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the North. Born in South Hamgyeong ProvIDce not far from where Pen Varlen was born, Kwon 
Young.woo(1926-2013) reflected on wartime havoc in his 1957painting After the Bombing (fig.70). 

Me-asuringalmost five feet high. the painting depicts what appears to be the hulking wreck of 
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What Contemporary Art 
Means in Korea 

2 PakSang-ok. "Hyeondae 
misul eui jihyangjeongsin" 
[The orientation of 
contemporary arc]. Dong-A 
llbo, January 7, 1955. 

3 For Ko Yu-seop, the first 
formally trained Korean art 
historian, hyeondaemisul 
meant something more than 
a synonym for the new or 
recent. Ko Yu-seop, 

"Hyeondae segye misulgye 
eui gwihu" [The return of 
the contemporary global arc 
world], Sindonga3, no. 11 

(November 1933): 38-42. 

4 Kim Young-ju, "Hanguk 
misul eui jemunje." Munhak 
yesul [Literature and arc] 
(April 1955): 187. 

5 The Asia Foundation 
provided seed money for 
the Bando Gallery in 1956. 
Located in downtown Seoul 
ac the landmark Bando 
Hotel, it was Korea's first 
modern commercial gallery 
that exhibited and sold the 
work of many artists, 
including Kim Whanki, To 
Sang Bong, and Park 
Sookeun. Ki Haegyeong, 

"Bando hwarang gwa 
aseajaedaneui munhwagye 
huwen· [Bando Gallery and 
the support of the Asia 
foundation), in Geundae 
mliul yeongu1006 [Modern 
arcresearch 1006) 
(Cwachcon: National 
Muw;um of Modern and 
Con=porary Art, 2006), 
Ul-}9, 
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a train sitting on a broken track segment. Positioned in the center of the painting, one rail appear 
thrust toward the immediate foreground. Bent toward the wreckage, the other rail gestures to 
us to fix our sights on the branchlike fragments of metal jutting from the painting's left-hand sid 
Remnants of some unknown machine, the fragments dangle helplessly on the ground and in 
midair. The frontal placement of the wreckage conveys how fellow artist Pak Sang-ok described 

"the era of today" in 1955 as being irrevocably descended from "the production of weapons of 
mass destruction."• In the distant background, we spy the faint wash silhouette of a large dome­
shaped building topped by a squat, triangular structure. Possibly a factory, it has managed to sta, 
upright, even down to the columnar vertical posts attached or next to the structure. After the j 
Bombing all but presses the history of recent destruction to the viewer while also making room 
for images suggestive of resilience. 

Introduced into visual arts writing in the early 1930s, the Korean term hyeondae misul can 
refer to either modem or contemporary art, or both. After 1953 the term galvanized artists and 
critics to reflect critically upon their own positions in a world dramatically changed by the 
cascading effects of World War II, the Korean War, and what in South Korea was known as the 
April Revolution of 1960. In this way, hyeondae misul recalled its origins as a term originally 
paired with sidae eui yesul, or "art of the times:' an earlier Korean phrase used to encapsulate the 
aspirations of those seeking to make artworks relevant to the specifics of a given time and place.l 
Artists and critics like Kim Young-ju (1920-1995), who remained in the South rather than defect 
to the North, as did many of his prominent colleagues, described the "present" of Korean art 
as indelibly shaped by having to "bear witness to Communism."• Like the Soviets did for North 

Korea, US military and political strategy extended to the promotion of contemporary art in 

the form of cultural exchanges, the provision of art supplies, travel and exhibition subsidies,nnd 
even gallery patronage. 5 Backed by the CIA since it began life as the Committee for Free A ia In 
1951, the Asia Foundation ranked among the leading financial supporters of contemporary 
Korean art. The foundation helped underwrite the costs of the National Museum of Korea when 
the South Korean legislature slashed ninety percent of its budget in 1953, as well as provid, d 
funds for the first overseas exhibition of contemporary Korean art, which took place at the\ od 
House Gallery in New York in 1958.6 I 

Cold War polarities complicated an existing predicament for Korean artists already grnppll~ 
with the matter of identity forming outside and in tandem with the question of natl nal in <'­

pendence. Artists whose careers began during the Japanese colonial occupation struggled th Lh 
formation of indlvldual and collective identity in relation to lost sovereignty, and agaln. 

the Korean War via disjunctions between national sovereignty, cultural indepenMnce. .n idci 
loglcolautonomy. Despite government censorship of"Japanese color" (wuuad), which 
from ban11on U1Jlngthe Jnpnnesc lnnguage to cffucingan,y representation ofJapa.n on ftlu th ~ 
wnrl<orenn nrt world still operated according to many oflhe structures put Inpl t' by th 
Jop1meiiecol1mlnlnuthorlllcs.' Althoughknown since 1948 as the NatiMal Art 'dlhll • ' 

J86 

https://1,J111v,,.J1


1 

ll 

Ktt 

• Gukjtonfor short, the annual government art salon remained largely unchanged from its colonial 
predecessor,the]oseon Fine Arts Exhibition, established in 1922. Moreover, although Japan and 
South Korea would not establish formal diplomatic ties until 1965, the former was a crucial 

accesspoint of information, as well as a conduit for Korean artists seeking en tree into a broader 
international art world via such events as the 1964 Tokyo Olympics.• 

At the same time, artists educated in Japan or in Japanese wrestled intensely with a colonial 
Jegacyvigorouslydenounced on political and moral grounds but which also included the emer­
gence of a distinctly cosmopolitan group of artists and critics whose attunement to happenings 
outside Korea would help lay the groundwork for a new understanding of modem and contempo­
rary art. Schooled in Tokyo, painters like Yoo Youngkuk (1916-2002; cat. 108) and Kim Whanki 

(1913-1974;cats. 39, 81, 82, ll2) produced abstract and abstract-adjacent works that rechanneled 
theirknowledge toward depicting Korean landscapes and cultural motifs, such as white porcelain 

" jarscolloquially known as "moon jars." Their explorations mirrored critical interest in what Kim 

Young-gi,one of the most prolific critics in 1950s Korea, saw as the "Asianification" of Western oil 
painting, in which European artists turned deliberately to Asian art as a vital part of their own 
claimsto modernity. 9 

:l Other artists and critics frequently criticized modem art in Japan as derivative of European 
precedents. The painter Nam Kwan observed, for example, how "it may be an advantage" that 
Koreanartists never had any sustained direct contact with Europe.' 0 Ink painters sometimes delib­
erately refrained from using bright colors to signal their rejection of Nihonga, the artistic 
category referring to paintings that combined techniques of Western oil painting and traditional 
inkpainting endorsed by the Japanese state. The painter Kim Hwa-gyeong, for example, stated 
thatsuch renaming exceeded mere semantics: "A basic step in the construction of a national art 
isto first eliminate the color of Nihonga" and produce work that reflected a "national con­
sciousness."11 Some artists used the word hyeondae as a declaration of this consciousness. Formed 
in 1957 to protest the National Art Exhibition's uncritical resemblance to its Joseon Fine Arts 
Exhibitionpredecessor, the Paegyanghoe group of mid-career ink painters (including Kim 

Young-gi,Kirn Ki-chang [1913/14-2001; cat. 66], Park Rehyun [1920-1976; cats. 45, 97], and Chun 
Kyung-ja[1924-2015]) described their works as "contemporary ink painting," "new ink painting," 
andunational painting:•u 

Discussions of recent art in both North and South Korea became a prime opportunity for 
thinkingmore explicitly about which values to uphold. Words like "freedom" (;ayu)~nd "person­
ality"(g1Useong)liberally peppered South Korean art writing, while North Korean cntics waxed 

8 J•p•n was also where Korean 
cxpatn•te< aligned with either 
North or South Korea could 
exhibit work together. Based 
in Japan ever since he left to 
attend art school in Tokyo 1n 
1937, the min Quac lnsik 
participated 1n one such 
exhibition at the Muramatsu 
Gallery in Tokyo 1n 1961. 

9 Kim Young-gi, "Jeobgeun• 
haneun dongseoyangh= 
segyem,sul~ eu, donghyan• 
geseo· [Approaching E.utem 

and Western painung 
among the trends of world 
art history], O,o,un llbo, 

DecemMr n. 195s. 
10 Nam Kwan, ·wongeung,." 

[Perspective], Kyunghyong 
Sinmun, April 11, 1954-

11 Kim H=-gyeong. ·oongyang• 
h=roseo eui hanhwa·, 
Kyunghyong Stnmun, January 
14, 1950. Kjm al.so used 
jo~onhwo, a word initially 
used by the Seonjeon to 
dMcribe non-Nihonga ,nk 
paintings. Cho• Vol,Honguk 
geundot mliul tu, ytokso. 

Honguk m1>ulsoSOJtOn,1Roo-
19~s [The history of Korean 
modern arc A dictionary of 
Kore:an:art history,,soo-
194S] (Seoul: Youlhwadang. 
2015). That K,m Hwa-gyeong 
used this term suggests that 
the ideological d,v,de 
Mtwttn North and South 
Korea had not yet crystalltud. 

12 Kim Kyung-y~n. • 1950 

nycondat hangukh~ ~• 
sumukchunngieok kyeong• 
hyang.· Mnulsahok ytongu 

( •999 ): 69. lmporunt to note 
,s Chun Kyung•~'s OOJ«tt0<1 
to calling ink painting 

'Komn pa,nting" (hangukhwot 
wh,ch iti. dnc:nbed as 
.. non.srn~ • In hn VI~. the 
tnSISttnet on cuhun.l ~ 
would mndy rephcatt the 
log,c Mh1nd t~ UUttO<l of 
Nthonp, ,..t,1ch ffllttg,,d 
through •n.1uon.ihmc 
tendN><tu.' Usu th,r rd 
hor,sulJ>,.atf\C"O<J~gH 

WTlllMlyNm,W th lfll •lun 
to •bu,ldtn1 • w.all th.t 
ac1<1.1Uv,II, tlw lndtv1thul 
nynl1t..a11ht 0 hu 

UCKrcl11, "HlnJUk 

hw~Mun t, ••-• 
tlothul~•e..Mi• (~.u,1 

(N '"'1\t4'1 t961) 
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1) While both refff t0 
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a.nd nmr to stand 
fot ~opposing 

~-twcxu of 
~m orthand 
South ora ~ tM rwo 
l(orusprom .-d 

~ conscm,oons'" 
-&.JUlUM Gu1Ch.trd. 
"lnthr .ameolthf~~­
~ in thr orth 
a.nc!So.lth•.oran 
Cons:.tut,om." Awn Joumo' 

of'-ondSoacty4 no.z 

(2017): •o•-•s.. 
14 ltt Kyu,ipung. "HyN>nd.ae 

rnisul nit lunp,yv,g" 
IDftcrionl of contrmponry 
ani Stout Sinmun ~ 

,s Among South Kolta's mosr 
ded,cated champoons of 
pho{0£111phy,the 
phot0graphtt limb Eung S,k 
dq,lored thr odusoon of 
phorography from the 19s6 
C4J, JaNt dnj)ltr pho!op-a 
phy ~ "longMffl 
acceprNI wrthtn the ambtt 
of ~m formatNe arr.• 
limb Eun So~ "Sunv,w,I• 
~ .UI t.ungnl" IThe 
VlCtory of lrfe-oric,ntNI 

rr.tllVTliY.yungltya11g 
S,,,,,,U,,, DfiiPmbff lO, t9i6 

eloquently about "liberation" (hacbnng)and "the people" (i11111111).11 Despite the 1deological divi 
that uch hmninological diffcrrmccs convey, citizem, of both countrie were deeply keyed into 

"rooe,'elopment" (jacgcon) and "reality" (liJconsil)ns constant subjects of exploration. The critic 
Lee Kyung ung tellingly wrote ofhO\\ the "new renli m" was a question of"direction" refracted 
through how "machine civilization di rupt human mentality or consciousness from the mod 

to the contemporary" and how each individual must contend with the fact of their intrinsic 
loneliness. .. 

Embodying the imbrication of art with such que tions is In the Vicinity of a Them1oelectric 
Power Plant, Tangin/1, coul(fig. 71). Token in the 1950s by Lee Hae-sun, the photograph is 
divided. ,.,,;.th the upper portion howing a ingle smokestack towering over an accumulation of 

displaced dirt. Plume - of combustion gas dissolve into the clouds, further emphasizmg the 
verticality of the work. In the lower half, a group of women draw water from a well, seemingly 
oblhious to the factory behind them. Some wear lumbok,traditional attire consisting of a short 
jacket and a full skirt. By itself, the scene recalls any number of pastoral landscapes or scenes 
rustic domesticity popular during the colonial occupation and even well into the 1950s, as may 
be seen in the works of artists like Park Sookeun (1914-1965; cats. 95, 122, 123), the self tau 
painter whose choice of subjects and sense of texture made him a national darling. That the 
photograph resembles a landscape composition in a traditional vertical hanging scroll, where spa 
distance correlates to physical distance from the bottom edge of the work, is no coincidence. 
Trained as a painter before shifting to photography in the 1930 , Lee may have wanted to 
the artistic value of photography intelligible to established painters openly hostile toward the 
idea of photography being recognized as fine art. '5 

A member of the deposed Korean royal family whose great uncle wa Y1 Ha eung, the 
powerful regent of mid nineteenth-century Joseon best known as Daewongun (Prince of the 
Great Court), Lee Hae sun would have been especially sen ilive to fricbon produced between 

lltlU~• 1• 
In I In r.un,/111/,1 Vlt /Illy u/ II II m111111,,11/t f',,"'" / /,1111 l11,1,i111I~ 

s,out u ,,,.. ,,v;s r...,.,11, ,, .. (tm • ◄ 01 on)6llvr,I"'"' • ,11111 
,,,,.,IJI cnl!C'r11,,n 
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discrepantperiod , beliefs, and lifestyle . 16 The new Korean republic was marked by a distinct 16 The prohibitive cost of 

h ·tility toward monarchy, embodied by its president, Rhee Syngman, who condemned his own cameras made photography 
something of an elote

noblelineage as "a di grace rather than an honor:" 7 Perhaps not surprisingly, Lee Hae-sun practice in Korea In 

gmi.tated toward urreali ma a mean of coming to terms with the tension produced by non­ addition to Lee, photogra• 
phers, including Han

sensicalor awk ...wardjuxtapo itions. 18 The chain-link fence crowned with barbed wire separates Youngsoo and Limb Eung-Sik, 
the women from the embankment on which the power plant stands. Together with the vertical came from affluent 

backgrounds.
orientationof the work, it emphasize how the division most relevant to the lives of ordinary 

17 Rhee, quoted in Chong-sik 

Koreanswas not the arbitrary demarcation separating North and South Korea but the stark differ­ Ltt, Syngmat1 Rhee: The 
Prison Years of a Youngencebetween large- cale industrial development and less mechanized practices occurring Radoca/(Seoul: Yonsei 

on a local level. fa the Vicinity of a Themwelectric Power Plant, Tanginli, Seoul maps another set of Un1versoty Press, 2001), 150. 

18 On the Korean med1tat1on
l'Oordinatesplotted against the axe of supposed tradition and future-oriented development, as 

of Surrealism, see Joan Kee, 
v.'tlJ.asof continuity and rupture. "Translation: Felicitous 

Infidelities; onGlobalSome artists sought to fuse these axes together. In a pair of hanging scrolls titled Still Life, Surrealism(New York and 

ParkRehyun reimagined traditional objects of literati painting, such as bronzes and incense London The Metropolitan 
Museum of Art and Tateburners (fig. 72). The shapes are familiar, but they al o appear to combine and dissolve with other 
Modern, 2022), 142-4 3 

geo_metncforms whose referent are not entirely clear. In the lower half of the left scroll, Park 
ll!cises the surface with small, carefully delineated lines resembling miniature tree branches or the 
SUrfaceof a woven basket. The right-hand scroll displays multiple vessels from a variety of 
Perspectives,including one vaselike receptacle that appears foreshortened so that the viewer seems 
tobedir ct! • d p k' • . . e Y above its opening. The absence of a stable vantage pomt un erscores ar s interest 
Ill Patnti •ng as a dynamic constellation of forms rather than as a predictable outcome. As 

FIGURE 7l 

P•rk Rehyun. St/II Lift, 1959 Ink and color on paper, each screen 
54l\ ><16Y. 1n (138><42 cm). Private collection 
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19 YI Pong-sang. "M1hyeop­
ieonpyeong• (Review of the 
Korean Fine Arts Association 
exhibition], Dong-A /Ibo, 
June 19, 1956. 

20 In literature being disabled 
was often equated with 
being fundamentally unable 
to live a fulfilled lifl!. A study 
of thirty-eight Korean novels 
from the 1950s to the 1970s, 
for example, showed that 
most romantic encounters 
ended in reiection or denial 
of the 1mpa1red character. 
However, after the Korean 
War, pity seemed to be the 
prevailing attitude toward 
the disabled. Hwang 
Yong-ha and Lee Seung-hui, 
"Hanguk soseole natanan 
jangaeingwan yeongu: 1950 
nyeondaebuteo 1970 
nyeondaekkajireul 
jungsimeuro• (A study on 
the views of individuals with 
disabilities in Korean novels, 
focusing on the period from 
1980 co 2007 ), Hanguk 
ttuksu gyoyukhakhoe 
[Korean Journal of special 
education] 39, no. 3 
(December 2004): 101-2. 

21 Kim M1-iung. "1960 
nyeondae hanguk misul e 
natanan minsok gwa musok 
motibeu• [Folk and 
shamanlmc motifs ,n 1960s 
Korean art], Hanguk gcundae 
mlsulsahak(Journal of 
Kor an modern art) (August 
2006): 189 n1 

Park wa abl to gi e her picture en u h ten i n and lack ·o that they nev r calcified into fu 
compo ition , her re onfigured ink pain tin c m nt d h r profe ional reputati n de pite the 
fact that he wa a woman in ah avil. mal -d minat d and hauvini tic field. Th oil painter 
Lee Bong- ang, one of th mo t ni r arti t f th day, prai ed h r ke n " en of the contem. 
porary" becau e ofh , he r cogniz d "f, rm" a more than a matter of applying technique or 

producing a repre entation. 19 

Joining Park in fi lding n w p r p ti e " her hu band Kim Ki-chang. A deaf-mute in 
a time and place that r gard d di abled individual a object of pity, indifference, or deri ion. 
Kim employed a vigorou bru hwork that it elfb came a megaphone amplifying the voice of th 
who could not be heard? 0 In the Life of Chri t, the erie of thirty ink-and-color painting he 
completed during the Korean War, Kim point dly focu e on cene involving odally di ·e 
chi ed figure , uch a fi hermen or Mary Magdalen (fig. 73). Chri t i reenvi ioned a a trad.iti nal 
aristocrat o that the cene read even more trongly a allegorie of a democracy to com . 

While Kim' attention to biblical themes reflect the importance of religiou belief and 
Chri tianity in particular for many Korean arti t throughout the first half of the twentieth cen 
the picturing of Chri t a a Korean man empha ize indigenization a another pot nt force 
cour ing throughout arti tic production in the 1950 and 1960s."' In 1958 eung tat:k Le mad 
Godret Ston.es, a work ba ed on a traditional method of weaving, in which mall tone· are u • I, 
weight to keep the warp end in place during weaving (fig. 74). Much of it vi ual impact com( 
from how the multiplicity of the mall tone play again t the thinne of the tring and w 

flC.URf 71 
l<IIT1I ch1ng. /lrol/11gthe ck from th I If ol hr1111 11 ,, 1 SI 

tnk and color on 111 ,4 1110 In (61" 7 cm) Prlva,e oll 1lnn 
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ofr con truction affecting Korean ociety at every lev 1. 
Howcont mporary art m rged through th negotiation of belief with the d man of i 1 

reality was vividly d mon trat d in th ffort to , tabli h a g nerative relation intern • 
liona) in and what might b call d an archiv of pn t imaginarie • Rather nt 
th• od m Kor an ar in relation t lh W t, ritic qui h 

fW t rn ab trn lion lo ink pn Kim 
har rl . l •m, or p • lfi n nm ri 
of 1:uroam h th xh u 'h,'d m 
lrop , n JI nk polnl l 

(l 04 Ih • 1111l 

OU 

V rJ I( l l' 

lik 
1r 1 

of tl t h A 1 l 1 

P In 

bar supporting the stones' cumulative weight. Long interested in so-called folk art and in tradi­ 22 Park s~Bo, "Hwadan eui 
sae eolguldeul-1 Seung­tional object , includingjangseung, or wooden totem poles originally erected at village entrances 
caekgun" (New faces in the 

to ward off evil spirits, Lee was characterized by his contemporary Park Seo-Bo as an artist who arc world-Mr. Lee 
Seung-caek],Gu do smmun,"turns his ear to these legacies which have already been discarded and are considered as devalued 
June26. 1958. 

in today's society."22 The early sixties would see Lee experiment with onggi.,or oji, the dark 23 For d, cu ion of L e' 

semiporousearthenware traditionally used in Korea for storing and fermenting variou condiment , 
which he used to create various sculptural forms."3 The nativizing impulse expressed through 
the tum to indigenous materials or subjects also reads as an effort to rehabilitate a Korean 
historyof art and culture prior to its organization into categories and institution e tabli hed by 
Japanese anthropologists, politicians, collectors, and scholars and which occurred even b fore 
Japan officially annexed Korea in 1910. 24 Small wonder that works having ome explicit connection 
toKoreanmythology would feature prominently in the National Art Exhibition; affiliation lik 
the e easily folded into th ongoing proce s of national elf-determination central to the proj 



Wha1 Contrmporary Art 
~.in,rnKoru 

Z6 lwlg GNn-uek. "Hoeh~ 
t'\11hy~nduhw• mun~· 
[The ,ssue of modemmng 
pamttng), Yonhop Su!mun 
M.irch 11, •9S8. A, if to 

emphu,ze the clistincuon 
between modem and 
contemporary, Bangused 
the rom.111,ud form of 

"modem .rusr • 
27 lbrd. 
28 Ibid. 

As the fir t generation of po twar Korean arti ~ came of age in lhe late 1950s, some critics 

di tingui hed between older and younger artist - according to orientation. Bang Gcun-tack argued 
about how arti ts aged forty and above were tethered lo the idea of a "modern artist" as refracted 

through the Japane e interpretations of fonn, whclher oflmprcssionism or of styles considered 
"revolutionary" in the early twentieth century. 26 ln contra l, artists in their twenties and thirties 
immer ed them elves in a "period of reflection" about how best "to contribute to tomorrow 

through today's consciou ne called the contemporary." 17 Bang added that "the contemporary'' 
was characterized by a critical attitude toward existing influences, which for younger artists 
meant asking "where to begin."a.S It i apt, then, that Park Seo-Bo named his first foray into abstrac­
tion Painting No. 1-57 (fig. 75). There, he eizcd pictorial space by the horns, treating it as a blank 

physical site upon which to build an edi£ce of paint. Thick black, blue, and whitish strokes serve as 
a scaffold supporting generous dollops of vivid color. While the title of the work suggests an 

intended association with the numerical titles favored by Jackson Pollock, Park favored blunt 
strokes that are rougher and more feral than the choreography staged by the American painter. 
At the same time, Park demon trated a greater degree of control than the athletic tug-of-war 
that so often characterized the works of his contemporaries who were associated with the 
Gutai Group in Japan or Art Informel painting in France. 

That so many artists from a wide range of backgrounds gravitated toward abstraction in the 
second half of the 1950s may be explained not only by a heightened receptivity to overseas 
developments but also by how the transnational circulation of abstraction was looser and more 

/f<,UMI n 
rirk S.o Bo, r1a111t111g/'IQ •·Sl, 19\/ 011<>n••nvi1, 11~ • 11¼In 
(9~ JI 11 cm) Prl'l•I• U>lltCllt>n 
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agile than what either Cold War geopolitics o.r festering postcolonial tensions would permit.29 

KimYoung-ju described the allure of gestural abstraction, especially the set of improvisatory and 

highlyphysical oil paintings known in French as Art lnfom1el, as "an international language 

that expands into an unknown future:' 3°Certainly abstraction would be closely linked to Korean 
definitions of the English word "contemporary," as seen by its prominence in the Contemporary 
Artists'Exhibitionseries. Hosted by a private company, the Chosun Ilbo newspaper, the series 

wouldchallenge the National Art Exhibition of the early 1960s as Korea's most important recur­
ringexhibition for recent art. 31 Although Kim Whanki's thickly encrusted representations of 
cranes, round porcelain jars, mountains, and other images strongly associated with Korean 

cultureattracted favorable attention at the Sao Paulo Bienal in 1963, abstraction expanded its 
footprint, especially in the delegations sent to events like the Paris Biennale, which, from its 
founding in 1959, focused on younger artists. 

Interest in overseas developments reached fever pitch with the Korean edition of the Fam{ly 
E! of Man in Seoul in 1957. A seminal 1955 exhibition of over five hundred photographs from around 

the world organized by Edward Steichen, the director of photography at the Museum of Modem 
Artin New York, it proved to be a powerful weapon for a US government keen to promote its 
interests in politically sensitive areas, including South Korea and Japan. Drawing an estimated 
three hundred thousand viewers in Korea alone, the exhibition's overt humanist focus and the 
debates it provoked would shape Korean photography for years to come. An astute chronicler of 
the Korean twentieth century who portrayed history as an accumulation of incomplete gestures 
and truncated views, Hyun U Yeong insinuated that the emphasis on shared human experience 
in the Family of Man merely echoed the shopworn universalism peddled by the Japanese Empire 
in colonial Korea.32 Those coming to photography through wartime journalism or military service, 
inwhich images of death saturated everyday experience, were more positive. Kim Han Yong 
(1924-2016;cat. 56) applauded how the exhibition not only transcended language barriers but also 
made a case for the humanity of those suffering from systemic disenfranchisement, including the 
disabled and those identified as Black.33 Also notable to him was the presentation of individual 

photographs as objects worthy of sustained attention. 34 

In one image, Kim depicts ennui through the unlikeliest of genres: the wedding portrait 
(fig. 76). Taken in Namsan, the mountain that once served to mark the southern perimeter of 
Seou~ the photograph affords us a glimpse of a poker-faced couple, who stand stiffly just off the 
image's center. Towering above them is a stone likeness of Rhee Syngman. Completed in August 
1956 to commemorate the president's eightieth birthday, the stah1e was erected in the very spot 
where the Chosen Shrine, the most important Shinto shrine in colonial Korea, once stood. 
Theposition of Rhee on this politically fraught site was a symbolic geshtre Intended to consolidate 
the president's place in history as a national hero. For many Korean citizens, however, the 
gesture may have read as little more than a diversionary tactic by an autocratic government with 
diminished credibility; 1956 was the year that Rhee had the constitution amended to eliminate 

Presidential term limits. 

29 Yet it must be noted that 
North Korean art writers 

viewed the South Korean 

embrace of abstraction as 

evidence of an internalized 

colonization, or a •corrupting" 

by-product of US 
imperialism. Ri Weon-gon, 

"Namjoseon misul eui 

toepesang gwa 'chusangpa' 
eui bandongseong• [The 

decadence of South Korean 

art and the reactionism 
of "Abstractionism"], /oseon 

misul [Joseon art] 2 

(February 1963): 34-

3° Kim Young-ju, 
"Anghweolmel gwa uri misul" 
[lnformel and our art], 
Chosun /Ibo, December 13, 

1958. 
31 Only in 1969 did the Gukjeon 

create a separate category 
for nonftgurative arL 

32 In a discussion published in 
the inaugural issue of the 
photography journal Sajin 
Munhwa prior to the Seoul 

installation of the Family of 
Man, Hyun remarked that 
he saw the images as merely 

•• continuation• of the photo 
albums published during 
the •occupation era· 
(waejeong sidat). Quoted in 
Park JuSeok, •1950 nyondae 
hanguk sajin gwa 
ingangajokjeon• [Korean 
photography in the 1950s 
and "The Family of Man"], 
/-languk geunhyeonda• 
misu/sal,ak[Journal of Korean 
modem and contemporary 
art) 14 (August 1005): 6s. 

33 Kin, Han Yong. interview 
with lee Kyung-min, in 

'Hanguk sujlnsa gusul-peuro­
jek1eu: Kim Han-yong" 
[Korean photography 
hi1tory lmerview project: 
Kim Han-yong], Hangul< 
iajin m1.mwhayto,,gu.so 
jaryojip [Journal of the 
Korean Institute of Pho10-
graphy and Culture J.vol. , 
(Seou~ Hanguk ,ajln 
munhlV;l yt'<lnguso, >010). a,. 

14 Ibid. 
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What Contemporary Art 
Means in Korea 

35 An especially useful 
summary identified 

•mainstream•contemporary 
art in early 1960s Korea by 
assessing four key artists' 
groups in terms of 
generation and receptivity 
to abstraction. The Modern 
Art Group consisted of 
artists like Chun Kyung-ja, 
Han Mook, and Jung Gyu, 
who were interested in 
abstraction, figuration, and 
ink painting; the Sinsanghoe, 
or New Image Society, 
whose members were 
Guk1eonstalwarts like Lee 
Bong-sang and Yoo 
Youngkuk; the Accuel group 
of painters, including Park 
Seo-Bo, Chung Sang-hwa, 
and Kim 1'chang-Yeul, 
whose approach to 
abstraction was •,harper· 
and more •,uwng edge• 
than that of the Modern Art 

Croup; and the Mudong1n, 
or Z ro Croup, of very 
young ,runs In thror 
twMtll", whos w,,r~1 
1nvolv1ng found ol,i,ct I and 
k111v,s In hru o( bru1h•1 
wrr d,•vm,·d th, mcm 
radIC:ii U1111~wd, •11,ngu~ 
rw1ul~u1 bu11podo" 
(Dm11butlon ol K•,r••n •rtl, 
Cho,un1/IJtJ,Mil• hit,, l?f>I 

51, Kun Young Ju,'Han11u~ 
hyrond 111l1ulgw1t• u 
banghyaoog-1 lyr<,k11t1gw• 
J•t-KunrdArhanJt-ul' 
(Koru11,0111 r1111or4ry 1111 
.nd lu d1rrc1lu11 1'1<1po,1•h 
lc,r umov;11u11 •11d 
,unwu,rnmJ, fJ1111)1A //11t1, 
Augull ◄ 1•J61J 

JJ Ibid 

Kim Han Yong, who would soon become Korea's first full-time photographer specializing in 
commercial advertising, knew almost better than anyone how a well-chosen crop or angle could 
change a viewer's impression of an image. The monument was part of Rhee's efforts to create 
a believable politics of spectacle. Yet far from an imposing monolith, the statue look curiou 1-yout 
of place. A spray of branches stripped of leaves juts directly into the space of the picture. It 
distorts the scale of the statue by appearing to overlap with Rhee's raised hand. Kim's photograph 
betrays no overt ideological agenda, but the extreme distance at which he took the picture 
conveys the alienation many Koreans felt toward a regime obsessed with it own pre ervntion 

Such alienation erupted into a citizen-led revolution in April 1960. Known as 4.19 (sa ii i:11) 

in Korean, the April Revolution led to the ousting of Rhee, creating a leader hip vacuum th,1t 
resulted in the ascent of Park ChW1g-hee, a former army general who in 1961 became Korea': 
president, and whose disregard for civil liberty would become all too apparent in the ccond h.1lf 
of the 1960s. Coinciding with the April Revolution were several reckoning within the Kor ·an ,1rt 

world over what it meant to be contemporary or avant-garde. The Korean art world rcassemhl d 
into different alignments loosely corresponding to age and generation, omc of which empted 
into visible acts of de.fiance.35 In 1960 a group of younger arti t held what wa known as thl• W II 
Exhibition, where younger artists in ti gated a guerilla salon des refuses by hanging ev ·ral g,~tt1 ti 
abstract paintings outdoors on the walls of the palace hosting the National Art C.\liib1t1011 Kim 
Young-ju even went o for as to cnll for the abolition of the alon, mu ·ing openly about wh th r 
the art world needed Jts own 'Trench Revolution" to rid it of tl1e factiona.li m that he w a 
having no place inn "modern clcmocrntic society:• 6 In a triking turn of phr.l',e, Kim likened th 
National Art Cxhlbltio11lo an c. ten ion of Rh1:e yngman' authoritarian regime,\ hKh m ll\ ~ 

NUppr •11sccl"opposition artists" who c work· might "provide a fountlalion for odal p rtkl1 
by b ·urlnl,( witness lo Lh • hu1nn11condiHon."" 

By llw l'Hrly J9Gos, tlw Iden of contemporary a.rt w,b incn.•a ingly ,h, pnl h, ttl1tll1d l t 

l'fforti, lo co11sldt•r l(on·11n 11rl 111thl' ronll·.·t ofth intl·nrntionnl ,Ill world ,,ml tlw \\ >rhl 
J<on•un m 11111 Wl'H' 11111kln/( m lm111rl nt l' rh,11~ • hd\H'l'II tht rtht Kfor th1•m,t·lwi., In ' 
Byu11uk1(19H, 202i1 ~·111.1)11) 1111tlKim 'l's( h Ill~ \',•ul p11hlhhl·ll Ill tlw '/1111111Ill-.>II'\\ I' 'I r, th 
rm nwr llSHt'rlt•d Lh I t'Ulllt'111Jltll'IH) 1 I' on-.,n ll I lit'\ t•r "pt 111\i'l'h l' I ·1 l,·1t\'t' I Iht hi \Ill I ,I 

ll) 

l 
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process called modernity;' which partly explained what he saw as an unhealthy fixation on 38 Kim ByungJ<i, quoted in 
")eonjinhaneun hyeondaemi­• rti' g ". t ti al tyl "38 "N th • •1mpo n m ema on s es. ewness at 1s disconnected from tradition is nothing more 
sul eui jase· [The attitude of 

than an empty compilation," he asserted, further claiming that contemporary art in Korea began contemporary art moving 
forward], Chosun /Ibo, Marchwith the start of the Korean War because of how it threw the idea of reality into extreme relief 
26, 1961. 

and because of how the experience of war instilled in many Koreans a profound "distrust in the 39 Ibid. 
40 Ibid.rationalism of modemity!' 39 About a decade younger than Kim Byungki, and therefore of the 
41 Ibid. 

generation more defined by the April Revolution than the Korean War, Kim Tschang-Yeul 42 For a discussion of the 
contested status of ink pointedly remarked how the ''less developed the country, the more likely its art world would be 
painting in contemporary 

determined by senior figures wielding the imprimatur of the academy!'40 In a not-so-subtle jab at art circles and the role 
abstraction played, see Joana deeply patriarchal artistic establishment, the younger Kim commented that Daoism and its 
Kee, "Jung Tak-young and 

emphasis on organic relationships might be a better means of preventing the "consolidation of the Making of Abstract Ink 
Painting in Postwar Korea,"authority" than a Confucian worldview based on hierarchies and rules.41 

Art Bulletin 101, no. 4 
Against such a context, the attention to materiality and chance assume special relevance. (December 2019): 120-25. 

Founded in 1959 by Seoul National University professor Suh Se Ok, the Mungnimhoe, or, literally, 
the Ink and Forest Group, sought to re-create a place of meaning for ink painting as a reaction 
to newly introduced artistic practices legitimized as the proper loci of cultural production. The 
works they produced responded vigorously to the gestural nature of the works of Park Seo-Bo, 
Youn Myeong-Ro, Chung Changsup, and other Art Informel painters in the putative name of 
defending ink painting and its place in the contemporary art world.43 ln a 1962 work, Suh combines 
water with ink, and then leaves the two to interact with the absorbent linen support; the picture 

isa result of restraint, that is, a product of chance rather than of human control (fig. 77). 
In some respects, the story of contemporary art in Korea after 1960 is also a story of how 

artists gave themselves over to materials and materiality in an effort to help painting better 
coexist in a world shaped by the expanded production of consumer and industrial goods. Largely 
unencumbered by modernist baggage insisting on segregating low from high culture, Choi 
Boonghyun marshalled plastic tubing, vinyl, and wire to poke sly fun at geshiral abstraction, 
Whichby 1965 had become so entrenched as to be taught in university a.rt schools (fig. 78). The 

FIOURl 77 

Suh Se Ok, Work. 1_962. Ink on linen, 41 Y, " l4 n. ( nos " 16.4 cm). 
Privue collection 

FIGURl 78 

Choi Boonghyul\. Ptnon J. 1967, Rubber. plank . .nc:twire, 
6314"5114 "!,It in. (161" 00.1" 1s cm). The NuioNI Museum 

/ of Modem and Con1emporary An. Korea 
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43 The key women members or 
Mudongin were Suk Ran-hee, 
a student or Kim Whanki, 
and Kim Young-ja. Kim Young· 
ja and Choi later married, 
and the uneven distribution 

of household labor cut short 

Kim's promising carttr, as was 

the case for so many women 
.1.rtistsin Kor~.i. 

44 Kim Young-ju, "Hanguk 
hyeondae misulgwa geu 

banghyang." 
4S Unsigned, "Canvas majeo 

deonjigo-Euiyoge neomchin 
mudonginhoejeon• 

[Throwing away the canvas: 
The ambitious Zero Group], 

Kyunghyong Sinmun, June 6, 

46 Kim Young-ja, interview 
with the author, June 2, 2019. 

47 Kim Young-ju, "Hanguk 
hyeondae misulgwa geu 
banghyang: The "incom­

pletion· also circles back to 
the origin of the group's 
name, which reflects not 
only Choi's interest in the 
Zero Group founded in 
Germany in 1957 but also his 
interest in Buddhism. The 
name was allegedly inspired 

by a comment made by an 
acquaintance who suggested 

Choi consider limyotli, 
a Sanskrit word meaning 

"world of emptiness: Chol 
Boong-hyun, Interview 
with Oh Sanggil, in "60, 
7onyeondae rnisul undong 
jaryodel," In Nonguk 
hycondaem/1ul dasl ilg/II, vol. 
r (Seoul: ICAS, ,001), l~S, 

d 111~ Mudongln prnforrcd 10 

de>efibe thtlr work! u 
advan«-d (cl,comdon) rather 
than o modern or contem• 
porary (hyw11do1),Kim 
Youns•/1, ltu~rvlew with the 
aullror, Jun@,, ,o,~.1hg 

l11uoduLclon of Nam Junt 
J>alk'• wnrkt v1 Kor,an 

audl1•nc~,, l11du1llne II la,~~ 
pho1ogr.11>h pul/11,h•<l In 

1he f>ectml>•r J, '?~', uu• 
of Cl101un lll;or,/ V• k In 
a hulln•" ,ult 1>0ur11JHa 
l)uc!«,1 or W,ilflQVtl hlnutlf 
for tho I lu1u, lnttrna111m•I 

f "'"v•I of New Mu1I In 
Wlrsb;;~~ helptd r1111>old,11 
younger urlu, 10 ~•plOfe 
01 h,, 01ellta 

heroic brushstroke is reimagined as a contortion of rubber bands threaded through red wire, all 
disposable materials impossible to coax into straight lines. Against the shiny black vinyl back­
drop, the tubing hangs limply. The puckered vinyl mirrors the tortured surfaces of works like 
Park Seo-Bo'sPrimordials No. 1-62 (cat. 116), but the resemblance of the center tube to medical 

cannula teasingly suggests Art lnformel to be on life support. 

Deliberately careless of the conventions he was made to master as a student, Choi completed 
this paean to the inert and intransigently awkward while a member of the Mudongin, or the Zero 
Group, which, unusually for an artists' group in Korea, included women members. 43 Critics 

described the group, whose members were among the first in Korea to actively engage with indw­
trial objects, as producing "junk art," or art using discarded objects.44 Yet viewers were also taken 

by how such use denied "any limitations regarding attitudes toward creation and the use of 

materials." 45 Mudongin member Kim Young-ja recalls that the group regarded the contemporary 
as a synonym for antiexclusion: "Everyone or anything can belong to the contemporary."46 The 
ethos of broad inclusivity may be why group members refrained from signing their works, which 
one observer read as a deliberate signal of "incompletion." 47 Certainly younger artists like Choi 
and Kim gravitated toward a definition of the avant-garde ( jeonwi) or vanguard class of artists 
typified not only by their engagement with advanced (ch£omdan)styles but also by a willingness 

to experiment and, therefore, face the possibility of failure, including general public ridicule, 
as well as more pointed criticism from other artists. 48 

Such willingness in tum shaped a new horizon of contemporary art typified by heightened 
interest in juxtaposition, contradiction, and a distinctly nonlinear approach to time and space. 
Born in 1932 in the southern hub of Daegu, which in the early twentieth century rivaled Seoul as 
a hotbed of modern painting, Park Kwang-ho enjoyed modest recognition for his commitment 
to Surrealism. Historical Field honors that commitment, although with an eye to the abundance 
ofreferences immersing Korean artists in the early 1960s (fig. 79). A carved wooden mask 
traditionally used for village shaman dances (Halioe byeolsin-gut tal nori) intended to exorcise evil 
spirits smiles genially in the upper left-hand corner, while to its right, a landmass-shaped excerpt 
of archaic Chinese characters almost kisses the snout of a Lascaux bull drawing. Looming large 
is an elaborately draped Roman statue, flanked by a figure that might have stepped from the 
surface of a Greek red-figure vase. A voluptuous Rubensian nude reclines on an improbable bed 

of hexagons derived from molecule diagrams, while a copy of the Disney character Goofy look 
upward, his body and arm curved to mimic the line drawing of a Buddhist deity ju t to hi right. 
We receive something of a hint of what Park might be getting at in the lower left-hand comer. 
a space commonly reserved for signatures. Next to the Roman alphabet letters scrupulously 
written to spell the artist's surname Is a Chinese ideograph (sro11g)meaning "to search" or "to wntch.• 
U11cdIn numerous Korean words Involving introspection or reflection and painted In the :ime 

crlm1mt1huesosRoclntcdwith seals traditionnlly usedIn Korea to verify authorship. this hnrnctt.r 
muy be Pork's rcnl slgnuturc. 
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0 rati nal nne ti n i t' m ng lh jumbl 'Ur' er •nc' ', whl h ar nol vcn symbo]s. 49 Y,Gu•yeol, "Geoldonhan 
neukk1m 64nyeon eu,Lik n te tack d to a bull tin b ard, th ima Ip nr min •nlly subj t to m dification, 
m,sulgye" (The fe ling of 

repla m nt, or ' n dir lion '. o fy'' 1 ft middle finger being run over. The ,trt 

world in 1984], Kyunghyangge ture diagonall t ard th r "k tti figur , h r' ipr at s by rooking his arm upward 
Smmun,December 23. 1964 

to, , rd the l and phallu f th bull. Alludi1 g, p rhap , o the int re t many art tudents so Jean-Fran,;o,s Lyocard ,s 

credited with introducingprofe ed in indu trial d ign, a thi , b ld fa b ing u d for ignage and instructional man-
the term postmodermsmin 

ual overlap with th fr e£ rm i1h u tt f th bull.49 Historical Field flirt outrageously with 1979, but the word and ,ts 
1mphcat1ons were notmoderni m and it mmodificati n with ut r ommitting to the idea of the work as a product. 
actively discussed in relation 

Althoughthe word po tmodem had t to b oin d, Historical Field unwittingly foreshadowed to Korean art until 1988, 

when a slew of publrcaaons it concern , tating in no un rtain t rm how contemporary art made in the first decade after 
appeared on the subiect,

the Korean War wa critically haped by the obligation to ift through multiple pasts, as well including a special issue on 
postmodernism andas a pre ent u pended between competing vi ions of a future yet to come.50 Indeed, what contem­
consumer society in the July 

porary art in postwar Korea meant for it creators and audiences was a chance to field new 1988 issue of Weo/gan m1su/ 
[Monthly arc) and a special histories which no ingle time or direction could define. 
issue on critical perspectives 
in postmodernism published 
by Misulsegye[Art world], 
also in July of that same year. 

r,cu~ 79 
Par w ng-ho. H1rtor,cafft Id.c arty 196os. Oil on c nvas. 
ur," J7 • in (69" 9S s cm) Pnvace collecuon 
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