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Photographer finds beauty in vestiges of time: Koo Bohnchang has long been
interested in traces of history
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Koo Bohnchang has
long been interested
in traces of history

BY MOON S0-YOUNG

SEONGNAM, Gyconggi — White
porcelains from Korea’s Joscon period
(1392-1910), old figure-eight-shaped
boxes from France that ence carried
epaulettes and dusty plaster walls
with many small cracks: these might
seem (o have no relation with one an-
other, but they do have wmexhing in

on. each been

comm
‘subjects of renowned Korean photog-
rapher Koo Bohnchang, 65, who has
‘been fascinated by the traces of un-
known people who lived long ago and
the vestiges of time that remain.

“I have been always interested in
time, disappearance and existence,”
the artist said in an interview with the
Korea JoongAng Daily earlier this
‘month.

Now, the photos of the new sub-
jects that have captivated Koo over the
past few years are on display at his
s0lo show that runs through Feb. 17 at
Kukje Gallery’s new space in Busan.
The exhibit features six pieces from
his latest photo series “Blue-and-
‘white Porcelain Jar” (2014-), along
‘with nine pieces from his internation-
ally-acclaimed “Vessel” series (2004-).
Additionally, in a parlor of the gallery
‘hang two small photos of

 KUKIEGALLERY
“OM 17" (2014), top, and “HA 05-1"
(2005), above,

ject — a teaser for the new “Gold™ se-
ties he is working on.

Koo's “Vessel” series, which cap-
ture pure white Joseon-era porcelains
scatiered in museums around the
world, looks very different from the
photos of the same objects in museum
catalogs. The jars, bottles or bowls in
the series, which are nearly free of
gloss and shadows under delicate
lighting, have less and

at Kukje Gallery Busan.

because 1 only capture lﬂljms that
have survived years.”

The new “Blue-and-white Porce-
lain Jar” series was taken in a similar
way. “In the carly years of my *Vessel’
series, I was interested only in pure
wh:te porcelain. Bul, after seeing a

2014 of J blue-

‘more spiriruality. Slightly blurry, each
photo gives the impression of a calm,
meditative painting, but subtle cracks
and stains on the white porcelain are
easy 10 spot.

“I can focus on some parts, while
blurring other parts using a Linhof

format camera with a dark cloth,”
the artist explained. “I 100k the photos
50 that the white porcelain is some-
what blurry, not shiny, and should
show the vestiges of time. The view-
ers’ eyes should not stay on their sur-
faces but look deep into their beauty
and spiritual presence below the sur-
face.”

“I was happy to hear contemporary
potters say ‘your photos reveal the feel-
ing we want to reach with our works,”
he added. “But 1 would decline their
requests to take pictures of their works

and-white porcelain at the National
Museum of Korea, I began 10 take an
interest in them,” Koo said. “Most
blue-and-white porcelains from Jo-
seon have blue decorations put very
sparsely and lightly on each of them,
unlike those of old China and Japan,
which are full of rich blue decorations.
It could be for the practical reason that
hani ¥

light that they look like out-of-focus
photos. And the paintings look perme-
ated into the surface of the porcelain,
instead of staying on the surface as pat-
terns.”

Koo' photos provide a whole new
sensuous and aesthetic way of experi-
encing Joseon-era blue-and-white
porcelain, th 'ho h.

also photos of them, 1 became curious
about what peaple consider to be pre-
cious. After coming actoss a gold mine
in Australia in 2015, [T thought a lot
about] gold, which has been prized
across the ages and cultures of the
‘world.
Then.lwm[ml.hna.l’m’u.[n(a
lecture. Ci he country [is

them many times. This is why Koo is
called a master of presenting new im-
ages of things that we are already fa-
miliar with.

This applies not only to white por-
celains now in museums, but also to
everyday objects of ourtime or the near
past. Koo is known for collecting all
kinds of old things not commaonly re-
garded as antiques but are considered
by the artist to have a strange beauty
and an intriguing story in them. To
learn about his noll«linn. lb: l(nrea

‘home 10] the ancient Inca Civilization,
‘which is famous for gold relics. Mus-
ing over the invasions and wars the
civilization went through due to gold,
1became more curious about why peo-
ple are so fascinated by it. So, I con-
tacted the Gold Museum of Peru and
was allowed to take pictures of the
gold relics inside of it, such as the hand
of a mummy and a simple goblet,
which surprisingly resembles those of
ancient Korea. You know, the prehis-
mrit cultures hav= similar udmypm,

JoongAng
dio in the Bundang district of Seung-
nam, Gyeonggi. The studio is a ‘lile
museum’ of the miscellaneous items
he has collected over time.

A new, second building of the stu-
dio is filled with all kinds of objects,
including a cracked key-hanging
board that once belonged to an old
lock and key shop in Seoul; a rusty
cash register from Japan; small mirrors
from Spain and other countries: used
lamps, birdcages, picture frames and
‘boxes of all and colors from all
pants of the world; and a roof decora-
tion in the shape of a phoenix head
found at a destroyed house in Korea.
Some of them appeared in the photo
‘works of the artist.

The following are excerpts from a
«conversation with Koo at his sancruary
of odds and ends.

Many things in your collec-
etion are supposed to hold
something inside of them but are
now empty, like the boxes. Why?
1 like spaces where something
e was, but is gone now. [His “Ob-
Jects™ series captures boxes® interiors
‘with empty concave holes that once
contained something else.] I have al-
‘ways been interested in fullness/emp-
tiness, existence/absence, the related
flow of time and nostalgia about dis-
appearing things. The “Vessel” and
“Blue-and-White Porcelain Jar” series
are also related to my interests because

‘price.
was very high [in Joseon, which had
little international irade]. Bui the fru-
gality resulted in the beauty of Joseon
blue-and-white porcelains.”

“The sparse blue decorations on
the Joscon porcelains are like individ-
ual paintings of free-spirited brush
strokes, while the decorations on Chi-
nese and Japanese ones are like elabo-
rai€ patterns,” he continued. “The
color of the blue on the paintings is so

f the porcelains, but also the sbeemce
[of the people who made and used
them and of the things they con-
tained.]

In that context, isn’t your new sub-
ject — gold — different from your
former subjects?

fmm sun worship and preference for a
mineral that shines like sunlight and
doesn't change over time.

Now, I'm studying, observing and
taking pictures of gold relics from var-
fous cultures. I enjoy the process itself
and don't yet know how this new proj-
ect will evolve.

You recently traveled to India. Was
it also for the gold project?

Yes. 1 visited craftsmen who make
gold leaf sheets in the traditional way
of ‘hundred:

inserted between gold leaf sheets dur-
ing the hammering. I'd like t0 take
pictures of them s they could look
like a painting by Mark Rothko. The
vestige of time never leaves my
works.

Why are you so interested in time?
Because 1 feel that the years I have
lived make me who I am today. If I had
lived smoothly without twists and
tumns, I wouldn't feel this way. When 1
was young, I was an introverted, lone-
ly child. As the second son of a large
family, I was always overshadowed by
my older brother who had and met all
the expectations of the family. Because
my younger brother was the darling
baby, I felt isglated and thought that
life was hard even before 1 entered el-
ementary school. T found comfort in
collecting various small objects, having
aﬁmlnn for them, imagining their sio-
and talking with them.
lmanagedmgrow as a good stu-
dent, enter a good university and geta
good job at a large company, but I was
never praised for that. I was never
happy, not only because of that, but
also because I didn't know what I re-
ally wanted. I reached my limits when
1was working at the company and left
to study in Germany. There, the sireets
were filled with the objects and prints
1liked. And when I presented my first
projects at du graduate school Lb(‘lh

the first time in my

a
of thousands of times. The sheets are
so thin! The desire for decorating
things with gold has led the crafismen
tomake a tiny gold ribbon into a sheet
so wide and 50 thin. And I became fas-
cinated by the traces of labor and time
remaining on the paper sheets that are

life. My life changed at that time. But
the suffering 1 underwent before then
is also important to who 1 am now: my
personal history, everyone’

history and the histories of all things
have great meaning to me.

co.kr

OGN S0-TOUNG

Artist Koo's studio is full of various ob-

jects he has been collecting for a long.

time, He says he thinks about their his-
and their,

my long-

time interests. Seeing people eager for |

not only Joseon white porcelains, but

Id ribbon hundreds

maining on the paper sheets inserted between gold-leaf sheets during the process.

URL: http://koreajoongangdaily.joins.com/news/article/article.aspx?aid=3058163

PARK SANG MOON
plains the gold leaf he obtained during a revent trip to India. The gold leaf sheets were made in the traditional way of

of times. The artist said he was fascinated by the traces of labor and time re-
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