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GLOBALISATION

LEEJOON(LJ) Even as we live in an era of globalisation, cognitive
differences between Westerners and East Asians remain. Since moving
to Korea, you have approached such cultural differences through your
work, and are especially interested in the concept of void in East Asian
art, You're a writer as well as an artist, and in the book you edited, The
Sublime: Documents in Contemporary Art (2010), you re-published part
of one of my texts on void in Korean art, making implicit connections
between East Asian and Western concepts. You've also used some new
techniques in your work since coming to Korea, including working on
hanji and mounting works in East Asian formats. How do you locate
your works in the context of Western and East Asian culture?

SIMON MORLEY(SM) T've been living most of the time in Korea since

2010, and I know I've brought with me all my preconceptions from the
'old world'. But I've come with a willingness to have them questioned

and overturned by my encounter with the 'unknown'. But this is an
‘unknown' that nowadays is threaded through with the familiar. The

odd experience on first arriving in South Korea was that things seemed
relatively familiar; it was only after a time that they became profoundly
strange. American technological consumer culture binds us all superficially
together, but it's only a veneer. As a result, we're living in hybrid cultures
— or 'glocal' cultures as they've been called. This difference and sameness
— which I try to explore in my art and writing — reflect the intermingling
of once profoundly contrasting 'takes' on the world — what has been
described as the 'holistic' and the 'analytic' world-views. I belong to an
‘analytic' culture, and this has many implications for the way I think and
lead my life, and of course it determines the kind of art I was educated to
appreciate and make. Nowadays, here in Korea, we can still find plenty of
evidence to show that things are thought, and therefore done, differently —
from within a 'holistic' consciousness. For instance, if I say 'mind',

I tend to mean something that is disconnected from the body (it might even
be something located physically in the cerebrum), while you, as a Korean,
will almost certainly consider the translation of this word into your
language as referring to something that includes your body, or specifically,
your heart. This is because you belong to a culture in which the concept of
mind and heart are interchangeable. This represents no small difference,
exposing very clearly the contrast between my dualistic, 'analytic' way of
being and your monistic 'holistic' one.

To answer the practical question about materials and techniques: In
adopting some traditional Korean materials I've been interested to see
what happens when I use unfamiliar means that come carrying a specific
cultural baggage. I've just tentatively tried to extend my repertoire. But I
have no intention of 'going native'! How could I? On the other hand, I am
very interested indeed in certain historically inscribed concerns that are
neglected in my own culture.
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HISTORICAL/AHISTORICAL

L) But I feel that through your works you emphasise the
fact that despite these cultural differences there are ways of
seeing that are universal.

SM My studies in Modern History before becoming an artist
mean, I think, that I've a rather developed sense of the
historical context, and today, more than ever, the 'historical’
confronts the 'ahistorical’, or to use a more overtly denigrating
term, the 'essentialist’. Claims for anything that might be
deemed "ahistorical’ are often tagged methodologically suspect,
and generalizations about human nature are understood

to be distortions serving ideological goals. The value of
referring to something called 'East Asian culture' may seem
spurious, not only because it is a form of 'Orientalism’ to be
dismissed as mere imperialistic exoticism and romanticism,
but also, from another East Asian perspective, because it is
judged synonymous with reaction and the failure to embrace
modernity. However, 'Orientalism’ in the West can't simply

be identified with the ruling imperialist ideology. Edward Said
(1935-2003)'s influential version of 'Orientalism’ simplifies
the picture, because for Westerners an involvement in 'East
Asia' has also always included a kind of subversive counter-
movement — think of John Cage and Zen Buddhism, for
example.

The general lesson to be drawn from recent studies in the
psychology of visual perception is that cognition takes place
within a body — it is carnal. But while humans share the same
neurological 'wet-ware' and the same bodies, more or less,
globalization has thrown into high relief both the variations
and contiguities in cognitive styles that are deeply inscribed
within societies through time. As humans, our brains are all
essentially the same, but what we choose to consider to be
‘reality’ differs in important ways depending on the culture

to which we belong and the time in which live. If there's one
thing that research in neurological sciences (and postmodern
philosophy) shows it's that there's no objective reality’ out
there. It is a construction. While this is rather recent news
for Westerners, it seems to have long been a central truth of
Taoism and Buddhism in the East. So for me an important side
of globalization is to be reminded of aspects of consciousness
that we Westerners have marginalized and denigrated,

and then as a result, when we acknowledge them, fail to

fully assimilate. For instance, Westerners tend to consider
emotions, intuitions and feelings as cognitively suspect — as
inferior sources of knowledge — but in East Asia, traditionally,
an effort was made to incorporate them into a sense of what
valid knowledge is. It's the mind/heart convergence again.

L) So as a Westerner you are interested in the spiritual and
cultural values of Asia. As a curator and art critic I'm also
interested in cultural Identity and cultural differences.

I think that cultural identities are formed in intimately
mutual relationship not only with the socio-cultural
environment, like religion, customs and culture, but also with
geo-political elements. Cultures also develop and mature

by transeending the boundaries between areas and races,
and influence one other. Even though the Koreans are one
ethnic family speaking one language, cultural identity is
often distorted by ideology, as in the case of North Korea.
However, many aspects of Korean traditional culture

are intimately related to the Asian philosophy of oneness
with nature. This way of thinking renders Korean art
fundamentally different from Western culture, which has
historically pursued logoceniiism and seientific rationalism.
Artist like John cage (1912-1992), Yves Klein (1928-1962),
Ad Reinhardt (1913-1967) and Agnes Martin (1912-2004),
while deeply rooted in Western tradition, also aspired to
embody their interests in Eastern philosophies and ways of
thinking, such as meditation and Zen Buddhism. They tried
to approach not historical but ahistorical thinking through
their works. Here we find both similarities and differences
between Eastern and Western art.

SM Exactly. Hybridity is a central characteristic of cultures,
and not only so-called postcolonial cultures. While there are
many aspects of culture that are indeed historically determined
and specific, that are 'socially constructed’ and 'coded’, they
tend to constellate around more constant elements in human
experience. Above all, they constellate around the fact of our
embodiment — the fact that we have bodies — and that we all
share the same basic neurological substrate. These 'ahistorical’
elements, or ontological structures, lead to the establishment
of important conceptual truths, such as are embodied in
religions. This is a key point in relation to art, because such
ontological structures determine the conceptual truths that art
contains, but, as you say, these concepts will vary according to
historically and geographically specific conditions, producing
the biases within cultures that lead to some things being
prioritized as important and therefore valued over others.

I'm very aware that art has a history, and so is implicated in
ideologically determined 'visuality', or in socially constructed
ways of seeing. But there are certain basic transhistorical
ontological structures, and negotiating the interface between
the 'historical/ahistorical' means taking a kind of 'middle way'.
This 'in-between' is very interesting to me.
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KOREAN MONOCHROME PAINTING

LJ I think your works relates to monochrome painting.

I note that recently you wrote about the 'cogito of kneading
(2015)' and 'tactile seeing (2015)" in relation to Korean
Dansaekwha. I also menticned taetile feeling in relation

to the aesthetic traits of Korean abstract painting when [
curated the exhibition "Spirit of Korean Abstract Painting
(1996)" at Ho-Am Art Gallery. I found a concern for
tactile feeling in the countless dots on canvas, the special
texture and deep colours of rice-paper, and the endless,
repetitive labor in many layers. From the artists' ceaseless
experiments and struggles with materials, we also gain a
tactile impression. You mention that 'ontological structures'
determine 'conceptual truths'. Could you explain the
connections from your viewpoint?

SM Painting directly connects to ontological structures
through being something framed and bounded with a 'skin' of
taut fabric, like a body. But also, like consciousness, a painting
is open to the surroundings, and is fluid and permeable. So it
relates to basic human experience through these conceptual
truths. Another way in which the format of painting connects
to ontological structures is more indirect - through the
technology of the medium itself. The fact that we are used to
viewing two-dimensional rectangles as sources of valuable
information, links paintings with electronic, digital formats.
However, a painting is always more than a visual token that
is activated electronically; it is also a thing whose 'thing-ness'
is an important part of the meaning. In this way, painting also
mirrors the ontological reality of the finite embodied self in
ways that an electronic format cannot.

But as in consciousness in general, the bias within pictorial
concepts — what are given more importance within painting

— is influenced by what culture one finds oneself in. I was
struck by how Dansaekhwa does and doesn't look like Western
monochrome painting. Obviously, my own practice also
relates to this latter tradition, and I was interested to try

and understand where Dansaekhwa both converges with and
diverges from my cultural norms. One avenue I explored was
suggested by the phrase of the philosopher Gaston Bachelard
(1884-1962) — a "cogito of kneading". "To knead' means to
work something with the hands, and the verb is often used

in relation to making bread or manipulating clay to make
pottery. Bachelard was referring to a kind of thinking that is
more to do with touch than with seeing, more connected to
synaesthesic, kinaesthesic experience than with the narrow
correlation of eye and mind dominant in the West. I found
that with East Asian traditions there is a different emphasis
concerning touch, and that's what I tried to discuss in relation
to Dansaekhwa.

SUBJECTS

L) What is your favorite theme? Some that I can identify are
cultural curiosity, differences in cultures, political ideology,
travel, utopia and dreaming, happiness.

SM That's a good list. Others includes my own cultural
identity — I did a show in London around the theme of
'Englishness'. Also, I'm interested in religion and the yearning
for some kind of 'transcendence’. Another important theme

is painting itself. For example, in Tokyo I did a show of
catalogue and monograph covers of Old and Modern Masters.

I asked the gallery director to choose the twelve artists from a
'long list" Actually, perhaps the best answer to your question
is to say that my main theme is painting. That is, painting as a
'school of seeing’.

In much of my work you at first see only a colour, then as you
move closer some kind of text or imagery emerges. An on-
going series are called 'Book-Painting' -hand-made copies of
covers or title pages or real books made in acrylic on canvas. [
don't just choose any book, and they need to have some kind of
resonance, and I don't mess around with the format, just with
the colour and medium. They're monochromatic and the text

is painted in relief, so it stands out from the surface, casting
shadows.

In the works for the present exhibition, I have added an
additional level: you'll at first see only a colour, then, as

well as text, you can make out a random field of blotches.
Gradually, vague images of couples kissing, or a profile of a
woman (sourced from movie stills), emerge. Psychologically,
in order see the spots you're using 'bottom-up' (data-driven)
processes, which are pre-cognitive and therefore universal,
whereas to provide an interpretation of wat we see, we use "top
down' informaion -conventions, codes- which are culturally
conditioned. But at first, when you can't see the couple kissing
or the face, you're experiencing 'bottom-up' signals alone, and
this is a moment that's freer from code. The same is true for
my 'Book-Paintings'; at first you see vague forms floating in

a coloured field, but as you look more closely, they become
words, and then the reference to a book becomes explicit.



‘cogito of kneading’ and  ‘tactile seeing’ (2015)

‘Spirit of Korean Abstract Painting” (1996)


SOURCES

LJ You also studied modern history at the Oxford University
before you became an artist. Why do you choose literature as
source texts? Is it related to your memories, and to Western
society?

SM I'm interested in bringing about a convergence between
visual art, especially painting, and books and other kinds of
discursive, historical sources. These sources I select tend to
relate to aspects of twentieth century history, and they are also
often specifically chosen in relation to my exhibition's location.
So, for example, I recently had an exhibition in Paris based
around the works of Albert Camus (1913-1960), making
'Book-Painting's' based on the Gallimard (1831 -1975) first
editions. I also did a show in Seoul in 2012 where I worked
with books written by Westerners about Korea at the end of
the nineteenth and beginning of the twentieth century. I don't
mess around with the typography or design of these sources.
All T do is change the colour and the size, and make it into a
hand-made painting. In this sense, the

Zarathustra (1924/1943/ 1950), 2012, Acrylic on canvas, 3 works 120x160cm each

Detail of Zarathustra (1924)

words are very important as signifiers. Yes, my sources may
well be to do with memories, but not so much personal memory
as collective ones. I try to avoid subject matter that's too
subjective or personal. I suppose I work a bit like a historian.
I'd like to think of my art as a kind of History Painting, in the
old sense of an art that seeks to be a record of events, though
mine is wholly 'unofficial' of course. It's a very ineffectual
History Painting.



delete these dates (also in the Korean translation): insert: publishing house








TEXT AND TRANSCENDENCE

L) Your work engages with found images and words, the
visual and the verbal (language). You are the author of
Writing on the Wall: Word and Image in Modern Art (2003),
a history of the use of writing by modern artists. Does this
book specifically relate to your work?

SM What interest me is the connection between 'text’ and
‘texture'. The word ‘fext'in English derives from the Latin
textus (a tissue), which in turn is derived from texere (to
weave). This reminds us that any given cultural form functions
within a complex network or tissue of cultural connections. But
like Bachelard's 'kneading’, these roots also lead us back to the
fact that cultural forms are things done with the hands, like
weaving and spinning — they are 'texture’.

In the West, we use an alphabet in order to write text. A letter
in an alphabet is a highly conventionalised abstract symbol
that is meant to be a visual equivalent for a sound. Alphabets
in fact invite us to forget that writing is actually visual,
textural language - especially printed alphabets do this.

We ignore the shape of the letters and go straight to what the
shapes are made to mean. This has major consequences.

As a result, oral language becomes spatial, and the visual
sense comes to dominate the other senses even more than it
usually does. 'Alphabetic consciousness' encourages linear,
rational, analytic thought, and the ability of writing to fix and
abstract meaning results in us tending to over- value discursive
reasoning.

In East Asia, traditionally, you didn't use an alphabet. Instead,
your writing was based on ideograms and pictograms, so

it was always recognized that speaking and writing were
different. As a result, writing was always attached to image
making, and was more overtly 'texture'. It is normal for East
Asian paintings to also carry calligraphy, which is made with
the same tool - a brush - while in the West, at least since the
invention of fixed-point perspective, writing had only a very
marginal place in our picturing system. I play with this in one
series of watercolours on paper, where I paint trompe ['oeil
twigs and leaves that spell words. These came about after first
seeing Hangeul, the Korean alphabet, and thinking it looked
like sticks arranged in space.

So I'm interested in thinking about writing as visual, textured'
language, something that becomes more pronounced when
writing appears in the space normally dedicated (at least in the
West) to the visual: painting.

The October Revolution: Lenin, 2012, watercolour on paper, 56x75.5cm

I make many of my paintings in one colour or in very close
hues and tones, so that the effect is quite different from normal
writing, where part of the medium's convention is to use
strong contrast between the letters and the ground upon which
the letters are placed to make them easier to see/read. My
writing seems to be absorbed into the ground, or is emerging
from it. Also, I usually paint my letters in relief so that they
have a strongly textured impact, even casting shadows onto
the surface. This enhances their 'thing- ness'.

Interestingly, Hangeul is an alphabet, like the Western
writing convention. It's worth speculating on this in relation
to 'Korean consciousness': it seems you've been working with
both alphabet and ideograms for some time, and I wonder how
this has affected your consciousness?

But art functions in two registers: it's a cognitive sign or a
code, but it's also something noncognitive - a kind of force

or energy. One of the most important recognitions in the
humanities over the past century or so is that more or less
everything is a sign. We don't have access to some kind of raw,
unmediated 'reality', and must always take a detour through
the social. As a result, we now recognize that everything, as
Nietzsche (1844-1900) puts it, is a 'perspective’. The most
obvious kind of sign is a word; it's more obvious than an image
which, especially in the West with our tradition of mimesis,
we are tempted to consider as in some way directly attached to
its referent. A word is not the thing it refers to. This is obvious
when we try speaking or writing in a foreign language, where
the words for the same thing vary greatly. In my work, I start
with this discursive function through planting words in the
pictorial field.

But another aspect of my work opens onto the second
dimension of art. This is the one that eludes categorization

or code, and is more like a force or some kind of presence.

I don't think we in the West are very good at talking about
this dimension. Perhaps it just can't be talked about. When
we do try to categorize it we refer to the 'Sublime', or
'transcendence’, or the 'spiritual’. More lately, critical theory
has tried using the term 'affect’. Whatever it is, it's not
something that sits comfortably within an account of art based
on objective analysis of signs, or of social context.
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THE INDISTINCT

LJ Can you tell us about the indistinctness of your paintings?
They are very simple; not much is visible, and there's very
little imagery. It's not easy to grasp the indexical signs in
your works. They are difficult to read. How do you consider
monochromatie colour in this context? As you mentioned, you
are interested in ways of seeing that are less 'colonized' and
not coded. I'd like to hear more about this concept in relation
to your paintings.

SM A very obvious aspect of my paintings is that they're
difficult to see. Another important point is that there's not
much of a trace of my hand on the works' surfaces — not much
of an indexical sign, as you say. I want to draw attention to
my body as something silent and still. I'm not interested in
showing it as something in dynamic action. I want to suggest
slowness and contemplation. Also, I want the medium to
express itself. I'm not so interested in expressing myself. So

I diminish the telltale traces of my presence. I'm interested

in the idea of art as a kind of transmission, and for that to
happen, I think the maker of the work has to somehow get out
of the way.

As images, my paintings don't sit there on the wall very
distinetly, while they are definitely there as coloured
rectangles. But what's inside the rectangles is indistinct.

As I mentioned, seeing is the dominant sense in relation to
reasoning, and so by reducing the ability to see or read' image
or text I'm also reducing the ability to rationalize. I explore
ways of seeing that are less colonized. In some ways, I see
a contest in my work between words and colours, although
colour isn't quite right, as colour too can be coded. One on-
going series of works seems to suggest this rather directly -
my 'Paragraph-Paintings' cover over sections of text on real
book pages with rectangles of acrylic paint the shape of the
paragraphs of text. I have erased the text and replaced it by
colour.

There's a struggle going on in my work between code and
what lies beyond code — the 'unknown'. This is what really
interests me. Colour offers itself to the senses before it
becomes something symbolic (for example, red = danger). But
it's truant or unreliable from a cognitive point of view. Colour
never remains the same; it's always shifting. It's a property of
the retina not of things. I mean: where is colour?

L'Homme Revolté (1951), 2014, acrylic on canvas, 30x40cm
From the series Albert Camus: Oeuvres

But of course, as I say, colour also becomes colonized by
code. So mine is just a dream of a pure, boundary-less colour
sensation (maybe like a James Turrell (b. 1943) installation).
But I make paintings, not installations. Painting can't do
more than produce different kinds of juxtapositions between
the bounded and the unbounded. That's the fundamental
‘conceptual fact' that binds painting to 'ontological truth'. The
making of paintings on rigid rectangular-shaped supports,
which has dominated Western art since the Renaissance, I
think comes not only from the desire to make window-like
apertures, but also from awareness that it can function as a
visual analogy for the fact that we experience ourselves as both
bounded and unbounded, that we are flesh and bone bodies
capable of transcending our boundaries, and yet at the same
time we are aware that without these corporeal boundaries
there would be no self. This dialectic is what painting can
enact. In my work I want to evoke a body that is in a state

of indeterminacy, which means things are at the limits of the
sensible. It's not clear if what I show is unfolding or in the
process of dissolving. It is contained in an undifferentiated
space that seems to re-absorb it.

To actually show or denote this 'unknown' is impossible. It can
only be connoted or gestured towards. I've got interested in
the psychology of visual perception, the way in which seeing is
connected to thinking. I'm especially interested in how 'seeing’
as we consider it in relation to visuality (or social conditioning)
is really generated by just a very limited optical range based on
the foveal centre. This focused, grasping vision is only about 1°
across, and that part of the visual field brought to resolution is
no more than 3° across. The rest is accessed by what is called
'peripheral vision', although 'accessed’ is the wrong word,
because the periphery is unavailable to rational reflection and
control. Peripheral vision is tied to the unconscious, and is less
mediated. Focused vision is always a kind of 'tunnel vision',
colonized by code. Our vision is also determined by what are
called 'spatial frequencies’, that is, the optics of how we record
more or less detail within the field of vision. Focused vision is
all about 'high spatial frequencies' — of seeing distinct edges
and boundaries - while the periphery is more concerned with
'low spatial frequencies’ — with coarse, general relations of
forms within a total field.

This interest of mine might have something to do with the
fact that I was born astigmatic. My eyes don't focus at the
retina, and I have multiple foci. Of course my glasses correct
this defect, but I think it's influenced what I'm interested

in as an artist. Maybe you can say that the affects I try to
create are 'low spatial frequency’ images. I can't say they're
peripheral, because as soon as we direct our visual attention
onto something it becomes the centre. The periphery rebuffs
attention, but that's exactly why it's so important.
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CONTEXTS

L) I'm interested in the fact that you've noted the connection
between 'void' and 'relationship'. I think the indistinet
quality in your work is related to the concept of void. It's an
important issue to try to find new values in contemporary
art. I curated “Lee Ufan Retrospective” at the Ho-Am Art
Gallery in 2003 and “Void in Korean Ar™ at the Leeun

in 200%7. Lee Ufan (b. 1936)'s work unfolds through an
aesthetic of encounter and relationship. Lee, who says that
void in art is a triumphant space opened up by meetings

of the self and the other, has continued to creates spaces

of resonance by means of relational operations between

the painted and unpainted, the made and the unmade, and
interior and exterior. This way of thinking renders Korean
art fundamentally different from western art. In contrast
with the Eastern philosophy that considers nature to be

the very fundament of the universe itself, Western society
has used nature as a tool for anthropocentric development.
Void is a core term, which encompasses Asian values that
contrast with this logocentrism and materialism in Western
philosophy. It also signifies a world which is empty yet

also filled with elegance, and it compels viewers to see the
'horizon' of life anew, and, at the same time, it's a productive
space that traverses boundaries and differences. I'd like to
say that void is a meaningful concept for contemporary art
which is witnessing an excess of media and images in our
contemporary visual culture of the so called “Society of the
Spectacle”. I can find similarities between you and Lee Ufan
in relation to the aesthetic attitude.

SM T remember seeing my first Lee Ufan exhibition in
London in the mid-1990s. I also read some of his texts at
that time. And now, here I am in Korea! In one text, Lee
Ufan describes the perceptual haziness that is the dominant
effect of the Korean weather - there is a subtly nuanced and
indistinet blueness to everything, which means that no one
colour dominates. Lee describes this as “a kind of infinite
resonance, suggesting a diffuse clarity, an absent presence,

a vacillating stability.” Traditionally, says Lee, Koreans love
this inbetween-ness, which is also perceptible in the half-closed
eyes of your Buddhas represented in postures of mediation.
This, Lee argues, means that for Koreans indeterminacy is a
much more comfortable state than it is for most Westerners,
and as I understand it, this is the importance of 'void' in East
Asian philosophy and art. In a painting, the seemingly empty
spaces are those where potentiality lies. I like very much your
phrase “empty yet filled with elegance”. The void “aerates the
figure and makes it resonate”, as the French philosopher and
Sinologist, Francois Jullien (b. 1951) puts it. It's a resonant
interval or space between something too tangible and sterile,
and something excessive and volatile, where things simply

disappear and are forgotten. It's a way of retaining plenitude.
Since being in Korea I've realized that traditionally the value
given here to the 'indistinct’ is much greater. There is a sense
in which what is not clear and distinct is more important than
what is. Or, in another register, what is not known is more
important than what is. In my anthology of texts about the
Sublime and contemporary art, researched after my first visit
to Korea, I included your text on void in Korean art because |
thought there was a connection between this concept and the
Sublime. But now I don't think it's quite so straightforward.
The Sublime as a concept depends on logocentrism— on a
separation of body and spirit, while 'void' is monistic, and
emerges from a culture that, as you say, considers humans as
part of nature, not in opposition to it.

L) Are you especially influenced by any particular
philosophers, writers or artists? I can find similarities with
Ed Ruscha (b. 1937)'s work.

SM Well, I've mentioned Francois Jullien, and I suppose he's
a very important thinker for me recently, helping me to get

a perspective on what separates my culture from yours and
also what we share. Jullien discusses '¢i', or what in the West
is usually translated as 'breath resonance’, 'vital energy’,

or 'spirit resonance'. I now understand better how for East
Asian culture breath holds the place that perception does for
Westerners. If 'breath’ is the central preoccupation, then what
will be sought is something that can't be objectified. It is more
like an invisible impulse.

As for writers, I suppose an abiding influence is Samuel
Beckett (1906-1989), but several others come to mind —
Rilke (1875-1926), Wallace Stevens (1879-1955), Paul
Celan (1920-1970), Albert Camus (1913-1960), Alan Watts
(1915-1973), D.T. Suzuki (1870-1966). More recently,
novelist like W.G. Sebald (1944-2001), Haruki Murakami (b.
1949), David Mitchell (b. 1969). Another important point

of reference is the English ex- Tibetan and Seon Buddhist
monk, Stephen Batchelor (b. 1953), whose written some very
interesting books trying to apply Buddhist teachings in a non-
religious way. Artists? Before I knew anything about art I
loved the German Romantic painter, Caspar David Friedrich
(1774-1840). I still do, but now I know a little better why.
Also, th2 Eaglsh Rorrac’ie artists Turner (1773-1254),
Constable (1776-1837) and Francis Bacon (1909-1992).
The Americans, Mark Rothko (1903-1970), Barnett Newman
(1905-1970), Agnes Martin (1912-2004) and Ellsworth
Kelly (b. 1923). Especially Agnes Martin; her work is a real
inspiration, although she belongs to a generation and comes



Lee Ufan’s (b.1936) works

Ed Ruscha’s (b.1937) works 

J.M.W. Turner

John Constable


from a place that believed it was possible to forget history,
and as I'm English and younger, I can't believe that. But, yes,
perhaps the key artist for me is the American Ed Ruscha. I
love the way he works with text as something visual, and how
he manages to be both funny and profound. And, recently, I
went to see a Giorgio Morandi (1890-1964) show in Seoul,
and that reminded me how important he was for me earlier in
my career. Seeing the show also brought up the interesting
problem of cultural similarities. It's sometimes said that
Morandi is very 'Zen'. But what does that mean when one uses
it to refer to someone who, as far as I know, had very little
knowledge or interest in East Asia? 'Zen' in the West is
shorthand for something that is a universal human ideal
of consciousness, and it's interesting that we Westerners are
obliged to borrow a Japanese word to describe it, because we
don't have the vocabulary ourselves. Why that is, concerns me
very much.

L) I can find a conceptual elements as well as links to
abstract painting mixed together in your works. How can you
define your works? Is it conceptual or abstract?

SM Well, at the risk of over-simplifying, I'd say I'm interested
to help bring about a meeting between Marcel Duchamp
(1887-1968) and Mark Rothko. In other words, I'm interested
in the 'conceptual' anti-aesthetic family in art and the abstract
'sublime' one too. So to answer your question, I'd say my
work has a 'conceptual' dimension, certainly, but it's not only
‘conceptual’, as I'm interested in expressing some kind of vital
energy, altered states of consciousness. I also don't believe in
the 'purity' of painting, and am quite happy to explore other
media, when it seems appropriate. It strikes me that in some
sense you could call what I do is 'ecurating' images rather than
‘creating' images, in that I select from an already existing
archive. That's quite a 'conceptual' process, I suppose.

13







'KISS ME DEADLY'

L) Your new series of paintings brings cinema and
literature into contact upon the monochrome surface of
painting. I think that your new paintings give more space for
the imagination than before. The images borrowed from the
movies are love scenes - often of people kissing. I can find
words on the paintings which are borrowed from Contents
pages and Indexes of books. The relationship between the
images from the movies and the texts bring out multiple
interests and encourage the imagination in us. But why did
you choose a Hollywood film noir, Kiss Me Deadly (1955)
as the title for the show? And I'd like to hear about how
you go about borrowing images and text, and also what the
relationship in this case is between image and text?

SM TI've been working with cinematic imagery for a while. The
cinema is the preeminent art form of the twentieth century, but
I certainly don't see it as a rival to painting. The many ways

in which painting and film intersect are fascinating. And now,
because of the digital revolution, film and painting seem much
closer to each other as they are both analogue media. But as [
also often take these filmic images from digital sources, they're
already rather 'corrupted' by the digital process, and therefore
my work is also engaging with the digital form. I especially
like the way the digital process routinely degrades images
through copying them at low resolution.

And I've also been making my own videos for some time. I
always try to include a video work in my exhibitions, and will
be showing one in the Gallery Baton exhibition. A short slow-
motion loop of a clip from Hitchcock's movie Vertigo (1958)
— the famous 360 degree camera shot of the kiss — is viewed
through a peephole cut in a rice paper cabinet. Perhaps I
approach the time-based medium of video in a 'painterly’

way; I'm certainly interested in the texture and colour of the
digital image, especially when it's degraded. I also like the way
in which it's possible to sample video imagery easily. So in
some ways, [ do the same in the time-based medium as I do in
painting.

For Baton I'm also trying something new: laser-cut sculptures
in aluminium. I will be exploring similar themes to the
paintings but using real, not illusionistic space. The images in
the sculptures, like those in the paintings, are very alienated
from their sources, and are further distanced because they are
reduced to a single hued flatness. This is similar to the way
writing functions — a flat shape on a ground - but in relation to
images, this simplification often makes them difficult to 'read'
as images, and we have a moment when they're just shapes,
and then we must decipher the shapes using 'top down',
conceptual processes.

Cropped still from Alfred Hitchcock's Vertigo (1958) used for the painting Institutions (2014)
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Again, the way I use cinema in my work can be determined

by the location of the exhibition; I did a series of DVD covers
of classic Japanese movies for a show in Tokyo, and a series
of paintings based on Italian movie posters from the 1940's

to 1960's for a show in Milano. On the other hand, the film
can relate to some more general theme; I did a series called
'Hitchcock's Blondes' for a show in Tokyo in 2009, where

I used the typography as it appeared in the specific film in
which the actress starred, and in London recently I did a
show loosely based around the Frank Capra (1897-1991)

film Lost Horizon (1937), which was based on a novel by an
Englishman named James Hilton (1900-1954). It's the source
of the place called 'Shangri-La'. The exhibition included a
group of paintings in which various names for this elusive
dream world - Utopia, Paradise, Arcadia, The Matrix - are
floated over images of the Lamasery as it was imagined for the
movie set. I was motivated to think about this theme because
of the failed Utopia of North Korea.

The title of the new exhibition is from a classic Hollywood
'film noir' directed by Robert Aldrich (1918-1983) in 1955,
so just a couple of years after the end of the Korean War. It
stars Ralph Meeker (1920-1988) as a tough private detective
who kisses several women while trying to foil a plot to steal
radioactive waste. The act of kissing and the threat of nuclear
Armageddon are rather unsubtly bonded to each other in what
is essentially a movie of Cold War paranoia.

ft

One of my paintings appropriates a kiss from the movie as part
of a series of paintings of such staged embraces from a wide
variety of films. For this exhibition I wanted a title that was
alluring and playfully kitsch, and I liked the initially unlikely
juxtaposition of the two words 'kiss' and 'deadly'. But actually,
love and death are age old topics. The stills I've uced in the
new paintings come from both Hollywood and more 'art house'
sources — from Gone With the Wind (1936) to Antonioni
(1912-2007)'s La Notte (1961). Many of the acts of kissing
I've depicted are often very similar in pose (there are only so
many ways to film a kiss!).

As is usual in my work, the initial visual experience of the new
paintings is that of an undifferentiated field of colour; only
gradually do images and words emerge from the chromatic
envelope. This initial moment is the one that's least cognitively
engaged. What's new for me in this work is that I'm no longer
using the formatting of 'ready-made' sources, such as book
covers, but instead juxtaposing different sources on one surface
and creating some new forms of my own. The images are
removed from their original context, becoming just suggestive
and elusive fragments. They’re also quite transformed, and

I make greater stylistic changes than in my earlier works,
radically eropping them.

Yes. You're right. I think that in these new paintings my app-
roach is definitely more imaginative than before, and reflecting

Video grabs from Poem Without a Hero, 2011, digital video animation, 4 minutes 35 seconds
The animation created portraits of communist leaders out of gradually evolving blobs. This one shows Stalin



Antonioni’s (1912-2007)

Text
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now on their possible meanings I see them as the fruit and
fullest expression of my five years of living in Korea. In my
studio I have a poster of a beautiful scroll-painting in ink

on silk of bamboo by an artist of the late Joseon period, and
recently it suddenly dawned on me that my new paintings

have much in common with it. The work is monochromatic

and very minimal, and the ink is used thickly in some places

to give the feeling that the bamboo is close to the viewer, and
then more thinly to suggest depth and atmosphere. It's all very
suggestive. The seventeenth century Chinese scholar-artist
Tang Zhiqgi (1560-1570) said, "When you paint, there is no
need to paint all the way; if with each brushstroke you paint all
the way, it becomes common." I like the idea that indistinctness
is a way of retaining plentitude. When something isn't finished,
when it isn't done 'all the way', it's much more fulfilling. I'd
also like to mention another Korzsx vrork Tadmire very much
- Chusa (P58, 1786-1856) 's 'Zen Orchid'. This very simply
painted orchid is surrounded by colophons and seals and I can't
understand them, but they certainly add to the meaning of the
work. This is important too in relation to my own work; my
texts may not be understandable to Koreans or non-English
speakers, I realize, but they still function as a kind of 'effect

of language'; that is to say, they engage with the expectation
of discursive thought while not actually delivering any textual
information.

One side effect of this is that they also register more as shapes

Grace Kelly in To Catch a Thief [1955], 2009, gold acrylic on canvas, 30.5x40.5cm
One of the series Hitchcock's Blondes

rather than meanings. As Ingrid Bergman (1915-1982) (who
'stars’ in my painting 'Silence' via a still from Casablanca
(1942)) said: "A kiss is a lovely trick designed by nature to
stop speech when words become superfluous.”

L) From the evidence of the lists in your paintings your
reading includes history, philosophy, religion, psychology,
social science, and more. From such intellectual introspection
we hope to gain wisdom. I think your intellectual struggles
are reflected in the way of seeing presented by your work. In
order to understand human nature Sigmund Freud (1856-
1939) described the Super-Ego, Ego and Id - the three
elements that construet our personality and that are related
to each other through conflict or collaborative relationship.
You mentioned to me when I visited your studio that your
work seems to show this struggle, and the quest for some
kind of balance.

SM A Freudian interpretation is certainly useful. It's impor-
tant that the lists of words come from the indexes or contents
pages of books in my own collection, and they appear in the
paintings in the same order in which they appear in the original
sources. In my earlier work, I always used the typography
present in the original sources, but for the new work I chose to
always use a font called 'American Typewriter'.



Chusa’s (……)


Ironically, it's a digital font, so it mimics an aspect of a

now obsolete technology. But I like the font because of the
resonances, because it is a no-nonsense font that is very
closely associated with the history of the twentieth century.
Imagine all those news reports, novels, and so on, composed
using such a font. These words, appearing in orderly rows
and superimposed on the ghost-like images, almost like scabs,
are sourced from my collection of books of politics, poetry,
philosophy and religion. As you say, they evoke a world
characterized by intellectual thought, a heavy awareness of
history, the quest for meaning, value, transcendence. They are
books that I don't have with me in Korea — they're in my house
in France. So maybe I'm using the lists as a way of keeping in
touch with my past, as much as for the content. I'm also struck
by how they remind me of the fact that when I was young

I was convinced I'd find the answers to the 'big questions'
within the covers of books. I'm not so sure of that nowadays!
In contrast to the flatness of the images and texts from the
movies, these letters are painted in relief and are just a tone
lighter than the rest of the painting. They cast shadows, and
so are more clearly present, responding to the sense of touch.
Perhaps they're the second thing you notice, after the field of
colour. They introduce a discursive dimension. But removed
from their original contexts and functions they are enigmatic
fragments. The meaning of the words seem to be at odds with
the celebration of pleasurable eroticism in the imagery and

the soft immersive colour-field (the world of the 'Id'?), as if
their sober and serious messages are coming straight from my
'Super-ego', from a father-figure (Perhaps it's significant that
my father died this year).

The monochromatic colours I use are sensual but subdued,
and do not consciously relate to the image or the text. I think
most of all, they relate to the environment where my studio
and home is — the countryside just a few kilometers from

the DMZ, north of Seoul. Although they have nothing to

do with the images, unexpected relationships and analogies
nevertheless suggest themselves. Indeed, while I intend no
obvious connection between the words and the images, nor
between these and the colours, I certainly play with our
natural tendency to make meaningful connections, just as we
organize the initially random-seeming jumble of splotches in
my paintings into patterns, linking only a subset together so
that an image eventually emerges from its camouflage in the
background ('top down' processes, again). There's a spatial
effect too. The text and image float in the coloured space, and
the text seems to be in front of the imagery, creating a deeper
illusionistic space. But this is contradicted when we see the
three-dimensionality of the text: it sits on the surface. Again,
I'm interested in producing visual ambiguity

THE FUTURE

L) We can say that art is a reflection of our collective
consciousness and has an important role to play in spiritual
healing. However art has become more like a political power
game in a globalized art world characterized by international
Biennales. What is your vision as an artist? Why is art

important?

SM Wow! Big questions. I definitely think that today an artist
can't afford to be pessimistic or too ironic. I think the time
when the main task of art was 'disenchantment' has passed.
It's definitely time for us to think about re-enchantment.

The artist has a role to play in this, though only a limited

one. After all, as you say, art is part of the problem as well

as part of the solution. It's become too closely involved with
commerce and power politics. The idea of a real avant-garde is
difficult to sustain. I don't see myself playing an avant-garde
role. Painting is too 'conventional'. But for me, that's not
necessarily a bad thing. Painting keeps a passageway open to
tradition. It's a kind of negotiation, or as I mentioned before,
a 'transmission’. I'd say art at its best helps us to be less
deceived — about the world, and about ourselves. H
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Simon Morley and Lee Joon at Kiss Me Deadly opening, Gallery Baton, 2015
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LEFT: Song of Ariran (1941), 2011, acrylic on canvas, 40.5x30cm
RIGHT: Sources for the series Korean White, 2011 (Song of Ariran is bottom right)
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delete: (Gaston……1975). Insert: korean words for a ‘publishing house’ or ‘publishers’
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Choson: The Land of Morning Calm by Percival Lowell (1855), 2011, watercolour on paper, 56x75.5cm
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Chaekgori, 2014, acrylic paint on book page, 26x18cm
Detail of one page of 6 from a catalogue of Korean folk painting
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The text below the image has been painted over with acrylic paint. An example of a ‘Paragraph Painting’
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Cropped still from the movie Alfred Hitchcock's To Catch a Thief (1955) used for the painting Altered States of Consciousness (2014)
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The video samples a Youtube video of a North Korean traffic policewoman, juxtaposing it with the legend of the Peach Blossom Paradise




0O 2= EQLICE O MISOM A H2 WA B3| o =Ct ol
3olHol X PHLICH T3 H5H 0|5 M2AHYS o, A4 0] A

o A =2

A7t SH=0]| A0k Z S 0|2t 2(Chste| HE0|2t A42EH
O A ARC20| 2M 7] P77t HO 2 H|CHj| CHLIRE T2l OtF
CHE S217F et 2|20l A A2S0] 2240 22 SEHS 7R )L
CHe 20| MSSHSLICH O 252 CHEQl ZAlof OFF D|L| 25D 2Hef
ZHO||A| CHUER L ZP7t0] QUCHD SRR A 67| QI o RE2 Z H
A o2 AT 210|9t 22I7IE F7| 2ot o XE2 O 9 ALE
S 25 0 AAIHYLICH 17M7] S=2| &2t L ol &7t H
o 22|(Tang Zhigi, 1560-1570) ‘1S 1 M 2E A5 1T E
= QICH ot &Y E72 RS SiCt, 242 Yet2{o| £lct et &
LICH M 22YE0| 8282 Z& WHolet= ofo|C|o7t 2&
2717 BLIZ| It I, S IR o3| AUS M, OS €2

FCH= AL Et A7 ot 2Fdte sh= Sl AL 23|
(k58 £1EE, 1786-1856)2| <F&2H(Orchid, AERE)>(19M7]) A
ot ASLICEH OfF ZHekstA| 2l 2 |7t Ol E & gle ZHelut
QIUEZ SeM0] AP OS2 45| 20 2|0l 20{FLct. of
A2 A 250t HAshME SQLICH A 252 8= £& o7t 2
=0{7} Okl ALEHS0| 0ol 4= §l8 = & UCte S LA oj 3]
AZo[ A0H SR J|SELICH S, MAHZ OH HAES| FYHE
o= QA2 S ALNO| 7|2 M= A8 ST A LICt §E 7t
A 2282 o|0|RCs 22U 2 M H2|El= HYLICH KFHAETt
(Casablanca)>(1942)9| AEE Saff A| 2HE ‘&0 ‘&H'5H=) Y2
2|E H8k(Ingrid Bergman, 1915-1982)0| UaH&L|C}: “I| A= Tt0|
LY I SAE & AUEE AAH0| DHE AL R £UL0IC”

i
L

52 0

uo L2 o> rl

oy

210{H 2 Z[HM No, Ill, 2013, HH20]] O3 E, 35x70cm
LOST HORIZON No, Ill, 2013, acrylic on canvas, 35x70cm

&
Sl AI5IE L0z} ot HEEH0| USLICH G4Alo| 2| S0
Q10| 2+Z 0] BHH 0| =| ALt MZbsh=r| 2., Q1Zte] 222 of5]
517] &I M 2| 12 E Z20|E(Sigmund Freud, 1856-1939)+= (22|
o| 4AE st Ml 712 24) ZA}0HSuper-ego)2t Zt0H(Ego) 12|
2 0[=(1d)oil Chall, 25 = FHBAO|CE 2t MHFLICE A7t 27
CI2E WESHS wf G410] 207 2+ES0] ol2{st |2 4 trHst
nolen, ol Zd2 27| fIst Eetn AgstASLICt

o

SM Z=20|E9| siA2 45| FEFLICL HAE Z=20| 3 ZAUM
off ZehEl Aol QAL 220|MQ| 2|2t =Mt SUSHA A 2HF0f

M ENR= A2 oFF S2YLCt 01 2300|M = 22t sdst =
2 MESIARICH L0 ME & ‘American Typewriter0l2ts 25S
AEJUELIEL Oto|2{U S = 0] 252 CIAY EXZM AZ2 AHESH

A = 7120 US YL Lt S22 2= 0] 2E0]| O] A 20417|

(il

AL 2HA|Of 7|0 SOFRLCt

35




36

0| BB YT BE A, HE 12D 4K SS HYIHHR. He|
M|, A, 2o, 09| TN ZUHOIN MEE TOISS A U7 BA
guict. 93

|30 Aol §RXY 7 €2 ol0|R|o SHEH St 2™ 0f
S AH 0Z, Aol ofnjdyet, ofn|, 7t2|, 2Eoj| tist H+E &
Y2 5t= MAE ENEHH. 2 d=2 st=0M Zﬂ b2 AR 8
D20 U= ol AgH . 22hM O E = 0 2| AES A UAE
FAShE OHHI2 AFESIL Q= AYA| = LFU L Eat A= A7t ofsd
= I 2 B2 oM 2 A2 S0l thet S S A0l2ta =AY

=2 Mg = = 3
CH G=tofAof OojR| 2t IAEO] HHA M= H2| 0] 2A=2 O
Ol L_l.D-IZl EEl. I:H-O EOE AHZlol.O:i OI;(."Z-I o=z :I_E;i?d/\ |E|- a
YAE 2|0 £240)| B35tk HS FE M EYLct d2{Lt 22y
o 2t 7|50 M Z|71E|9199§ SO 2222 HOF AL EL
THo19] 20|52 d2stT 00|19 FEZD S YA M0 CHEt S
2 OZEIASH 2= 5 PHYSHs 0|29 M|AH 2t 42| ZA[0F! O 2|
o ‘(oI 22I0] E3f| MdE Mt A0l S22t 283s o= U

CHe=RE 2 g5t d2fst BiMR|S0| &35t A ZaH T

H 25S YL Ste Aol SIS 252 22| o2 &gy
=

A7t ALEBHS B MAS BHSZOIA|Bt SERD, 00| i HAE
o O|A|Z{O 2 RI210| YLICL RAULCIE 0| MASL A AEC|20}
0| 9213 DMZOIM 274 YR0E| BO{2|7) 02 HSRLE| 25

Aol 2|=[et }\Ilﬂf%lf 20| A= A 2L OIE'IXIQP OtF o2

2 EF(HSZP o[l *f | f THA L Mak ALO|Of YRl A ES Shed 1l 5t
= AT, US| 227t AALYA o|0] A= HEE A2 n 5= F
s SEYUL A 2F0i1M 0]0]2] Hlo| RS AESH0], HiES
2 =S U= NoIM 2= A2 O[0|Z7} Ut & A=S HRZ
0| FIFE= Aol ASOAM IES 2t22410 5H% LY LITHEECH ‘Stet
AP OD2ML) St 2E AU HAER} 00|12 = A E S7H et
o HoH R o He Y SUE EIF—7| 2l HIAEE 0[0]2] &of AU
= A2 YL Tt 5|2 0|2 ot B 9|0 22 U= HAES Y
AAE B = 2agUC ChAl 252 HE Al Reds 2tE
= B 240l ASLICE

20l <HArA|2|0f|(Messagerie) >, £ (2010) M2| M3, C|S 0|2, DA
Cho{ 'S (SILENCE)'0] HH=E2 o 2 Qlafiz|o] Q= ?E"E-o’—l gl =2t

oj2H

o —_

sk 4 ASLICE 3HR|2H JCH ol &2 MIAISHE A1 Q H|
Y2t Y2 Mg Yoz HAR|D ASLIC 01I§7fi

zos|mh

zcho|Alo| Hiolo|n| HAIY 2|90 223 qz*%
st 1

|
M gHAlo] M RAUAL? of SAlofA| 0ol

Ol BEH0l71L U ofo

SM el 2 RS04 2. i-.*fa'ﬁl
FLICE, ]| A4Ztof ofl o] 22 DA 7} 240

Bl A2 AW 2L f. i.“éél R2[7F THA| Ol 0] 7+l YAl
Q1 oJ0|E ‘d2zfsl = AlZro[2t W2 gfL Tt OFF A|3HA{0[ 2! SHR| 2 of
E717} 0] A2 oo Bt W2RtL o 2ROl sle2 EA1

YEEY U OfL|2 RO YRO07|= FLICL oz 2t =7t
TRIA Y2t A2 O] Al = AF LT 21T o 7t2=0] 7Y

2 RAI5t7| 012420 A AH410] MeH Rl Ags ottt E2| gl

te WS 2E2 U Tt Byl Yeto|7iLt A7t g 3ixol d
th. 2[do| olg2 2217t 0] MAILE 22| AH4l0)| Tish 2 £ =
Oll=0l2t W2gct m

9]

ﬁ

.3

5

o op 0ok Y
1154
£

N
rlr

Installation view of Untitled (2010) in the solo show Messagerie at the Musée des Beaux-Arts de Dijon, France.
This work used Chinese linen and the scroll format. On each of the seven scrolls is repeatedly printed one letter of the word SILENCE.










(Mike stands in the doorway and sees Gabrielle in the room.)
GABRIELLE: "Hello Mike."
MIKE : "Where's Velda?"
(Gabrielle holds up a gun.)
GABRIELLE: "Come in."
(Mike doesn't move.)
GABRIELLE: "Come in!"
(Mike cautiously enters the room.)
GABRIELLE: "Kiss me Mike. I want you to kiss me.
Kiss me! The liar's kiss which says 'I love you', but means something else.
You're good at giving such kisses."
(Mike stays where he is.)
GABRIELLE: "Kiss me!"

(Mike still doesn't move. So Gabrielle shoots him.)

From the movie Kiss Me Deadly (1955).

You must remember this

A kiss is just a kiss, a sigh is just a sigh.
The fundamental things apply

As time goes by.

From the song 'As Time Goes By' in the movie Casablanca (1942).

RHETT BUTLER: "No, I don't think I will kiss you, although you need kissing, badly.
That's what's wrong with you.
You should be kissed and often, and by someone who knows how.'

From the movie Gone with the Wind (1939).




Detail of What are Soviets? (2014)
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Silence, 2014, acrylic on canvas, 52x41cm




God, 2014, acrylic on canvas, 52x41cm
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Your Hand Full of Hours, 2014, acrylic on canvas, 52x41cm




Abiological, 2014, acrylic on canvas, 52x41cm
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The Ascent of Truth, 2014, acrylic on canvas, 52x41cm




Ecstatic, 2014, acrylic on canvas, 52x41cm
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Ice, Cold, 2014, acrylic on canvas, 52x41cm




Absurdity and Suicide, 2014, acrylic on canvas, 52x41cm
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What are Soviets?, 2014, acrylic on canvas, 162x194cm




Altered States of Consciousness, 2014, acrylic on canvas, 160x120cm
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Who am 17, 2015, acrylic on canvas, 160x120cm




Magic, 2014, acrylic on canvas, 160x120cm
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On Religion (Marx and Engels], 2014, acrylic on canvas, 160 x120cm




Institutions, 2014, acrylic on canvas, 120x160cm
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Vertigo No.1, 2014-15, painted aluminum, 20.5x30x8cm




Vertigo No. 2, 2014-15, painted aluminum, 20.5x30x8cm
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Peep Show, 2015, video monitor installed in rice paper cabinet, designed by Chang Eung-Bok
150x130x60cm. Duration of video: 2 minutes 12 seconds




Video grabs of Peep Show, 2015, 2 minutes 12 seconds
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Installation view of
Kiss Me Deadly, Gallery Baton, Seoul, 2015
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étreinte / embrace
The gesture of the amorous embrace seems to fulfill, for a time,
the subject's dream of total union with the loved being.

From A Lover’s Discourse: Fragments by Roland Barthes.
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