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dansackhwa

The World of Dansaekhwa:
Spirit, Tactility, and Performance

Yoon Jin Sup A Curator and Writer

I,
| believe: Dansackiwa® is about a certain “imvitation of the dead” (chohor, that is. a
ritual of calling back the spirit of Korea to here-and-now. The memarial ritual of
chohion is niat performed ondy once but can b repeated multiple times, = which is why
Dansaekiwa his been revived today instead of rernaining in the histony of the 19705,

The rise of Dansaekhwa in the 1970s coincided with my own experience in art
schoal. In the mid-1970s | was majaring in Westem painting [seoyanghwa) at
Hongik University and participated in exhibitions as a member of 5.7., an ant
collectrve famous for its avant-garde spirit. As an art student and artist myself, |
wes exposed io large-scale annual exhibitons, such s the dependent, the Seoul
Contemporary At Festival, and the Ecole de Seou!, and during those years many
Dansaekhwa works were shown. It is deeply paradaccal that the “language of
silence” as it exists in Dansaeihwa was bom under the military authoritarianism
of the Third Republic. At that time we rejected the regime, and 5o | grew out my
hair and beard, taking part in the Hippie movement that was in vogque but banned
by the military leaders. After each sporadic visit to my family home in the
countryside, | would feel sick with apprehension as the bus approached the Banpo
security check point before its ultimate amival at the Gangnam Express Terminal in
Seoul. This was where the police crackdown oocurred as they checked for men
with long hair or women in mini skirts-a public misdemeanor. It was at tis tme
that the passionate movement for democracy spurred by the disssdent poet Kim Ji-
Ha's Five Enemics ((jeok stimed university campuses across South Korea, just as
the country’s govemment instituted martial law and the garrison act

As the central figure of the 19705 Dansaekbwa movement, Park Seo-8o held
high-teve! pasitions in the International Division of the Korea Fine Art Association-
first as the vice chairman [1970-1977] and later as the chairman (1977-1%30kand
exercised enomaus authority in the presantation of Kosean artists in overseas
exhibitions. Supported by the Association's organizational powes, Park instituted
large-scale, expenmental art exhibitions one after anather. the Independent in
1872, and both the Seoul Contemporary Art Festival and the frole de Seoul in

1975, Setting the stage for Dansackhwa, these exhibitions served as important
sites 1o select the Korean artists who would panticipate in prominent intemational
art festivals such as the Paris Biennale, the Sao Paolo Biennial, the Triennial-India,
the Bangladeshi Biennale, and the Cagne International Painting Festival, The
possibility of joining the intemational art scene was a pressing matter for marty
avant-garde and experimental artists in Korea,

Unil the: 1960, it was still the Matianal Art Exhitution onganized by the Ministry of
Cultwre and Public Information that functioned as the gateway for young Korean
artists to begin their career, and the Mational Art Exhibition's prestige was
stangenng. However, starting in the early 19705 when Park Seo-Bo rose as 2 main
player in the Association, the public's interests in conlemparary art bagan to
increase, whereas the press gradually began focusing move on international
exnhilbitions and less on the National Art Exhibition which had kst its clout. Lee Ufan,
who traveled between Korea and Japan and exerted an extended influence on the
direction of Korean contemporary art, once recalfed the dynamics of this period:

Let me explain how | see the school of Dansaskiwa (dansaeips) developing,
Thase spearheading the quest at the forefront were the gallery director Yamamota
who saw the Independent exhibition in 1972, the an critic Nakahara Yusuke at
Yamamoto's heals, myself as a channel of communication between Korea and
Japan, Park Sea-Bo as a commanding leader in Seoul. The important role played
by the Myurggdong Gallery as a base of its promotion cannot be denied. But our
role was limited to urging the discovesy of the self, it was little mare than tallying
additional momentum to a latent force. As soon as the external push ignited this
ample potential, an explosive and collective trend began. When considening the
Karean situation, it would have been impossible to accomplish or even discuss the
sthoal of Dansaekhwa without the presence and role of Park Seo-Bo. It was
against the reality of oppression, exclusion, and alienation from the ant institutions
that Park Seo-Bo mediated, meting out the paltry resowrees inside and outside of
Korea to encourage further development of the Dansaekdwa artists. His passion
and dedication were indeed magnificent ¥
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In the 1370s, Seoul's lame-scale contemporary art exibitions were held in the
National Museum of Contemporary Art housed in the Seokjojesn building at the
Deoksugung Patace. Considering the artist population at the time, the ant scene in
Korea had a serious shortage of exhibition venues. The enly public art space
available for rental was the Art Centar across the strest from the Jogyesa Temple
in Insa-dong. A dozen commercial galleries such as Myungdong Gallery, Hyundae
Gallery, Dongsanbang Gallery, Sun Gallery, and Tongin Gallery were scattered in
the vicinity of Insa-dong,

The Central Public Information Office, which housed expenimental exhibitions
like: the Young Artists Coalition." a decade earlier lost its vitality after relocating to
the neighborhood of the Deanksugung Palace, giving its place 1o the National
Museurn of Contemporary At in the Seokjojecn building. The National Museum
has its own histony: it was at first located within the Gyeongbokgung Palace, and
its relocation to the Deoksugung Palace in 1973 opened a new era when it held
exhibitions such as the independent, the Seow Contemporary Art Festival, the
Ecole de Seoul AG, 5.7, and the Seou! Biennale:

i

Dansaexdwa was first recognized not by Koreans but by Japanese ant cincles. In the
case of Dansaekhwa, it was the Japanese arfists and critics that initially
acknowledged its power. In 1975 Tokyo Gallery director Yamamoto Takashi and the
art critic MNakashara Yusuke organized an exhibition titled Five Korean Artists, Five
Kings of White at Tokyo Gallery, one of Japan's premiere gallenes. The five artists
were Fwon YoungWoo, Park Seo-Bo, SuhSaung-Won, Lee Dong-Youb, and Hur
Hweang. In the preface, MNakahara Yusuke wrote, "It is not an anti-colorist attitude
theat s exgre:ssed here as a way of demonstrating 20 interest in color, Thair intenast
in painting is focused on sométhing other than color™ The critic Lee Yil also wiole
in the preface, “To us the white indicates sormething mone than a simple shade of
color. Before it is the color white (bagksaek], it is @ universa that we call baek™ As
aptly noted by Nakahara, Dansaekhwa artists of Korea had discovered an approach
to painting that transcended the concept of color. W might describe this &s spirit,
or, as Lee Yil has noted, even an evocation of the cosmos. Most significantly, even
though the inception of Dansaekhwa was prompted by the linsage of Westem
mademism-specifically, Clement Greenbeng's advocacy of modemist painting or
manimalist art-it was the Korean anists who devised their unique parameters of
Daneaeddwa. The Korean interest in this meditation on the color white (hasksask)
was what initially stimulated Yamarato Takashi and Nakshara Yusuke's interest;
the latter noted, “What | mean is not that Korean contemporary paintings are
aligned with the Euro-American trends. Some Korean painters certainly

demonstrate distinctive charactenstics that do not exist in any other countries. On
my first visit to Seoul in the spring of 1973, | recognized that the use of halftone
colors and & delicate defiberation of the surface coexisted in a painting | saw.™
Such a keen focus on the color white seen among Japanese art circles is consistent
with what impressed the first Westamn observers who landed in the Korean
peninsula during the late Joseon peried. “To the eyes of the Westemers who
stumbled upon the late-13th century Joseon, the country was seen as 3 quiet
‘hermit kingdom.' “Ten ut of ning on the sireet were dressed in white,” wiole a
joumalist who visited the Joseon Dynasty during its final years.” ™ And despite the
fact that his obsenation about the color white in Korean culture was inflected by
his parspactive as 2 forsign observer™ the culiural symbaolism of white in Korea is
historically accurate, as illustrated by their description as “the white-clad people " A
wade range of exampies from material culture Support its importance nat only in the
clothing of our ancestors but also in “the white poecalain such as the moon jar, the
white nce cake accomparnying vanous ceremonies that marked important vestiges
of life such &s the hundredth-day or the first binhday of a new bom, the white rica
paper a5 one of the four essential fiends of a scholar, and the traditional Kovesan
paper in multipée shades."™ Having emphasized this, it i important 10 stress that
Dansaekiwa does not consist solely of the color white, In the case of Kim Guiling,
the five colors [obangsaed) of black, blue, yellow, red, and green are all used while
Ha Chang-Hyun's methoxd | bacapbuli of paanting through the canvas evinces a dark
beown mud-plastered wall

o,

The: present exhibition, hekd at the Kukje GaBlery and titled The Art of Oansagkiwa,
includes saven artists who played a central role in the 19703 Dansaekhwa
mavement. They are Kim Gufine, Park Seo-Bo, Yun Hyong-Keun, Lee Ufan, Chung
Chang-Sup, Chung Sang-Hwa, and Ha Chong-Hyun. Bom betwesn the late 19205
and the mid-1%30s, most of these artists are more than eighty years old and some,
like Yo and Chung have already passed away. All of them are respected artists with
seniority, having devoted over forty years to the production of Dansaekhwa
paintings. As 3 result, each has established his unigue paintery style, an important
distingtion that constitules a true master. The group showeased here includes all but
tw artists-Kim Hwvan-Ki and Quac In-Si who are a generation senior to the rest and
have passed away-who were included in the exhibition Dansaekfwa: Korean
Monochrome Painting presented m 2012 at the National Museum of Contemnporary
Adt, Korea. With a goal of capturing the vivid context of the original Dansaskina
movement, the exhibition at Kiukje also focuses on their work from the 19705 and the
early 1880s. The curatorial selection process has required tremendous dedication as

some of the works are bomowed from museums across Korea, Gathering all of these
histarically atal works of art is an ambitious and important attampt at restaring the
cultural context of the early Dansaekinwa movement,

The core of Dansaekhwa is neveated in its spiit, tactility, and performance, all
of which are imbued in the warks of these seven artists. These elements are not,
however, distinct from one another, rather, they overlap and are complimentary,
coaigscing in a finite paint. The quality of tactility, for example, embodies an acute
Zen spirit in the focused repetition necessary for its manufacture and composition,
In this way the mindful production of Dansackivea as a process can be considered
as a type of performance, fully integrated and visible in their warks-in Lee Ufan's
repeated paints and lines, Park Seo-Bo's repeated éeriture {myodubl, Chang Sang-
Hwa's repeated carving and filling, Yun Hyong-Keun's accurmulation of large
planes with paint, Chung Chang-Sup's layering of mulberry paper, Ha Chang-
Hyun's process of painting through the obverse of the canvas, and Kim Guiline's
repeated application of lavers of spray paint

Active in the eady and mid- 19705, the penod cansidered as the beginning stage
of Dansaekdhwa, these artists wsed not only white but black, red, blue, vellow, and
grean, a5 well as the neutral colors of beewn, grey, and beige. This limited palatte
was intentional and reflected their belief in a so-called “denial of colors.” What
they sought to unweil in thess sparse warks was not color but something “beyond
colors,” With this in mind Les Ufan, wha is acknowledged as having been the
bridge between South Korea and Japan duning the 1960 and the 1970s, has made
@ striking observation:

It is not pausible to interpret that the monochrome in the 1970 promoted a
theory of color, There was not onfy the colar white, but alsa various colors such as
black, brown, yellow, red. biue, grey, and so on. Each of these colors was
presentad as a solid plane that maimained its own tone. It was not color that
connected the painting to reality, while 2t the same time it did not argue for color
for its pwn sake, Neither did it form harmony with other colors, nor did it exgpress
concreteness, that is, a manifestation of complex and positive color in reality. As
seen in the work of Chai Byung-So during the beginning of the movement, the
rredium of paint signified a strong will of denial, rejection, or perseverance m its
abstraction. In a sense, it was al once a crtigue of the concrete reality wnder
military dictatorshap and a denial of color ™

If paint is the medium through which the act of repetition is reakized, the resulting
leryers of thick paint and its materiality provoke 2 response that is less visual than
tactile, This tactility found i Dansaekhwa-which can be viewed as a nealization of
the “physicality” or “bodily character” (momseangh-is different than what is seen in
Westem monochrome paintings that promete a relianca on the visual. The repatition

of & singular act in the same location-such as drawing in pencil and applying pame:
reveals 3 pesture of denying one’s own act and ultimately poits to the purstt of
nathingness. This perspective frames an artistic practice influenced by the moral and
physical training of Taoism and Buddhism, two fundamental foundations of Kovean
art and culture. Other critics such as Simon Morley have written about the
impartance of these traditons on Dansaetwha nating, “the prevalence of white or
off-white tones in many of these works can be related to uniguely Korean responses
to Taoist, Buddhist, and Neo-Confucian concepts that reveal themselves in
tracitionial Koeean Buddhist painting and the white porcelain of the Joseon Dynasty.”
In much the same: vein, Henry Meynic Hughes considers Dansaskiwa a5 exhibiting
“origntal spintualism, of a rather generalized vasiety, often combining elements of
Taaism, Confuckanism and Buddhism ™

It is now increasingly commen for Westem art ritics 1o write the English
trangliteration of Dansaekhwa instead of its transiation, "Korean monochrome
painting ™' If one searches for “Dansaekwha” on the internet, approdmately two
thousand iterns appear on the screen-proof that it is expeniencing a profound
grawith and recognition around the world. Last year, Kukje Gallery presented a
qroup of pamtings under the title The Art of Dansaskiwa at Londor's Frieze Art
Fair, eliciting profound interest, while the New York-based gallery Alexander Gray
Assoriates presented Overcoming the Modem, Dansaekhwa: The Kovean
Monachrome Movement ™ and Blum and Poe Gallery in Los Angeles is preparing
an exhibition of Dansaekiwa to be held Later this year. This coupled with a surge
i interest from art museums around the warld suggests that the importance of
Dansaekwha and its place in art history has finally been establishad.

Why is Dansaekhwa atiracting such renewed worldwide attention- Thene is
onty one reason; the works of Dansaexiwa, especially those from the 19705 and
the early 13805, are examples of profound anistc excellence. These works also
demonstrate aesthetic charactenistics particular 1o South Korea and distinctive
from the Minimalist artworks of the West. The aesthetic attributes of
Dansaekhwa, such as spirituality, materiality (tactility), and execution
{periommativity), are conspicuously different from the Minimalist paintings centered
on the ocular,

Of course, that does not mean all of Westem ant theorists ane on the same pags
about the aesthetic properties of Dansaekhwa. Richard Vine, a renowned
American art citic and the managing editor of Art in Amenica, suggests that fo the
Western eye, the exceptional beauty of Danszekhwa may appear menely
deporative. " The difference in perspectives on & single phenomenon has led Ving
1o evoke the frequently quoted example in Gestalt psychalogy of the difference
between a rabbit and a duck. That is, if Dansaekbwa represents an avant-gande
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and experimental spirit in Korea, it can then be seen as promulgating formal
complicity. When taking into consideration the tradition of the Westem avant-
garde as one founded on a spirit of confrontation and rejection, such a responss 1o
Dansaekiwa is only natural. Henry Meyric Hughes, the hanorary president of the
Intermational Association of At Critics, also expresses a similar concem, which
makes clear that the Western reception of Dansaekiva itself is varied depending
on the position and the standard of the viewer '

.

Given this critique, it is vital that we establish that the beginning of Dansaekhwa
was likewise marked by a reaction to the acadermcism of the hitherto mentioned
National Ant Exhibition in Korea. Back in the 19705, Dansaekbwa and another term
hagksaekpa (or the School of White) were synonymous with fyundaemisu)
[contemporary 2. In the Korean contaxt, Dansaekhwa artists constitited 3 force
of resistance, having been initially active as the main protagonists of the late
19505 Art Informel movement. In this context, they remained distant from
subsaquent experimental and avant-garde art movements that began kater with
the 1967 Young Artists Coalition and continued in the collective activities of AG.
and S.T,, both of which involved object-based, installation-oriented productions,
happenings, 2 well as event-based performances.™ Having remained separated,
it wasn't until the early 19705 that Dansaekwha artists reclaimed the high ground
of conternparary art. The will to deny painting conspiceous in 1370 Dansaekimwa
should therefore be recognized as embodying a creative synthesis of the Western
concept of flatness and the Korean spirit Dansaekhwa artists’ adaptation of and
negotiation with Westem madamism was a prelude 1o 8 more intemational
univessalism. Such achievement of byeondaeseong (conemporaneity) in painting
mate possible the advancement and opening up of the fieid beyond the limitations
of the local. Forty years have passed since then. The central figures of
Dansaekinwea who wene merely in their forties are now in their eighties, Amang the
artists presented in this exhibition, the various artists have followed different
paths. Chung Chang-Sup and Yun Hyang:Keun have unfortunately passed on but
left us with 3 remendous legacy. Chung used to play on the homomym by
designating han (Korean paper| as hanyi {the paper of winter) becauss he befieved
that working with the paper in the winter effectively brought out its matenal
properties, while Yun was widely known for his deep ethical values. Lee Ufan has
been the most widely celebrated antist, having a solo exhibition at the Guggenheim
Museun in New York in 2011 and 2 major installation at the Palace of Versailles in
the summer of 2014, Ha Chong-Hyun and Chung Sang-Hwa continue 1 have
eutranedinary enengy and are more vigarous today than ever.
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Wi are compelled to sk Where is Dansaekiwa heading- This question evokes
both positive and negative outcomes, ks it adhering to its initial spirit- Perhaps a
trug: evaluation of Dansaekhwa might not belong to the present. Be that as it may,
the present moment is more impartant than the future. In responsa to Richard
Wine's admanition, it’s now time to plunge ourselves into the world stage and “be
ready and abde to argue [our] critical points, [our] befiefs, nan open foum.™ Asa
vaay of concluding my curatorial essay, | will quate Vine's words that left a deep
imgression on me, “But on the world stage, where the doubters may be legion but
the opporfunities for intesaction and thus for both influencing and leaming from
ane's most adamant opponents ane exhilarating and vast. ™™ we

Yoon Jin Sup = a curalr and wrler, He holds a BA in Weslern panbing and an MA
in Aesthetics rom Hongik Linkvirsty and a docioraly in Phicsophy from [he Uiniversiy
of Western Sydney in Austalia, He curated the 18! Gwangju Biennale Special
Exnibon in 1995, Conciding with he 3rd Gwangu Bennale (2000, he cursied e
Bennale' s special exhibition-The Facets of Koman and Japansse Conlemporary A,
e firs! axhiblion thal browght Dansaekinea and Mono—ha lopether in one place.
‘Yoon has aisy served 85 @ commissiones of Sio Paulo Beennsal (2002, he general
artistic diroctor of the 3rd Infemational Meda Arf Blennala of Secul (2004), commitios
head-cum-gentral arlstc dveclor of Pocheon Asian A Festval (2005), and the
anlistic direcior of K-P.0P at Teipei MOCA, A pest president of the Korean A Critics
Associalion his mosl recent curatonal work includes Dansaskhwal Korean
Mongchrome Fainfing, which he guest-curaled for the National Museum of
Contemporary Arl, Korea [2008), He & curenlly Vice Fresident of Inematignal
Assocson ol Al Crmts ACA) and Pressgent of AICA KOREA 200 ard a0 handrany
professor ol Sydney Colege of the Arts. He has wiitlen numerous bogks including
Body Speaks (2008), A Sy of Korgan Modernism (1997), and Perdormance At Is
Theery ancl Fealty [1905),
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formal inngesationg: hal @8 group ol Semingl arfists have achioved vough Sheir
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making " Bardaoul ard Felralh, Tersaekhwa: When less becomes 50 much mom.”

14} Ficherd Ving, "When Koresn Morochvome Faces West A Diermma of Percepion,” in
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and instaliaion, and gained crifical suppart fom an orilics such a5 Him in—Haan, Oh
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dansaekhwa

dansackhwa

The Ethics of Abstraction, or, for the West,
a Rediscovery of Dansackhwa

Alexandra Munroe
Samsung Senior Curator, Asian Art, Guggenheim Museum

In 1956, the Chinese ink painter Zhang Daggan travedled to the French Riviera to
meet Pablo Picasso. Phang regarded Picasso as the greatest living master of
modern art, and Picasso regarded Zhang as the greatest living master of
traditional ink art. Their meeting was publicized as a summit between the East
and the West at 2 time when the international art world was seeking
unnversality theough a commaon language of calligraphic abstraction. Picasso
impressed his visitor by praising the genius of Chinese monochrome painting
and proudly showeed Zhang hes own experiments with “Chinese brush and ink
Aliegedly, Znang told Picasso he was missing the whole point; His black was
only black; in East Asian monochrome, a master can draw 10,000 colors from a
single well of ink.
The Korean term dansaekhwa (also transliterated as lansagkhwa) literally
means “monochrome painting.” But as critics have debated since it first gained
currency between the mid-1960s and 70 to describe an emerging collective
and art movement in Seoul, often Dansaekhwa works are neither monochrome
nar painting: their neutral grounds, repetitve marks and lacerated surfaces
create objects that intentionally deflect familiar readings. Hovering between
object and painting, Dansaekhwa's abstractions are more spatial than flat, more
restramt is, fike Zhang Dagian’s take on ink, the maans to an altemative world.
Dansaekhwa developed amang a generation of artists who had come of age
during the era of Japanese colanial rule. Each had witnessed Korea's liberation
in 1945, China's consolidation as a communist state in 1949, and the ensuing
Pacific front of the Cold War as it tragically played out on the Korean peninsuta.
The movement coalesced against the backdrop of Park Chung-Hee's
authoritarian nule over the South Korean state-what Loe Uan recalls as “the
oppressivit and windowdess reality of Korea during the 1970, Contemposary
witics described Dansaekwa's exploration of peocess, labor and materials in

terms of “method” (Myabicl and positioned the movement as a critical space
between modern oil and traditional ink painting, whose opposing forces
dominated the postwar Korean art system. The artist Park Sec-Bo, regarded as
the movement's champion, oniginally titled his Ecrifure series Myobda. This
emphasized the sheer physical labar and durational practice of ingiging rows
and rows of illegible cursive lines in wet whitish paint on a taught suppart.
Park's Hlegibility went further than undesmining literal meaning; it deliberately
sought 1o elicit a state of open, unfinished uncertainty “to break painting
down™ and thereby, to challenge @ whole amsy of established orders, artistic
and otherwise.

Within Korea, Dansaekiwa has long been recognized as one of the most
influantial art movements in the histoey of contemparary Kongan an, promoted
by Korea's leading art critics and revered in the university arts academios
associatad with its coe artists. it has also boen celebrated as Koea's most
intemnational art movement. Dansaekhwa's origin is cited as its first group
show, Five Korean Artists, Five Kinds of White, held at Tokyo Gallery in 1975
parily throwgh its chief interlocutor Lee Ufan, who moved 1o Japan in 1956 and
lived between Paris and Kamakura from the early 1970s on, Dansaskhwa
artists were increasingly exhibited in Japan and France at important galleries
and imemational shows like the Paris Biennale. But it is only recently that the
movement has sparked new attention abroad, In 2011, the Guggenheim
Museum in New York organized Lee Ufan's first retrospective in Morth
America. Spanning six decades of his career, the exhibition explored Lee's
influential rode with Tokyo's Mono-ha movement as well as with Sequl's
Dansaekhwa. In 2012, the National Museum of Contemporary Ast in Sequl
presented a major survey curated by Yoon Jin Sup and accompanied by a
scholarly bi-lingual catalogue, Dansaekhwea: Korean Monachrome Painting
which received wide intemational acclaim. And in 2013, the University of

Michigan art historian Joan Kee published the book, Contemparary Korean Art
Tansaskhwa and the Urgency of Method, the first comprehensive critical study
of Dansaekdwa in English™ These retent studies have sought to present the
Korean artists in a broad historical and intellectual context, linking their
activities in Seoul, Tokyo and Paris to the most urgent issues and critical
discourses of contemporary intemational art of their day. Dansaekhwa's
minimalist images made by spiing. dripping, soaking, puncturing. pushing and
tearing monochromatic tones of paint, ink and/or paper on 2 varety of surfaces
are being reconsidered in refation to the broader shifts that marked the
transition from modam 0 postmadim &t

During the 1960s and 70s, terms such as “system,” “structure,” and
“process” recast the chject of ant as an open and dynamat event, comgpleted in
the mind of the viewer and contingent on its emaronmental conditions. The
emergence of Dansaekhwa and its ties to Mono-ha coincided with that of other
conceptuaist and Post-Minimalist movements, inchuding Are Povera in Italy,
the Joseph Beuys circle in West Germany, and Process art and earthworks in
the United States. Significantly, 2ll of these vanguards were the first 1o
progress as simuitaneous and intesconnecied developments in Gities angund
the world, beyond a single gedgraphic center, [t 15 what Japanese crilic
Harylichint called “intemational contemporaneity” (koktusaitab ddisay in the
Late 19605 and what artist Ha Chong-Hyun described in 1970 as "smultaneity”™
(tongsisdngd “ From the Asian perspective, such simultaneity comected the
pereived tme lag between the center and periphery, which had long relegated
Asian conlemporary art s a late-comer 10 the kind of formal innovation that
drove international modernism ever forward. In a post-colonsal world order,
where the possibality for multiple and different maanings, interpretations, and
expressions of human culture and experience gained critxtal geound, the oid
hierarchies between the West and the rest of the world wese no longer
kegitimate or persuasve.

But following its initial flourishing, 3 conficted legacy kept Dansaekhwa in
limbo for the following decades: Santtioned by the very state the anists
resisted, “Korean monochrome painting” was promoted in the 1970s and ‘805
s Korea's most important contemporary art movement because it appeared
hath distintly Korean [the severty, the whiteness, the ethics) and prophetically
itermational (its abstraction, its menamalism, its transcendentalism). This over-
simplification, efiding any political readings of the work's quitude, eontributed
1o the rise of the more populist Minjung art movement in the 19805 In

solidavity with the thousands of citizens massacred at the Gwangju Uprising
against the milidary nule of yet angther strongman, Chun Doo-Hwan, Minjung
artists and critics sought to create a visual culture that actively reflected the
politecad turbulence and social and economic injustices of contemporary Korean
life. Increasingly, Dansaekhwa ant was criticied for its indifference, letting
loose 2 generational and ideclogical divide in the Konean art world over the trug
identity of Korean modemism-reafism or abstraction, national of international?

As this controversy around Dansaekhwa has abated within Korea, new
critical perspeciives have helped position the movement abroad within the
descours2 known a3 “altemative modemism.” As the Eurocentric namatie of
modarn an history expands 1o encompass intellectual and artistic movements
from the non-Westem world, the ssue of how and by whom hestenical valug is
ascribed has come to the fore. The struggle artists outside the West faced-how
10 be modem but not Weszem, which in Korea also meant how to be modern
but not Japanese-has become key 1o a wider understanding of modemism
itsell. The ways Dansaekhwa artists mined aesthetic strategies and
philosophical logics from a real and imagined Korean past, lor example,
expressed a certain political resistance to the legacies of Japanese colonialism
and its state promotion of adonga [Japanese-style) pamting, It was also a way
to forge @ particular minimalism and abstraction that might link to, but not be
subsumed by, contemparary trends abroad thal wene ceculating in Korea, For
example, the first issue of A Gjpumal, published by the influential Avant-Garde
{AG ) group of artists and eritics in 1969, featured works by Donald Judd and
Robent Morris. Dansasidwa’s vision for a distingt field of Korean comemporary
an, while simultaneously intersecting with nlermational ant movements, can
now be appreciated as a powerful example supporting the call for a "global an
history,” Like other & movements from outside the West, such as Japan's
Gutai and lran's Saggakhaneh, Dansackhwa offers what cultural thearist Arjun
Appaduras calls an mstance of “modemity at Large ™

One of the main tenets of global art history is to contextualite long-
overlogked movements within their particular local, regional or national history.,
Where postwar abstraction was promoted a3 a ulopian progect of universalion
through the intemationalist rhetoric and redemptive gesturalism of abstract
epressuonsm and An informel, contemporary abstract paanting from outside
the United States and Europe has ficated in a no-man’s kand precisely because
its rational markers seom 1o be imasible. Where contemporary non-Westem
an has fiourished in sites liee intemational biennials, emphasis has been on
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works that virually narrate “difference™ and are clear representations of
“other.” Artists like Murakami Takashi with his nea-Fop iconography desived
from Japanese anime subcufture thrived in the 1990s and early 2000s, while
Chinese realist painters like Zhang Xiaogang dominated the view of
contermporary Chinese an with scenes that were easily acclaimed as “local®
because of their representations of Cultural Revolution-era life. With all this
noise, Dansaekhwa artists like Ha Chong-Hyun, whase Conjunction series of
the 19705 peesent mute surfaces of white oil paint pushed through the back of
rough hemp cloth to create palimpsest-like expanses that conjure no image
beyond its physical presence, could only wait in hiding.

Mare recently, global art history has begun to address the phenomengn of
ink art. This describes brush-and-ink painters who appear to use East Asian
literati ink painting and calligraphic traditions to create new forms of
gupressan that critically synthesine Eastem and Westam peactices, principles
and philosophies of art. Last year's exhibition called dk At Past as Fresent in
Contemporary China presented at the Metropolitan Musewn of Art, New York
sought to define ink art as an established cultural phenomenan entrenched
against the ubiguity of contemparary global art. It could be tempting to position
Dansaekhwa, which has long been theorized in terms of particular Korean and
more broadly East Asian aesthetics, within the larger implications of this
discourse, But the problem with this reading is that it exaggerates the
traditional sources of an arlist's work over his/her actual modemity, forcing a
false binary and contest. The histary of Dansaekbwa offers an altemnative
approach, revealing how individual artists working in a loose collective
neqgetiated a rich inheritance to construct an urgent art for their times,
Dansaekhwa artists like Chung Chang-sup famously rejected the Korean ans
academy system that divided “Eastem painting” | longyanghwa) from “Westam
painting” (styangival, and ink from oil, on the grounds that such categories
were outmoded. They explored and staked out an in-between aesthatic system
grounded in matenality more than any medium itself like ink or paper, one
engaged with the durational, repetitive practice of mark-making over the
symibalism of any reductive imagery. Chung rejected the use of ink, pigment or
brush altopather by applying wet mulbemry mark fiber directly onto the canvas,
alkowing its natural cdoration and materiality to stand in for painting itself. By
50 daing, he challenged the distinctions between oil painting and ink painting in
order 1o move beyond the reified distinctions that govemned the debate. In the
case of Dansaekiwa, these complex issues run deeply thraough all of the artists”

caresrs, and am entangled in cuftural discourses that precede contemporany ink
art debates by af least a century.

Perhaps the biggest development creating the current international
excitement around Dansaekinwa is the retum of abstract painting, For decades,
abstract painting has been somewhat marginalized by contemporary art critics,
curators and the market alike, in favar of concaptualist trends like installation
art and new media, for its associations with the failed project of ntemational
modarmism. In the postwar ers, artists around the word from Beint 1o Dsaka to
Mexico City used abstraction o forge authentic subjectivity as resistance
against the legacies of wartime totalitarianism. Big, bobd, free abstract painting
was cheered as the triumph of American-style liberalism, individualism and
intemationalism over the rising Cold War threat of communism. The new
universalism transcending the borders-and the recent enmities?of the East and
the West was envisioned as the common ground of ink painting and
abstraction: The ink abstractions of American painters ke Morris Graves and
Mark Tobey who actively appropriated East Asian aesthetics inspired artists
like Zan Wuxi and Zhang Dagian to imagine their ink painting as a way to
unversality® In 1953, the Korean critic Mam Kwan stated, “Ink painting is, at
heart, abstract.”™ But by the early 1970, the Vietnam War, the Watergate
scandal, and the 1573 oil shock eroded these internationalist visions. The
Western bloc's aspirations for a vanguard “world style” was dismissed as
regressive imperialism, and adventurous museum exhibitions intreducing
abstract painting developments from around the world were largely abandoned
in & mindset of overal| retrenchment. Revasionist critigues on the political uses
of abstract expressionism, focusing on the Museum of Modern Art's
International Council's touring exhibitions during the Cold War, further
discredited the kind of art that had once made Jackson Pollock a horo of the
frea world, Along with transcendentalism, abstraction fell out of favor for not
being political or crtical enough. Likewise in Kores, Dansaekhwa's abstraction
was criticized in the 19805 for failing to document social and political realities.

To recoup abstraction, we must be prepared to restore our faith in art's
potential to stand for something outside our everyday social reality. And 1
appreciate unfamiliar abstract art, we must be able to simultanegusly ik and
detach the work before us from the history it may have worked through, It is
interesting to recall that Lee Ufan began his From Paint and Fam Line series
after encountering Bamett Mewman's abstract paintings in New York in 1971,
Lee recognized in Newman's minimalist abstractions {which the American

himsedf called “sublime”) his own search for & space that was bath material
and transcendent, reductive and expansive ™ Without doubt, the increasing
number of recent shows: in Ewrope and the LS. focused on the intemational
legacies of gestural, minimalist and systemic abstraction of the 19505 through
1970s have inspired a rethinking about abstraction, monochrome, and
materiality and have offered the art-going public a kind of profound order
missing in @ popular culture’s cult of irony, critique, spectacle and
appopriation. The huge appeal of Anish Kapoor's monochromatic and
illusaonistic voids, Mark Bradfords collaged camvases composed of Layers and
kayers of barely legible billboards advertising the sad desolation of America’s
urban biight, and the recent revival of interest in Japan's Gutai and Europe’s
Zem movements are examgles of this frash tum towaeds abstraction, b thas
new environment, Dansaekhwa has been “re-discovered” in the West.
Increasingly the topic of reseaech, exhibition and acquisition, it is recognized as
both 2 historical mivement identified with Korea's tumultious Yushin period
and as a mindful contemporary art grounded in acts of restraint. As the works
i this exhibition attest, “Korean monochrome painting” i perhaps the only
contemporary art movement in the world that is so purely construed as an
ethical practice. mm
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Tactile ‘seeing” and Dansaekhwa painting

Simon Morley An Artist and Writer

The eyes wants fo collaborate with the other senses. All the senses, including

vizion, can be reganded as extensions of the sense of touch - as specialisations

of the skin. They define the interface hetween the skin and the environment -

between the noague inferiority of the body and the axteniornity of the warld
~Juhani Pallasmaa, 2008, p. 47

Such iz the secret of his making: the painting is not before s eyes, but in his hands:
-Miked Dufrenne, 1987, p. 148

In The Geography of Thought (2005) the social psychologist Richard E. Nisbett
argues that two distinctive world-views continug to determing the dominant
cognitive styles of the West and East Asia, cognitive styles that are deeply
inscribed within cultural traditions. The clear benefits to be gained from bath
explain their cultural recursiveness. The Westem model priontises what Nisbett
calls ‘anatytic thought', which elevates the sense of sight over the other senses
and “dissects the world into a limited number of discrete objects having
particular attributes that can be categorised in clear ways™ (2003, p.157].
Processes of knowing involve separating into elemental parts and
rearganisation into new wholes. Westemers value discrete, clear and distingt
"building blocks” for thought. Truth is understoed to be bright and clear, and a
mode of thinking is promoted that aims 1o be uninfluenced by personal feelings
or opinions when considering and representing facts, ensuring grounds for a
pubdicly verifisbde objectivity that is freed from affect. The discursive approach
predominates, and thought is understood 1o proceed to conclusions through
logic, reason, and chjective analysis, rather than through intuition or other
mental processes, Because there is a differentiation of both intallect and
psychology from the somatic dimension, the intellect is understoad 10 inspect
and process the visual fighd modelled on retinal images, and the sense of touch,

like: the other senses, is relegated to an inferior status as a potential source of
valid and valuable knowledge about the world. Indeed, the other sensible data
of the world - calour, taste, sound, odour and touch - are downgraded due to
their alleged delivery of @ ‘merely’ subjective and private experience, and a3
these properties are also closely connected with the emotional and valuing tane
of experience, emotions and values ane also demoted. This fosters a intellectual
attitude that is precccupied with mental activity and values. As a result, this
cognitive style prioritises experience that "lends itself to being captured in
language”. Epistemolopically, ‘analytic thought” leads to dualism, and
omtologically to the notion of a self existing independently from the world it
perceives, There is a separation of the 'cogito” or mind from the body, while
metaphysically, this world-view fosters transcendentalism, and divides the
wiorld of matter from that of spirit,

While Westem thought came to emphasise the importance of rational
argument and analysis at the expense of other cognitive styles, it mediated the
artist as somaone separate from the world, fostering a sense of artistic
autonormny and the idea that art is a subjective addition to the world. In contrast
to the objectivity fostered in other epistamological fields, this subjective,
'creative’ element was encouraged as a constitutive part of artistic
consciousness, emphasising the idea of individual freedom of expression.
Furthermore, the dominance of the visugl, mimetic function occluded an’s
artifactual dimension, and 5o the: dominant Westem cognitive style encourages
standing-back and the adoption of a detached attitude in viewing art. Indaed,
because of the influence of such a namowly visually-oriented culture a Western
viewer isn't likely to spend much time constiously considering the ‘lowly’
sensations and their relationship to the imagination. We have been forcefully
entrained to attend to & work of art's optical dimension and to spend time
contemplating its relationship to intellectual, linguistic superstructures,

In contrast, what Nisbett calls the “holistic thought” of East Asia seeks o
incorporate into cognitive procasses the data derived from an awareness of the
body's position in time and space. It is more somatically oriented. Mare
attention is paid to affect than in the West, to pathas as well as logos as a valid
component of knowledge. This leads to the acknowledgement of the value of
non-verbal understanding. “Holistic thought” means non-duality or monism,
which impfies the notion of the self as xisting in the midst of things rather than
being extemal to them. East Asians, writes Nisbett, ‘responds to a much wider
array of objects and their relations, and [ -] makes fewer sharp distinctions
among attributes or categories.” as mare attention is paid to affect - to pathas -
as a component of knowledge, this leads to the acknowledgement of the value
of non-verbal understanding. As a result, their experience of reality ‘is lass well
suited to linguistic representation.” (2003, p.211). Nonconceptual practical
thinking is encouraged, which is fundamentally concrete, and ‘holistic thought’
considers what exists in relation to some matenal or physical form. Processes of
knowing cannot be separated out into elemental parts and then re-organized
into new whaoles, Some important knowledge is thus construed in what to
Westerners seems to be ‘esoteric” or ‘dark’ terms. Episternatogically, this world-
view leads to a non-dualistic or monistic basis for cognition. The self is
immersed in a living, corporesl and participatory context, and distinctions
between ‘subjective’ and ‘objective’ therefore have less value. Intimate
connectedness is valued over individual independence and autonomy,
Metaphysically, this world-view fosters the idea of an immanent spanituality,
oceurring in the here-and-now. In the East Asian world-view awareness of
process predominates over the search for essences o fived and finite forms, and
this cognitive style fosters the search for complementarity rather than
dissirmilarity. It offers the subject a greater sense of being united with a trans-
persanal whole, for as it is somatically oriented, the self is regarded as
immersed in a living, bodily and participatory context.

The Sinologist and philosopher Frangois Jullien argues that these
divergences in what he terms 'Chinese’ and ‘Greek’ thought, are best
understood through positing two profoundly different ways of concening of the
subject's connectedness to the outside world: perception and breathing. “There
are two ways in which my existence is continuously connected to something
outside”, Jullien (2009, p.134} declares; ™| breathe and | perceive”. As he
explaing (2009, p.124): *1 can privilege the gaze and the actnity of perception,
the Greek choice, which led them to grant prionity to a conception of reality as an

object of knowledge: the mind moves upward from visual sensation to the
constrection of essences, and vision is comected, structured, and at the same
time transcended by reason.” As a result, writes Jullien (1995, p.218), “lojne
could say - metapharically, at least - that Greek thought was marked by the idea,
at once tragic and beautiful, of ‘measure’ attempting to impose itself on
‘thaos'."In contrast, the Chinese became sensitive early on to” the reqular,
spontanegus fecundity stemming simply from the altemation of the seasons™
(199, p.218), and as a result their conceptualisation of the world was founded”
not on the activity of knowledge but on respiration.” (2009, p.134] Chinese
phitosophy and art proceeded "from the fact that | am alive, breathing in-
beeathing out” From this awareness "l deduce the principle of a regulating
altemation from which the process of the world flows” (2009, p. 134),

As a consequence, East Asian painting was construed as opening onto a
dynzmic field of energy (called qi, gi or ch's, as the Chinese is variously
transiated). Artists used techniques that to Westem eyes seem explicitly
designed to to emphasise the process of making, and often to demonstrate the
relinguishment of conscious control. They proclaimed that they were creating an
‘artless art’, or the ‘technique of no technique’ as it was known in Taoism. In
order to further the imaginative entry of the viewer ino their wark, paintings
were often characterised by pronounced qualities of suggestive abbreviation
and empty spaces, and by the juxtaposing of disparate, contrasting and
imperfect elements which demanded that the viewer ‘complete’ the work,
“When you paint”, atvised the Chinese scholar-artist Tang Zhigi (c.1620), “there
is no need to paint all the way; if with each brushsiroke you paint all the way, it
becomes comman.” {quoted in Jullien, 2008, p.72) The technique known as
'flying blank’ developed, for example - the sparse hairs of a weom brush left
unmarked spaces as it traversed the surface - while the style known as flung-
ink” painting aimed to koosen the hold of fived form and determined meaning
throwgh the artist conscigusty relinquishing control of the painting gesture.

What to Westem eyes registers as lack of finish or refinement, sketchiness,
and a sense of incompletion, were actually highly valued because gi was
closely associated with expressions of spontaneity. To a much greater extent
than Western art before the modern period, East Asian art points towards a
depicted subject (a landscape, for example) but also towards the artist’s own
body, whose presence is recorded through the trace of the brush upon the
physical substrate. A painting’s substrate mediates a heightened awareness of
time and space. and the artist makes the viewer feel as if he or she is walching
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them at work in “resl time’ by imvohving them in a synesthesic expenience. Such
paintings employ what the art historian Nomman Bryson (1983, p 94-35) terms
the ‘deictic’ {meaning “to shaw') mode - that i, they are contextual, and an
image cannot be “taken in all at once, tota simul, since it hag itsell unfolded
within the durée of process.” A viewer is thus able 1o visually track the lapse of
tirne and sequence through the traces that the painter has left on the substrate
of paper or sl as if they have participated or witnessed the process of making.
This mplies a performative and indexical relationship between work and migker,
an acknowledgment of the "camnal, corporeal body, with its gestures and
physical presence” (Bryson, 1983, p.95).

Rather than understanding the world as primarily an object of vision,
traditional East Asian painting expressed a sense of immersion, Artists
emphasised the role of the hand and eye together, recognising knowledge
gained through bodily perceptions in general and not just through sight. it
fostered an attitude that saw painting as expressing an intrinsic overlap
between sell and the world of othars, and aimed to evoke the synesthetic
experience of being absorbed by tones and atmosphere, or of having an intimats
tactile or haptic connection to the world. Creativity was understood to arise from
interactions, and the body was centrally involved in mediating the self and the
world. This way of experiencing does not see a callection of discrete parts to be
divided up and analyzed when confronted with a work of ar, but rather
construes it a5 a whole linking maker and viewer. East Asian art was less
concermed with looking with the eyes than with develoging a kind of indirect
observing - 3 looking through the bady.

fpproached from within this broad comparative cultural context, Dansaekinva
painting can be regarded as a kind of hybrid that borrowed traits of Westem
miodemesm and detoured them via traditional East Asian - and specifically Korean
- ideas. These, o Westemers, heterodax uses of a painting’s substrate makes it
chear that the artisis were aiming 10 evolve a practice in relation to iraditional
East Asian art as well as Westarm modam art, Indeed, withan the contexd of
globalised modern art, their specific focus on the markedly material, tactile
object, and on the performative: aspect of thair work can be interpreted as aiming
1o produce points of resistance from which to both revitalise raditional East
Asian comventions and also to deconstruct the Westem world-view,

Multi-sensary intimacy, conveyed by the notion of a 'tactile” refationship to
the world, ane in which there is greater awareness of the embodied nature of
mind, lies at the heart of the traditional East Asian thought upan which

Dansaekhwa artists drew. They were working from within a consciousness
bound closely to a mare positive evaluztion of the relationship between the
synesthesic body and cognitive processes. and the surfaces of Dansaekhwa
paintings become sites for the depositing of elusive indexical signs emplayed in
order to communicate more subjective, 'dark’, empathetic and transient
cognitrve processes grounded in greater awareness of tactile or haptic qualities
derived from the holistic dialecticism central to traditional Konean and East
Asian culture more generally. As a consequence, Dansaskhwa antists devised
ways of manipulating materials and employing surfaces that have no real
precedents amongst Westem artists, while their practices intersect with
Wiestem art through being played out on a common art world stage which was
becoming globally hegemanic during this period,

Holistic awareness of the mind as something embodied in the ‘flesh’ of the
phvysical world draws attention to the importance of touch. The sensa of touch or
the haptic helps build a stronger and more authentic awareness of a three
dimensional and temparal world than the sense of sight. Indeed, as the
architectural theonst Juhani Pallasmaa (2008, p. 10, 11} writes: “All the senses,
inchuding vision, are extensions of the tactile sense”. As he continues:

[The senses are specialisations of skin tissue, and 2ll sensory experiences
are modes of touching and thus related to tactility [--+] Touch is the sensory
made that integrates our experience of the world with that of ourselves. Even
visual perceptions are fused and integrated into the haptic continuum of the self,
my body remembers who | am and where | am located in the world,

As the philosopher Gilles Deleure notes, touch takes place within ‘darkness”,
and this makes it suspect within a Westem world-view committed to a cogito
based on “clear and distinet knawledge”, as Deleuze writes, quoting Descartes
(1992, p.155). But, in fact, 1o make physical contact with an object is to gain
clarification. Touching confirms and demystifies. The accumulation of
knowledge gained through touch or the haptic’ sense may be shower than
through visual perception, but the sense of touch is more difficult o deceive.
While sight facilitates a general concaptual knowledge through offering spatal
detachment from what is perceived, touch verifies and brings conviction by

In pamting, & haplic response involves perception at close range, while the
“optical’ necessitates viewing a surface from a certain distance. This haptic
mode makes frontal or proamic viewing essential, and a ngid link is thus made
between the eye and the hand The effect will then be such that “the fom and

the ground lie on the same place of the surface, equally close 10 each other and
1o owrsedves”, as Deleure writes (2003, p.123). Tactile "sesing’ thus brings into
play a greater awareness of body movements, or proprioceptions - of stimuli
relating 1o bodily position, posture and equilibrium that comes from a more
immersive engagement - and of the synesthetic nature of perception

The emergence Dansaekivwa in the 19705, and in South Korea in particular,
sugoests a context within which some Korean artists encountered the liberating
exampler of Western modemism and sought to break with their own heritage
and to assimilate and emulate Western modemism's styles. In this sense,
Korean monochaoms: painting is one of the marny symptems, manifested globally
according o different time-frames in different countries, that signal the end of
indigenous art and culture charactensed by harmonious evolution - by
repetitions, emulations and incremental departures fram the norm - and by a
sense of holistic embodiedness. But while Dansaskhwa artists adopted
procedures and underlying assumptions from the ‘analytic’ Westem tradition -
such a5 seasng art in terms of artistic autonomy, as highly subjectized and
characterized by overt demonstrations of the freedom of expression - they also
sought b cheave to key charattenstics of the traditional “holistic” Korean culture
which wese fast disappeaning

Dansackhwa can thus be seem within the broader context of the dilemmas
posed by rapid Westemized modernisation. The South Karea of the 1970° and
19805 was undengoing its economic ‘miracle’ under the watchful eyes of &
military gavernment and the United States, and thes modemisation project also
meant the rationalisation of Korean society around instrumental, ‘analytic’ goals,
Within 2 society rapidly embracing the fetishes of the technalogy-driven
capitalist version of progress promoted by the West it would be 1oo much 1o
hope that the dialectical engagements explored by Dansaekiwa artists though
the partial deployment of traditional materials, processes and techniques could
be sustained, The artist Nam June Paik seemed to have recognised this,
throwing himsadf into the midst of the techaological maelstrom, and in the
process he invented video ar. mm
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