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A Faraway Today
Park Chan-Kyong

Hanok sits amidst the several buildings that
form Kukje Ga]lery.1 It is probably safe to say that
the house is sandwiched between more important
exhibition spaces. However, one could also argue
that it serves as the center of Kukje Gallery, con-
sidering its location and traditional characteristics
where it serves symbolically to occupy a certain
space within modern culture. On the other hand,
since the building has been modified post-1970s
and again renovated recently, calling it “traditional”is
somewhat awkward. As much as Hanok belongs to
modern culture, it represents a residue of a tradition
that has barely managed to survive. Most of what
we recognize as tradition was once contemporary
culture, or modifications or residues of even earlier
times. Therefore, attempts to strictly delineate the
past are met with uncertainty. Nonetheless, the urge
to distinguish between the modern and the tradi-
tional remains strong. Depending on the context,
such distinction can indeed be meaningful; for ex-
ample, in places like Korea, where the shift to mo-

dernity has been sharply divided.

)

“Tradition” carries a strong nuance of temporal regression,
pointing from the present to the past. Art history, museums, cul-
tural heritages, and hanok villages all engender such an affect. How
could we think of Joseon baekja (white porcelain), Sumukbwa (ink
wash painting), and ancient temples outside the modern language
and institutions that accompany them? If doing so is difficult,
then it suggests that not only Kukje Gallery’s Hanok building but
tradition in general—despite being positioned counter to moder-
nity—is largely part of it. However, situations arise that challenge
this framing of tradition as a component of modernity. One might
experience a totally different sentiment, even when looking at an-
cient paintings and porcelain in the National Museum. Instead of
the viewer traveling to the past via the antique artifact, the past can
suddenly intrude upon the present, evoking an eerie and unfamiliar
experience. At first tradition seems distant and far away; then it
becomes vivid, as if it happened today. The feeling of rupture from
the past allows tradition to be separated from modern discourse
and the hubris of those institutions that seek to define it.

It is neither possible nor necessary to entirely reject the
whole of “traditional culture” embedded in modern institutions,
even if it is often viewed with suspicion because of its associations
with nationalist indoctrination, Western-centrism, Orientalism,
or academic elitism. The competing view within these institutions
also complicates any indiscriminate condemnation of its project
as a whole. Nonetheless, a common defining trait of modernity is

its attempt to control tradition and the persistence of folk culture.



So, whenever an attempt to bridge this disconnect fails, it instead
highlights the gap between tradition and those modernist or en-
lightenment projects, allowing tradition to gain new life. In this
sense, although tenuous, the modernization of tradition has already
been accomplished. The less a tradition is modernized through
institutions, ideologies, tourism, etc., the rawer and more contem-
porary it becomes; we realize that what is old is not a projection of
the present, but is instead the “already-today.” In other words, the
less modernized a tradition is, the more actively it participates in
modern culture as an equal to the present—not summoned by it,
but existing itself as a singular present. The poet Kim Su-Young’s
famous line, “Traditions, no matter how filthy, are good,” suggests
that traditions become valuable when we strip away all the symbol-
ic systems attached to them. What remains then are fragmented
images of memory—"“chamber-pots, head-bands, long pipes™—
which overwhelm the poet’s sentiment in the present.”

The meaning of tradition is indeed understood through a
paradox. Without tradition, it would be impossible to know what
tradition is, thus there would be nothing new. If something is com-
pletely disconnected from tradition, perceiving its novelty is impos-
sible. A person from the Joseon Era hearing Beethoven for the first
time might merely consider it strange noise. What makes an elec-
tric rice cooker novel is its connection to earlier rice pots. Traditions
are largely already defined by their being modernized; therefore,
placing tradition in opposition to modernity is challenging, except
for (subcultural) traditions excluded by (institutionalized) tradi-

tions. The more unfamiliar a tradition is, the more fissures it creates
within modernity—no wonder why avant-garde movements had
a keen interest in forgotten traditions, especially in non-Western
contexts. Kim's “chamber-pots, head-bands, [and] long pipes” refer
to sudden returns of traditions that were never completely forgot-
ten but remained untamed and outside of modernity, excluded and
underappreciated by both modernity and tradition. It is reasona-
ble that in such processes, what appears divided from the outside
might actually contain a continuation of some capability within us
that knows no such rupture. This capability could be termed the
subconscious, imagination, or medium. The works showcased in 4
Faraway Today were mostly selected based on this interest.

Kim Beom explores the vitality of objects seen in Minkwa
(Korean folk paintings) and Goeseokdo (paintings of oddly-shaped
rocks), traditions that explored hylozoism and animism long before
these concepts gained recent popularity in contemporary art. Kim’s
black comedy presentation is reminiscent of hachak.” The style
of humor seemed to have vanished alongside the minjung, but it
re-emerges through his drawings.* Neither the animist worldview
of giun-saengdong (spirit resonance and vitality) nor haehak were
given much attention by institutionalized tradition—unlike Goryeo
porcelain, for instance—and were instead taken up by independent
folklorists operating outside the mainstream.’

Im Youngzoo operates at the intersection where mythology
(or superstition) converges with contemporary media until they be-

come indistinguishable. Though modern video effects and editing



techniques they showcase the lasting influences of magical tradi-
tions, people often perceive these moves as purely technological—
an irrational view according to Im. Through tragicomic works, Im
illustrates how modernity is helpless against old religious imagi-
nations and even depends on them. While past superstitions were
grounded in mythology, contemporary ones are driven by greed
and the pursuit of power, resulting in a rather tragic comedy.

Choi Yun proposes that the TV monitor and the mystique
of porcelain are ontologically identical, showing that the result of
baking clay might provide a more profound visual experience than
viewing television. Can the enchantment of a porcelains surface
be unrelated to the anthropological roots of the television screen,
like the three stars symbolizing Samsung and the Ga\lalxy?6 Choi
suggests that even the most abstracted, hollowed out signifiers on
cutting-edge technological products are sites where long-term
memories appear. By substituting the smooth display surface with
the texture of clay, Choi welcomes these memories closer to our
bodies.

Choe Sooryeon’s paintings depict a distant mythological
time, evoking fear, like ghostly whispers, rather than the comfort
of reminiscences. Choe uses excerpts from Chinese ghost stories
in her paintings, where blurry and faded imagery dissolve textual
clarity, creating dreamlike scenes. One can almost sense the direc-
tionless wind blowing in them, like fluttering fabric or flickering
candles at a ritual. As indigenous wisdom often indicates, engaging

with death might be a better strategy than petit-bourgeois mental
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health practices.

Cho Hyun Taek’s foggy photographs of the
countryside capture remnants of folk religion that
persist despite being absent from official imagi-
naries. The popular belief in the early days of pho-
tography that images consume the soul or capture
ghosts might be more than just unscientific false-
hood in Cho’s work. His ghostly images seem to
ask how comfortable we are, now that we got rid of
everything. But if ghost still appear, we are in luck;
not all has been lost.

! [Translator’s note] A “hanok”is a traditional Korean house.

*Kim Su-Young, Colossal Roots (1964). “Selected Poems by Kim Suyong,”
Variations: Three Korean Poets, translated by Brother Anthony of Taize
and Young-Moo Kim (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2001). For
a detailed discussion of this poem and tradition, refer to Lee Youngwook
and Park Chan-kyong, “How to Sit Properly: Tradition and Art,” MMCA
Artist Studies 2. Park Chan-kyong: Red Asia Complex (Seoul: National
Museum of Modern and Contemporary Art Korea, Hyunsil Book, 2019).

*[TN] “Hachak” refers to a type of satirical humor characteristic of Korean
folk culture.

*[TN] “Minjung,”which can be translated to as “the people,” refers to those
who are socially and politically oppressed, exploited, and marginalized.

*[TN] “Giun-saengdong,” or “giyun shengdong”in Chinese, is one of
the six points required to appreciate a painting as established by the
6th-century Chinese painter and art historian Xie He. It refers to the
vivid description of the object’s vitality,and can be understood as a main
aesthetic principle in Chinese painting.

*['TN] The name of the South Korean conglomerate Samsung literally
means “three stars”; Samsung’s line of mobile devices, Galaxy, can also be
understood as a reference to this name.
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