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Artist’s Note

“Nobody owns anything but everyone is rich—for what greater wealth can there be than

cheerfulness, peace of mind, and freedom from anxiety?”” —Thomas More, Utopia (1516)

“A map of the world that does not include Utopia is not worth even glancing at, for it leaves out
the one country at which Humanity is always landing. And when Humanity lands there, it looks
out, and, seeing a better country, sets sail.” — Oscar Wilde, The Soul of Man under Socialism

(1891)

While hunting for inspiration in Youlhwadang Publishers’ wonderful book museum and
library I came across a 1950s English translation of a famous book by a fellow Englishman —
Thomas More’s Utopia, originally published in Latin in 1516. As aresult, I decided to continue
developing a theme that is already prevalent in my work —the exploration of the idea of this
perfect ‘no-place’.

Of course, the dream of the perfect society didn’t originate with Thomas More — he just
gave it a new name. In Korea, for example, you have an aristocratic version in the story of the
Peach Blossom land, and a commoners in the vision of the perfect island society described in
Honggildongjeon.

The dream of Utopia is probably as old as mankind itself, as it embodies the desire for a
community beyond social divisions and domination. But there is inevitably a dark side to this
dream, because it seeks to resist the ceaseless attrition of the present by imposing a rigid vision
of the past and the future. Indeed, the Utopian dream must deny or belittle the difficult truth that,
in reality, personal and social advances are only possible as small gains to be made piecemeal
against a background of unpredictability and misfortune.

The subject of Utopia seems especially relevant in the context of Paju Book City, which is
certainly itself a Utopian project on many levels. A library is also a kind of Utopia, and Utopia
only ever exists in books (or now, movies). A library functions to protect and disseminate the
products of reasoning and imagination, and as reading is an act of individual and ultimate
freedom, it can only do this if a readeris a free being. But in a Utopia imaginative or dissenting
literature are usually seen as a threat to the established collective order, and so books of the
‘wrong’ kind are often burned. With this in mind, I exhibit a video made in 2005, in which 1
burned an actual book —a Penguin Books English language edition of Sigmund Freud’s Totem
and Taboo— one of the many books burned by the Nazis in the 1930s.

Of course, my exhibition is taking place not far from a very ambitious and very disastrous
attempt at the creation of a Utopia here on earth — the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea.
Ilive not far from Panmunjeom, and from the roof of my house I can actually see across the DMZ
the hazy mountains of this Dystopia, as it should more truthfully be called. The DPRK is tragic
evidence of what can happen when the difference between what our imagination is capable

of conceiving, and what is actually achievable within the complex conditions of real life, is

confused. So, this meditation on Utopia is relevant on several levels.

In response to the idea of the library as Utopia, I have also made several new works based on
books in English and Korean from Youlwadang’s collection. These are made in my characteristic
monochrome style. They are ‘icons’ to be looked at, as well as to be read. The titles I chose
evoke the high seriousness of the concept of learning and knowledge, and especially East-West
cultural dialogue in relation to art. I have also made some new watercolours in my on-going
‘Natural History” series — a trompe ['oeil technique, which in this case, spells the word UTOPIA
in the flora of the landscape around where I live — near Munsan, fifteen or so kilometers north
of Paju Book City, and next to the DMZ.

In East Asia, traditionally, alphabetic writing was unknown. Instead, writing was based
on ideograms, pictograms, and logograms, so it was always recognized that speaking and
writing were different. As a result, writing was always attached to image making, and more
overtly ‘textural” in the sense of being ‘textured.” It is normal for East Asian paintings to also
carry calligraphy, for example. Image and text are made with the same tool — the brush. By
contrast, in the West, at least since the invention of fixed-point perspective, writing played only
avery marginal place in the picturing system. I play with this in my series of watercolours on
paper. These originally came about after first seeing Hangeul and thinking it looked like sticks
arranged in space. But, in fact, Korea is an exception to the East Asian norm, in that Hangeul
is alphabetic not logographic like Chinese. I wonder what this means in terms of Korean

consciousness?

The exhibition also includes some examples of my earlier work — specifically, those associated
with Korea and the book. In my practice in general, there is a convergence between visual art
— especially painting— and books and other kinds of discursive, historical sources. These
usually relate to aspects of twentieth century history, and they are also often specifically chosen
to resonate with the location of an exhibition.

What interest me is the connection between ‘text” and ‘texture’. The word ‘text” 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.

In the West, we use an alphabet to write text. A letter in an alphabet is a highly
conventionalised abstract symbol that is a visual equivalent for a sound. As a result, oral
language becomes spatial, and the visual sense dominates over the other senses. But at the same
time, the alphabet invites us to forget that writing is actually visual or ‘textural’ language —
especially printed words like these you are reading now. ‘Alphabetic consciousness’ encourages
linear, rational, analytic thought, and as a result, the ability of writing to fix and abstract meaning
results in a tendency to over-value discursive reasoning, and the value of detached objectivity.

I’'m interested in thinking about writing as visual, ‘textured’ language, which is something
that becomes more pronounced when writing appears in the space normally dedicated (at least
in the West) to the visual, that is, painting. For example, I make ‘Book Paintings’ in one colour
orin very close hues and tones, so that the effect is quite different from that of 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 in order to make the text easier to see/read. My writing
seems to be absorbed into the ground, or to be 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’.

In Youlhwadang Book Museum’s copy of More’s Utopia, | was intrigued to discover what purports
to be the Utopian alphabet. It consists of 22 letters based on the shape of the circle, square and
triangle. Perhaps not surprisingly, the letters correspond almost exactly to the 23 letters of the
Roman alphabet used in the 16th century, lacking only ‘z’. The somewhat simplistic alphabet
was designed by a friend of More’s, Peter Giles, and only published in the first Latin edition of
1516, and was left out of subsequent editions.

I decided I would work with this bizarre Utopian alphabet. For the exhibition, I made six
hanging-scrolls spelling in Utopian the word UTOPOS. It struck me as an interesting historical
fact that just fifty or so years after the only real, wholly invented, and fully adopted alphabet
— Hangul — was inaugurated in 1446 in Choson under King Sejong, a fictional alphabet was

conceived in far away England.



UTOPIA
ARCADIA

COCKAIGNE

THE ISLAND OF THE IMMORTALS
JANNAH
THE PURE LAND
DEMOCRATIC PEOPLE’S REPUBLIC OF KOREA
THE CITY OF THE SUN
SHANGRI-LA

CHRISTIANOPOLIS

(FEIOFEX}E) o M. BHX|of| Z2IE.60x300cm. 2018.
Detail of Utopia Scroll. Ink on hanji, 60x300cm. 2018.

The possibility of a universal language is alluring. Many modern abstract artists were motivated
by the dream of creating a visual language that overcame the limitations imposed by the codes
of writing. Some turned to geometry, others to the gesture. What especially interests me is the
possibility that color can serve as the basis for such a universal language. The symbolic and
associational potential of colors are often powerfully binding across cultures. But color can also
have a symbolic resilience that is only locally recognized. In Korea as in East Asia generally, for
example, white was traditionally associated with death, while black has this association in the
West.

For this exhibition, I decided to juxtapose the many names given by different cultures to
the imaginary no-place ‘Utopia’, painting them on monochromatic panels. The names are only
visible from a certain angle, or close up. The limited specificity of linguistic naming — you can
read text only if you know English linguistic signs, and understand its meaning only if you know
the cultural context in which it exists— is contrasted with colors that everyone can perceive,

and through unscripted spatial and temporal movements.

Thoughts about Utopia and the Utopian alphabet merged with my interest in an unusual
geological characteristic of the landscape where | live. The area is known to geologists as

the Imjingang Belt, and it correlates with the much larger Qinling-Dabie-Sulu Belt, an east-
trending fold-and-thrust belt that runs almost exactly parallel to the actual border between north
and south Korea and extends into China. In other words, the political boundary as it has existed
since 1945 approximates more or less to a fundamental geological barrier that has been cutting
across the peninsula for over a billion years.

I'was especially interested in the large number of glacial pebbles scattered between where
I'live and the Imjingang river. In some areas, these have strange striations on them caused by
glacial abrasion or by rolling in meltwater. These striations often approximate to what look
like some kind of script. To my Western eyes, some of them are like Chinese logograms. It is as
if nature has left a message. Unfortunately, it is indecipherable. The colored panels with the
various names for ‘No-Place’ painted on them have been placed on top of some of these strange

pebbles, creating a juxtaposition between the natural and the cultural.
Simon Morley. Munsan. April, 2018.

Simon Morley was born in the UK in 1958, and has lived in Korea since 2010. He graduated from Oxford
University and Goldsmith’s College, University of London, and holds a PhD from the University of Southampton.
He has exhibited his artworks internationally, including at Tate Britain, UK, Musée des Beaux-Arts, Dijon,
France, and Seoul Museum of Art. He is the author of several art history books, including Writing on the Wall:
Word and Image in Modern Art (2007), the forthcoming Seven Key to Modern and Contemporary Art (2019). His
special interest is written text as visual form, and the relationship of text to history and culture. He teaches at

Dankook University. He is represented by Art First, London. www.simonmorley.com
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