect. I felt that we agonized in the most
delightful and pleasant encounters with each
other, and it confirmed many things for me.
After the official events, there were
gatherings and passionate discussions on
various issues ranging from the future of some
alternative spaces in Seoul to specific works by
artists. What do you think about our intensive
week in Seoul?
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EJ
I agree with you that the conceptualization
of Public Resource was driven primarily by
the momentum of a shared optimism and
curiosity. I also think that the project, in its
effort to engage with our colleagues in Seoul,
relates to our reliance on many voices in order
to begin to grasp the history and development
of contemporary art in Korea. The series
of conversations at Art Sonje might be
understood as a kind of naïve gesture to bring
together disparate voices and attitudes, and in
fact it was. But the gesture was grounded in
genuine interest, empathy, and desire and can
be understood as an intervention into a system
with which I interact while remaining outside
of it. As you know, the choice of participants
was well considered, even the pairings of
speakers, and was in fact not so naïve.
You discussed Hyun Sil Gwa Baleon
(Reality and Utterance), Jeong Hwa, Heejin,
and siren, so maybe I will mention the others.
Since last summer, when you reintroduced me
to Young Whan Bae and Chank-kyong Park, I
have been a little obsessed with their work and
thinking, as you know. We have had several
amazing conversations about ideas, society, the

art scene, and such, but I was really interested
to see who they were in public, since this is
something that is very hard for an outsider to
grasp. They are of course major figures in the
art scene, and each has at times suggested to me
a kind of cynicism that I would attribute only
to a true optimist. So I had to see them perform
for the public. Young Whan’s introduction
to his talk—the way he defined a kind of
cosmology for approaching his art that involves
philosophy, ideology, spirituality, family, and
nation—was intense. Of course I was really
shocked to hear that he had never done a public
presentation on his work before. By contrast,
Chan-kyong is often called upon to perform
the role of critic/theorist/curator. But it was a
unique experience to hear him combine these
knowledges into an informal presentation on
Sindoan (2008) and the research he conducted
for the film and exhibition. We invited several
artists, such as Heung Soon Im and Sangyoun
Kim, whose work and ideas I had only briefly
encountered but which immediately captured
my imagination. Most people I know in Seoul
were not aware of their work, so I thought it
was amazing that Heung Soon went over his
recent works so thoroughly and thoughtfully.
His investigation into the Vietnam War as it
relates to Korean modernization is fascinating.
Sangyoun was really inspiring to the young
students, encouraging them to be curious and
demanding with an energetic and contagious
sense of humor. Doryun Chong gave a great
presentation on the idea of internationalism
based on his recent curatorial work on Huang
Yong Ping and Tetsumi Kudo as well as his
contribution as one of the curators of the
2006 Busan Biennale. I felt like the projects
Hyunjin Kim presented were very intelligent
and creative—her “Plug-In project” at the
Van Abbemuseum was a serious and poetic
institutional test—and I was so pleased that she
took the time to share this with the audience

members, many of whom were young artists,
writers, theorists, and curators who could
not be aware of her practice outside of Korea.
We knew Gimhongsok would be the perfect
closer, and he did not disappoint. The variety
of his works and his witty but serious mode
of presentation were the mark of a master. He
must be an excellent teacher. It was a great
overview of his recent activity, and the way
in which he is able to convey it all as a larger
practice was powerful.
Many of the presenters revealed their own
kind of blind optimism by participating in a
project organized by someone they did not
know well, without any compensation. And
the ones with whom I have been in dialogue
for some time demonstrated a different level
of faith and generosity. This is the kind of
activity that we really needed to spark—not a
well-organized symposium from the angle of
alternative spaces or museums, but something
loose—an experiment from the positions
of practitioners and artists. Through these
kinds of efforts, I hope we can work together
to challenge the institutionalization of art
practice and deformalize a small zone from
which we can continue to act.
Also important, through the remarkable
generosity and openness of the conversations in
Seoul, we came to reorganize this publication
into its current form, citing several artists and
thinkers who could be considered foundational
to your work—as influences, context, peers.
Can you comment on the significance of
including these kinds of contributions?
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HY
As you have already addressed, this publication
is a consequence of our trajectory—
our observations, debates, encounters,
expectations, and so on, rather than the result
of a rigorous concept. Inviting and implanting
different voices from various contexts and

times in the publication feels to me transparent,
revealing an interdependency I desire and
rely on with other creative contemporaries
in Korea, whether they stay in relation to me
more immediately or remotely. I hope this
book will be more than a usual patchwork
of different voices, because there is more to it
than that. For instance, if I accidentally meet
someone who becomes a significant influence
in my life, I wouldn’t call it chance, but destiny.
Concretely, I feel honored that the authors
and artists willingly contributed (mostly
republishing their existing output) to this
publication. Personally, I am interested in
hosting “non-collective” voices in this book
with speculation that something unexpected
might emerge from it. Here again comes
the blind optimism (different from naïve
optimism) that a certain agreement can be
found in a most dispersed way.

EJ
I propose we back up to a kind of beginning—
to your work Sadong 30 (2006). I know that
was your first “solo” exhibition in Seoul
and was purposely an intervention in a
noninstitutional setting, but can you discuss
the genesis of the project as a kind of public
and private intervention in space and time?
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▶
Haegue Yang
Sadong 30
2006
Installation in an
abandoned house in
Incheon, Korea
Light bulbs, strobes,
chains of lights, mirror,
origami objects, drying
rack, fabric, fan, viewing
terrace, cooler, bottles
of mineral water,
chrysanthemums, garden
balsams, wooden bench,
wall clock, fluorescent
paint, wood piles
Courtesy of the artist,
spray paint, IV stand
Courtesy of the artist
Installation view of
Sadong 30, Incheon,
South Korea, 2006
Photo: Daenam Kim

HY
There were many different desires and
necessities that collided at that time in 2006.
On the one hand, I was growing dissatisfied
with showing my works in Korea in only
fragmented ways. At the same time, there was
another type of dissatisfaction and skepticism
about the mechanical way in which I was
practicing my profession: I carried out my
job by accomplishing one exhibition after
another without any possibility of independent
production, due to my institutionally
dependent career. Somehow I was considering
the idea of organizing an exhibition on my
own evolution and development, to present my
current artistic interests and create a challenge
for myself that allowed for self-examination
regarding autonomy in the art enterprise. At
that very moment, I encountered the curator
Hyunjin Kim, who felt a similar urgency in
her work, and this mutual acknowledgment
of each other’s desire crucially accelerated the
process of realization.
Talking about the timing, it seems uncanny
to me that I simultaneously came to find out
that my grandmother’s place was still closed
up, abandoned since her death. Due to the
extreme discretion of family members, who
were worried about me confronting this news
from far away, I only experienced the state of
that place long after her death. The existence
of that abandoned house provoked in me an
unusual courage and determination to visit
it. I was less nostalgic about seeing the house

again, where I had partially grown up and
of which I have many memories, than I was
driven by the desire to demonstrate to my
guilty family that abandonment is not the
best way to avoid confronting family tragedy.
Regardless of the motivation for my visit,
I was struck by the state of the house, and
afterward, that visit was narrated in my third
video essay, Squandering Negative Spaces
(2006), completed in April 2006. I guess the
process of elaborating that visit in a video
narration was a kind of preparation, as I had
been carrying the idea of an independent solo
exhibition in Korea before I was able to make
a real commitment to it. There was somehow a
time delay, a period of time waiting for all the
necessary conditions and desires to mature.
EJ
As you know, that installation both moved
and unsettled me, and in many ways came to
shape our relationship as cultural producers.
I think this is because Sadong 30 projected
the personal as an allegory for a national or
cultural upheaval.

state of rest that could be achieved without
negotiation; a place where concern remained
concern without aspiring to solution. In other
words, I was looking for an ontological space
where a continued state of struggle, agony,
or concern might not be a problem. Instead
of relying on what might be called “correct”
or “solved,” I wished to find a site where my
concern could be accommodated as it was.
Somehow, the Sa-dong house seems to me
a metaphorical historical site for those lives in
rupture as well as for my own. At the same time
it is an abstract site that locates itself outside of
the tangible sociopolitical framework, which is
definitely another type of nonspace.
EJ
You said your mother was the one who got
you to read the Sadong 30 visitor comment
books, which you at first kind of disregarded
but quite recently revisited.

HY
If I look back on my environment growing up
in Korea, I remember the harsh confrontation
between individuals and society. In the intense
struggle for freedom and justice, many people
couldn’t live in peace, and the heavy political
suppression wore people down. Even if I fully
recognize and respect as well as aspire to this
type of restless life in constant battle as a
valuable and valid form, I am deeply pained by
the harsh circumstances people had to suffer
to make this kind of devoted life possible.
I was looking for a “place” to
accommodate my thoughts. My yearning for
a specific form of reconciliation and peace for
my culturally split mind was what pushed my
search—the pursuit of a place that offered a

HY
Yes, when the project was over, I was happy
and proud but somehow critical of all the
positive reactions. Not only was unexpected
success unfamiliar, but the project also
seemed too popular to me, and I became
skeptical and silent about it for a while. We
received letters and many comments in the
guest books that had been placed in the house
over the course of the exhibition. In fact, the
books were offered without any expectation
or concept of what purpose they might serve,
yet the received letters and the guest books
became an object-site that I had to revisit.
Initially I was very disappointed by all the
seemingly naïve visitor comments, which
seemed nonintellectual and driven by trivial,
nostalgic sentiment for this place, even if this
potential must have been clear to me from the
beginning. In a way, this attempt to situate
myself outside of the institution must have
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been fully conceptualized without considering
the “unfamiliarity” of the audience I would
encounter in Sa-dong, for which I feel now
embarrassed and even ashamed. In fact, I
immediately put those books and notes from
the visitors aside and pretended that they did
not exist. My mom was the one who noticed
their significance and advised me to read
through them carefully. While she sensed the
warmth and genuinely autonomous and selfempowered minds and emotions that came
through in them, I remained stubborn and
desperately tried to stick to my self-determined
agenda, so I reluctantly read them months after
my mom’s sincere advice. Anyhow, it seemed
that “enough” time had passed, and I was
finally ready to take them in my hands and
read through them. And I was blown away by
the beauty and liveliness of these documents.
Of course, some of them were simple
compliments and encouragement addressed
directly to me or to Hyunjin [the curator of the
exhibition], yet the expressions were extremely
intimate and tender. They documented vivid
moments of self-empowerment in which
people’s stories unfolded in the most modest
and direct language.
There are a couple of informative facts
I discovered from the guest books. First,
the majority of the visitors were nonart
professionals—people who really took their
time and mobilized their autonomous interest
in this place. Second, quite a large number
of people visited more than one time. Third,
the way in which they found out about this
project was mostly through nonofficial paths
such as personal recommendations by friends,
family members, or blogs. On top of all these
meaningful facts, I also realized that visitors
felt firmly convinced that they were entitled
to relate to this place. This was indisputable
proof that Sadong 30 was neither an
ordinary institutionalized public project nor a

conventional art presentation. There was such
an enormous amount of self-organization by
Hyunjin and me, but moreover by the visitors.
Some of them even changed the lightbulbs and
noted in the guest books that they had found
extra bulbs and carefully replaced them.
Another person gave a noise concert on his
own—without any announcement—using an
old radio, which he took apart and with which
he generated some sounds out of electric
sparks. This performance was discovered
accidentally and reported to me by a friend of
mine, who happened to be there at the time.
Altogether there was an intensive post–
Sadong 30 process that took place in me.
Somehow the project was not fully over even
after the exhibition had closed, more or less
because of the guest books and letters from
visitors, who made their own history in that
place, as an actual and communal space,
without ever negotiating directly through /
with me.
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EJ
As in Sadong 30, you often develop works
that require the subjectivity of the viewer—
a kind of investment of one’s subjectivity to
locate an outcome, which is the experience of
your work itself.
HY
It might sound absurd to bring up a scientific
metaphor to address how I would like to
construct my “output,” yet it seems proper to
say that I strive for a kind of “condensation.” I
imagine metaphorically that I preserve cool air
in me as long as I can, until the temperature
difference is so great that water drops collect
on the bottle. I would like to transmit things
to others without pouring water out of the
bottle. I believe that people can be mobilized
by this condensation, which is a kind of direct
reaction, without needing Sadong to negotiate

▲
Haegue Yang
Doubles and Couples – Version Turin
2008
Aluminum Venetian blinds, steel frame, powder coating,
perforated metal plates, casters, light bulbs, cable, knitting
yarn, cord, plates, cardboard packaging for light bulbs, dried
ginger, dried garlic
Boiler: 110 × 63 × 58 cm
Gas stove: 105 × 70 × 65 cm
Refrigerator: 150 × 195 × 61 cm
Shower: 290 × 174 × 150 cm
Washing machine: 105 × 100 × 65 cm
Collection of Los Angeles County Museum of Art, Los
Angeles; Purchased in honor of Lynn Zelevansky with funds
provided by The Broad Art Foundation, Hyon Chough, the
Korea Arts Foundation of America (KAFA), Wonmi and
Kihong Kwon, The Hillcrest Foundation, Tony and Gail
Ganz, Terri and Michael Smooke, Judy and Stuart Spence,
Steven Neu, and other donors through the 2009 Collectors
Committee (M.2009.79a-e)
Installation view of 50 Moons of Saturn, 2nd Turin
Triennial, Turin, Italy, 2008
Photo: Paolo Pellion
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specificities. I guess the Sadong house somehow
triggered this kind of silent communication,
without any trace of the water’s source. I
believe that in such “blind” and “silent”
communication, which feels abstract, there
is a negation of learned knowledge, obtained
information, and individual experience that
opens people up to others in an unprotected
way.
For me, refusing specific stories and
replacing them with something “blind” or
“silent” is a conceptually ethical process,
because it fundamentally prevents me from
taming my audience with my learning and
experience. The researched knowledge and
lived experiences remain transparent, yet
are accessible only if I am asked about them.
The audience is therefore quite free of my
own personal trajectories, whether related
to my grandmother or historical figures who
mean a lot to me. I don’t deny that some of
the audience would interpret such layers as
meaningful and might wonder why I don’t
actively elaborate on those references. Since I
am conscious about the exploitative aspect of
self-reference and desire to reach beyond each
individual narrative, I would rather continue
to “unlearn” my own position in order to
remain “impersonal” in the work. That is how
I relate myself to the notion of subjectivity.
EJ
In Doubles and Couples (2008), you compare
and conflate the appliances in your home.
Why did you come to work with appliances
and references to your private life or space?
HY
Doubles and Couples, presented at the 2nd
Turin Triennial, has a prehistory, which is
another work of mine: 5, Rue Saint-Benoît
(2008). These works have something in
common in terms of their spatial implication,
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which is the kitchen and living. I work at
home and have spent a lot of time in the
kitchen, where I can be without my computer,
printer, or phone, yet with cigarettes and
coffee. The kitchen is a place where I can
“work” in a different manner than at my
worktable—work without work. This work is
free of many of the things that are attributes
of the ordinary concept of work in terms of
social effectiveness/productivity. The kitchen
is somehow a place of different engagement
with my own work toward the outside world
and toward others. My new work for the
Venice exhibition, Sallim, also considers these
ideas of how to distribute your most intimate
part directly to the public without losing its
compelling intimacy.
Of course, the emphasis on the kitchen is
not solely self-referential; it is also interwoven
with anecdotes from historical figures like
Marguerite Duras, in whom I recognized
a conformity with my seemingly overly
idiosyncratic interpretation of “privateness.”
I believe that I have a particular tendency to
personalize not only historical figures and
events but also machines and objects that
are largely domestic. There is something
profoundly genuine about household machines.
They seem to me so dedicated and committed
to what they are supposed to do, which moves
me deeply. I used to observe them for hours,
sometimes out of depression, which also
developed into an affectionate fascination.
I feel very close to appliances, maybe
even wish to be similar to them in terms
of attitude, silent presence, supportiveness,
loyalty, understatement, and substance. They
seem to be modest, yet it is significant how
they are there to help with organizing life—
things like cooking, washing, eating, etc., but
not necessarily as acts for recharging oneself
in order to be productive in the outside world.
Rather the opposite. I would insist that the

activities in the private space deserve more
attention, that the private space be considered
a place of complexity, where the self is cared
for and contemplated and can be shared in a
different way.
Second, I am interested in the potentiality
of the kitchen as one of the most private
spaces, which opens itself most generously and
genuinely to the others, even under difficult
circumstances. That’s what I got from Duras
as well as from my mother. Both eagerly
cooked for and fed people, even hid wanted
political criminals in their homes. The kitchen
was a peaceful battlefield for their engagement
against sociopolitical injustice. I was a difficult
child who was unsatisfied and unhappy with
the openness of my mother’s kitchen, where
I wanted to be her only child instead of one
of many hungry people. It took me a while to
understand the meaning of her activity as the
hostess of the house who was an intellectual
activist outside the home but also active from
inside by opening her private space to others
as a shelter for wanted people, a meeting place
for students and activists, as well as a kitchen
for anyone. I am interested in this most natural
and genuine process of opening one’s home
to others or to the outside world, physically
or metaphorically. There is an intimate
public engagement, in which privateness and
publicness are not accommodated separately.
Besides, all of sudden I was aware of the
fact that I had two flats, one in Seoul and one
in Berlin, but no studio (working space). It
may be hard to believe, but even I was a bit
surprised by it when I became conscious of
it. There were in fact two places I needed to
open up. The experiment I was attempting
with Doubles and Couples was to picture an
impossible, therefore abstract space in which
domestic appliances from two different spatial
origins are in movement or in a relational
posture with each other.
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EJ
If then your focus in Sallim (2009), one
of your new works for the Biennale, is to
acknowledge the significance of that which
happens inside as equal to, dependent upon,
and affecting that which happens on the
outside, then it seems that works like Sadong
30, Squandering Negative Spaces, and
Yearning Melancholy Red (2008) might do
the reverse. In these works, there seems to be
some reference to the impact of public life or
the outside world on the person. In fact, many
of your works might be discussed in terms of
the impact of the larger world on the private
space of the home, or on one’s personality,
ambition, or psychology.
HY
I haven’t thought about this work in the way
you describe it. It’s interesting to hear your
view, incorporating an idea of in and out
with private and public. According to your
observation, my focus lies in rhetoric about
some private quality that isn’t solely private,
since it opens itself toward to an implication of
the failure of rigorous and ordinary publicness.
As we discussed two days ago on the phone,
the notion of sallim, which in Korean means
something like “running a household,” or I
guess “a container of the household,” such as
the kitchen space, interests me as a microcosm
of running the machinery of life. This modest
form of machinery is often understood as
a secondary or marginal (nebensächlich)
narrative compared to one’s job or productive
activities, but it plays a significant role for
basic life organization. Because of its unique
autonomous and generous quality, I’m drawn
to attempt an articulation of it.
Going back to your question about the
reversed way of treating in and out or private
and public, I have to say that for me, it’s
about the scale. On one hand, whether it is

▲▶
Haegue Yang
Sallim
2009
Steel frame, perforated metal plates,
casters, aluminum Venetian blinds,
knitting yarn, acrylic mirror, IV
stand, light bulbs, cable, fan, timer,
dried garlic, plates, hot pad, scent
emitters (Curry, Freshly Brewed
Coffee, French Bread, Hot Apple
Pie, Vomit, Dinosaur Dung)
310 × 250 × 420 cm
Collection of The Museum of
Modern Art, New York, Fund for
the Twenty-First Century and gift of
Agnes Gund, Glenn Fuhrman, and
Jerry I. Speyer
Installation view of Condensation:
Haegue Yang, Korean Pavilion, 53rd
Venice Biennale, Venice, Italy, 2009
Photo: Pattara Chanruechachai

122

123

▲
Haegue Yang
Yearning Melancholy Red
2008
Aluminum Venetian blinds,
aluminum hanging structure,
powder coating, steel wire,
mirror, moving spotlights,
infrared heater, fan, drum kit,
trigger, MIDI converter, cable
362 × 1450 × 1285 cm
Courtesy of Galerie Barbara
Wien, Berlin
Installation view of Asymmetric
Equality, REDCAT, Los Angeles,
USA, 2008
Photo: Scott Groller

a private household or a public household,
I am interested in the household, which is
usually taken less seriously in any system or
structure because it regarded as something less
specialized or as a territory that is less skilled.
I feel extremely inspired to work in this lowtech or low-profile niche, which is somehow
modestly scaled in its meaning, despite its
fundamental importance.
EJ
Your new installation for the Pavilion, Series
of Vulnerable Arrangements – Voice and
Wind, cites a series of installations dating
back to your project at BAK in Utrecht, the
São Paulo Biennale, and recently at the Art
Gallery of Greater Victoria. Tell me about
Series of Vulnerable Arrangements as an
ongoing investigation.
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▲
Haegue Yang
Series of Vulnerable Arrangements – Voice and Wind
2009
Aluminum Venetian blinds, aluminum hanging
structure, powder coating, steel wire, fan, wind
machine, scent emitters (Buddha Temple, Musty,
Fresh Cut Grass, Earth, Rainforest, Ocean Mist)
380 × 741 × 1395 cm
The scents of Musty and Earth have been replaced by
Eucalyptus and Cedar Wood since 2015
Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum, New York;
purchased with funds contributed by the
International Director's Council, 2011
Installation view of Condensation: Haegue Yang,
Korean Pavilion, 53rd Venice Biennale, Venice, Italy,
2009
Photo: Pattara Chanruechachai
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HY
I guess the new installation is citing not only
previous works but also new encounters.
Yet the type of citation has changed in
that there are no clear referential stories
anymore. The figures and stories behind my
works were never obvious; in fact, they were
impossible to read with bare eyes. I admit
that this disappearance of reference is not a
complete one, and if it has been weakened,
the process was progressive and not sudden.
So previous works reveal much of where I
have come from and how much everything
stays in relation. Still, for me, there is a
big lapse with my previous work Series of
Vulnerable Arrangements – Shadowless Voice
Over Three, from my exhibition Symmetric
Inequality at Sala Rekalde in December 2008.
The long march of intentionally conceived
serial works is more or less finalized, and
now I stand at a new beginning, which feels

at the same time old. If there is a continuation
from this previous work, it lies in the element
of voice. Series of Vulnerable Arrangements
– Shadowless Voice Over Three contains an
open microphone, which is made available for
use by the visitors. Whenever the microphone
transmits a voice, the six spotlights in the
exhibition space move differently from what
was originally planned. This break from a
fixed choreography is triggered by the voice.
The new work at the Pavilion is titled Series of
Vulnerable Arrangements – Voice and Wind
and offers a sensory experience of wind from
various fans and wind machines, and I think
conceptually offers a voice as an underlying
sentiment, which is human and singular.
Unlike Shadowless Voice Over Three, these
two elements are not connected with each
other mechanically in Voice and Wind—
the direct interdependence is not there. The
connection between voice and wind without
a traceable connection of mechanics seems to
me more considered.
A contradictory sense experience had
previously been mobilized in Yearning
Melancholy Red at REDCAT in 2008, where
three fans were installed face to face with
three infrared heaters. When someone stood
in between them, she or he would sense both
simultaneously. I felt that these simultaneously
intersecting and contradictory senses were
very comforting. In Voice and Wind, scents
will dissipate, blow away, and mix with each
other whenever neighboring wind machines
are turned on. This is a kind of evolution of
my interest in offering different senses, which
are presented in the space but which keep their
ephemeral and vulnerable nature as well as
their violent and expressive nature, even if on
a meek scale.
Somehow the first of these installations,
Series of Vulnerable Arrangements – Version
Utrecht, realized at BAK in 2006, in which
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▶
Haegue Yang
Series of Vulnerable
Arrangements –
Shadowless Voice over
Three
2008
Aluminum Venetian
blinds, aluminum hanging
structure, powder coating,
steel wire, moving
spotlights, mylar, infrared
heater, fan, sound system,
microphone, speaker,
amplifier, scent emitters
(Fresh Air, Fresh Cut
Grass, Earth, Dinosaur
Dung, Buddha Temple,
French Bread, Coffee
Shop, Garlic Butter)
312 × 2057 × 3808cm
Collection of Leeum,
Samsung Museum of Art,
Seoul
Installation view of
Symmetric Inequality,
Sala Rekalde, Bilbao,
Spain, 2008
Photo: Begoña Zubero

various sensory machines were installed
alongside the presentation of my Video
Triology, feels fresh and very close to what
I am currently developing for the Korean
Pavilion, due to its reduced elements and loose
atmosphere. This is different from recent
installations that use the theatrical effect
of programmed spotlights and calculated
compositions of sense experiences. The
installation at BAK was immediately echoed
in a more complex spatial configuration in
Series of Vulnerable Arrangements – Blind
Room, shown the same year at the São Paulo
Biennale. In that installation, the machines
are carefully yet simply arranged in the
space with less relational interweaving. It
features a simple juxtaposition of humidity,
heat, light, reflection, and scent that is less
composed, except for the partial and uneven
distribution of each sensual effect. As the

title suggests, I was interested in building a
field of unevenness, in which the experiences
are rather independent, simply existing
next to each other. The realization in São
Paulo, which was later also exhibited at the
Walker Art Center in Minneapolis, achieved
its roomlike form through a periphery of
venetian blinds that made the entire zone
a half-transparent chamber in which the
light, smells, and humidity drifted around
and through it, and yet because of the
small scale of the work, the effects stayed
more or less at their origin, marked by the
body of each device. The looseness of these
first installations with their various sense
experiences is what I am trying to regain after
the tours and detours of the last three years. I
am not only including precisely programmed
elements but also trying to endow a more airy
atmosphere in general. For instance, wind
will blow and destabilize the geometry of
the blinds, while the audience’s presence, the
walls of blinds, and the crosscurrents of wind
will block and direct air in different ways to
produce a subtle, unpredictable new order not
designed for the space.
I adapted the recurring title, Series of
Vulnerable Arrangements, for various types
of works, from light sculptures to installations
with blinds and spotlights. I never actually
intended to have a serial title; it just happened
that it felt right to use this title over and over
again. There is, however, an aspect of this title
that seems to me legitimate to carry on. It’s
difficult to articulate why, but I would like to
try... I am often interested in making things by
loose association, which can be described by
the word “arrangements”; this again allows me
to follow a methodology of “take” instead of
“make.” So, as I stated in my Video Triology,
I am interested in observing how new
composition arises while cutting and pasting
proceed, which is a nonediting process.
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▶
Series of Vulnerable
Arrangements – Version Utrecht
2006
Aluminum Venetian blinds,
various sensory devices, cable
207 × 800 × 500 cm
Collection of M+, Hong Kong
Light element: Relational
Irrelevance
Globe floor lamp, spotlight, timer
Humidity element: Handful of
Obscurity
Humidifier, metal chain, timer
Temperature element: Possible
Synonym of Squandering
2 infrared heaters, timer
Wind element: Anonymous
Movement
Industrial floor fan, timer
Scent element: Almost Exhausted,
Becoming Intro Time Machine
2 scent emitters (Wood Fire and
Fresh Linen)
Installation view of Unevenly,
BAK – basis voor actuele Kunst,
Utrecht, Netherlands, 2006
Photo: Ernst Moritz

Also “arrangement” applies to the nature
of things I take. Regardless of whether they
are events, phenomena, objects, or images,
I am often drawn by the vulnerability of
things and I realize they make me vulnerable
as well. Curator Binna Choi once described
it as “oblique.” I guess there must be other
synonyms. I don’t know where and how to
meet “vulnerability,” but I slowly get to know
it, its hometown, its namelessness, as well
as its voice. I guess I am still on a journey of
investigating those concepts in life.
EJ
Series of Vulnerable Arrangements – Voice
and Wind also relates to several large-scale,
labyrinthine installations that have relied
heavily on theatrical lighting. But the Pavilion
necessitated a slightly different approach.

natural daylight feels right to work with. It
took me a while to accept the conditions of
the Pavilion’s architecture as it is. There is
certainly still a sensation of risk, and I am
working physically and mentally to contain
this under the umbrella of “domesticity.”
I am interested in defining this notion of
“domesticity” for myself.
EJ
Tell me more about how you are engaging
with daylight and transparency in Voice and
Wind as well as in your new video essay
Doubles and Halves – Events with Nameless
Neighbors (2009).

HY
Yes, lately I have been working intensively on
the dialectic combination of light and venetian
blinds that filter each other and demonstrate
a certain quality of permeability as relational
narratives in between. Now the situation of
the Korean Pavilion’s fully bright space with
strong daylight makes me vulnerable, and I
feel entirely disarmed in a sense that I have to
give up all that I have recently mastered. Of
course I could make the space entirely dark
for the perfect choreography of lights to create
a more controlled and familiar situation. Yet
I have never felt comfortable making a major
operation to change an exhibition space for
my work, so I will not heavily tailor the space
for my needs.
On top of this habit of taking things
mostly as they are, this vulnerability I obtain
by giving up “the known” is something
familiar to me. Since I am currently busy with
certain systems of self-management, which
is modest self-management, the situation of

HY
It is somewhat difficult for me to articulate
my interest in domesticity since the work
is in process, but what attracts me is its
scale. Domesticity has a slippery and elastic
unofficialness that an authoritarian power
structure can hardly grasp or influence. I
guess even privateness can be the object of
manipulation and control under severely
suppressive circumstances, yet I believe
domesticity is a framework of nonpublic
influence, because of its almost mundane,
modest, and harmless characteristics. When
I was confronted by the fact of the daylight
in the exhibition space, after a long period
of working with theatrical lights, I felt that
this might be something equivalent to the
domesticity I was concerned with, because
of its transparent clearness: as we often say,
something is “as clear as day.” Having been
away from the daylight for a while, working
in a darkened space and illuminating it with
choreographed light, I feel blinded now with
the daylight. I guess this sensation of blinding
my sight with ordinary sunlight is what I
am looking to experience personally and
artistically by unlearning controlled light.
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The new video essay contains an aspect of a
particular domesticity—places as well as people
with specific recognizable qualities. I began
with my neighbors in Seoul, who live without
drawing much attention from the outside
because of the scale of their life, which feels
almost meek. I started with their seemingly
poor situation, which is interpreted by me as
youth. The same goes for the disappearance
of this neighborhood, which is being pushed
farther out of the city due to gentrification.
But they will remain, distinctively memorable
beings. For Doubles and Halves, I wrote about
the inhabitants of this neighborhood, called
Ahyun-dong. I would just like to sing for
them: the shamans, the aged, the prostitutes,
the debtors, and ordinary people who don’t
seem to have much to boast about. I quote the
beginning of the narration here:
People who live here are young.
Their youth is explained by its uselessness.
Because they are young, they move swiftly.
This is different from being in a hurry,
because they are not in a hurry to be on a fast track.
Their agility is also explained by its uselessness.
(...)
Some may understand this form of living to be a kind
of poverty.
Mostly they say it’s a life “without amenities.”
But we ourselves don’t actually feel that way.
The “poverty” in this neighborhood is in fact not being
understood very well.
It is not surprising.
It is not surprising that people do not notice the fact
that what is called poverty in this neighborhood takes
place only because their minds are somewhere else.
It’s hard to figure out where the minds have gone off to,
so it’s easier to simply say they are poor.
(...)
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But, what they are busy with, they won’t show;
they are busy without being noticeable.
They know well that other people don’t know, but
they won’t say. Because if the details were revealed, it
wouldn’t be elegant. Only they do send a message now
and then, through a gesture, intimating “You people
cannot possibly understand.”
Those who recognize this gesture have a hard time
figuring out what to call them.
Thus they do not have a name.
On the one hand, while I was living in
Ahyun-dong, I felt accepted by the neighbors
through nonverbal communication. No one
ever asked who I was or what I was doing
there. This silence made me feel incredibly
accepted, and I could identify with them
perfectly and live next to them. I somehow
wanted to capture respectfully my memories
of their ghostly existence.
The images of Ahyun-dong are combined
with footage from Venice, around the Korean
Pavilion, which is located marginally in
the Giardini. The park draws many illegal
visitors, who are mostly invisible to us, except
for their traces. I heard about them from the
coordinator who works at the pavilion—how
it is a problem to have these people camping
on the roof of the Korean Pavilion during
the off-season or overnight. When I found
traces of them, I was immediately inspired
by these visitors to the Pavilion who might
not be interested in art. I somehow perfectly
understood their wanting to camp there,
because the rooftop was a highly attractive
hidden site for romantic youngsters, lovers, and
homeless people. Their secretive existence and
their coexistence with the spectacle of Venice
as apparitions were what I was interested in.
I am now separating the narration and the
footage, which I always wanted to try. In fact,
133

I have never felt comfortable fixing a layer of
narration and images on the same timeline. I
believe that autonomous texts and images are
more fluent and flow into each other better.
If there is a relational structure, it will be
so intimate that I needn’t pair them on the
same timeline. So somehow I expect that the
separation will help people make momentary
connections among the numerous and
constant combinations of image and sound to
evoke the relationship between Ahyun-dong
and my thoughts on it, for instance. Seeing
that I am addressing ghostlike places, figures,
and their events, this type of unfixed match
will endow a connection with my mysterious
momentary experience, in which I had a clear
glimpse of understanding those people.
I titled this new video essay Doubles and
Halves, a phrase that from the beginning
played a role in my conception of all the works
for the Korean Pavilion, because the quality
that fascinates me is the relationship between
the half of the whole and the double of the
whole. Both of them seem incomplete, yet they
can’t help each other. As I previously expressed
in Doubles and Couples, I am driven by
the tragic incompletion of reality, which
encourages me to narrate things in an abstract
manner. This time I am interested in ghostly
“halves” who meet their ghostly doubles over
and over again, which is altogether a silent
event because of its inactivity (désoeuvrement).
I am focusing on their domesticity and its
worklessness, which take place autonomously.

134

135

	Climatization: Field Notes from
the Short 10 Years (2000-2010)
of Art and Making Things
Public in Korea

Publisher
Kim Sunyoung
President of Korea Arts Management Service
Director
Kim Shinah
International Business Development Office
Manager
Shim Jieon
Visual Arts Planning & Development
Project manager
Moon Soeun
Visual Arts Planning & Development
Editor-in-chief
Binna Choi
Managing editor
Helen Ku
Publishing Advisors
Hyun Jung
Seewon Hyun
Emily Pethnick
Texts
Charles Esche
Beck Jee-sook
Youngchul Lee
Bo-Seon Shim
Sung Won Kim
Haegue Yang and Eungie Joo

Translation
Kyunghee LEE (Jee-sook Beck)
Iris Moon (Sung Won Kim)
Ro Seongja (Youngchul Lee)
Proofreading
Row Seunghyun
Design
Kwon Ohhyun (STUDI5)
Printing & Binding
SINSAGO HITECH Inc.
Photo credits
Pages 39, 45, 49: © Sanghee Song
Pages 42, 43: © Young-Whan Bae
Pages 95, 96, 97: © Chan-kyong Park
Page 99: © Yiso Sarangbang
Page 112: © Daenam Kim
Page 118: © Paolo Pellion
Pages 122, 125: © Pattara Chanruechachai
Page 124: © Scott Groller
Page 126: © Begoña Zubero
Page 128: © Ernst Moritz

Korea Arts Management Service
12F, Hongik University Daehak-ro Campus, 57,
Daehak-ro, Jongno-gu, Seoul (03082), Korea
Website
Phone
E-mail

http://eng.gokams.or.kr
+82-2-2098-2925
art-trans@gokams.or.kr

Published by Korea Arts Management Service
(KAMS) with financial support of Ministry of
Culture, Sports and Tourism of Korea
We would like to thank all copyright holders who
provided texts and photos for this publication.

www.gokams.or.kr

© 2016 the editors, the authors, the artists,
Korea Arts Management Service All rights reserved.

138

139

140

141

142

143

12F, Hongik University Daehak-ro
Campus, 57, Daehak-ro, Jongno-gu,
Seoul 03082, Korea

Website eng.gokams.or.kr
Phone +82-2-2098-2925
E-mail art-trans@gokams.or.kr

144

