Beautiful Cynicism amidst Diversity

Bemnified Cynicism

Living in this global, multinational, decentralized world-which, by the way. is
often considered the epitome of capitalism-we have lost our fundamental sensg
of direction and objectivity. One might say that homogeneity and uni-direction-
ality of meta-discourses, a5 well as the consequential logic inherent in tradi-
tional ways of thought have all been cast under suspicion and cynicism. Such
pestmodern eynicism is not only confined to aesthetics, but has penetrated ev-
ery aspect of our lives including our fragmentary amiculations, common prac-
tices of combining heterogeneous elements, and our inclination and desire for
the hybrid, prevailing throughout from the culure of media and advertisement
to our private lives. Many artists are creating new stages in which to articulate
this ironic state, .2, a world in which webs of significance entangle 1o form a
milti-lavered amnlgam in which art fuses into life and vice vera,

Such stages are that of an intermediary sort, an in-between space where differ-
ent kinds of thoughts meet. Here, artists represent scencs of unreasonableness
and absurdity, revealing hypocritical structures, and raise questions about the
conventionalities which past generations have used without any doubr, Their
incessant discussions cover a wide spectrum of topics concerning art and life,
which range from acsthetic speculations on sublimity to fundamental defini-
tions of humanism, criigues of hegemonic stroctures such as the authornity granted
io the Masters, feminist eeiticisms on Patriarchy, as well as issues conceming
homosexuality,

In the context of contemporary &rl, artists’ “re-presentalions” are ne monre 4s
naive and optimistic as they were in the tradition of realism, especially with the
return of the “real’. Even when they imitate and re-present past things, or adapt
and combine realitics 10 create new ones with the purpose of satirizing ond paso-
dying them, these artists” intentions lie in problematizing the power relations
between the meanings behind those realities. In particular, many works which
deal with the human body no longer presume the fundamental union of body
and soul nor do they elicit any illusion of purity in either entities, but on the
coptrary, aim at revealing the fact that they have been reconstituted in the con-
text of history and the respective values and ideological systems therein.

Of the many artists whe have presented such works, feminists in particular have
erticized the rapid development of capitalism and mass culture as having caused
the commercialization of sex and theretofore the manipulation of the female
body as an ebject. Such feminists viewed this phenomenon o be a combination
of three factors: L.e. capital, desire, and sexuality. Since the middle of the 1970s,
Cindy Sherman s represented various aspects of Temininity” placed under re-
striction by society's hegemonic gender structure, and has made an effort to
reveal women's trauma, Casting herself as the subject, object as well as director
of her own represantation, she plays and projects herself into an emptied self
who is expected to constantly invent and re-invent herself. all to adhere to the
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standards set by sociery, the self who 15, as a result, always sad and unsiable.
In over fowr hundred works, Sherman s disguised hersell in numerows charciers
such as Bomovie aciresses, fashion models, figures in the history of painting, gro-
lespuehy ampotated bodies, wormen i therr fores who adom themselves mordinately,
even a woman who becomes a clown, Her representations. go beyond mere imitation,
In fact, she strategically appropriates the Teatures’ of the stereolyped female images
produced by mass culture, and stages the "images you are Hkely 1o see somewhere”
by utilizing photography, one of the mast faithful media for representing reality, To
put it another way, her presentations ane imaginany reproductions without an actoal
oaginal. In this way, the artist provokes the viewers to be reminded of the conven-
tionnl fermale images engraved in their minds, theseby becoming owarne of their cos-
nitive sysiems hoving been broinwashed by medin. She aloo suggests visuality iiself
is a sockalized one.

In Lirinded #7129 (1983), one of Sherman's <Fashion Seriess, we see o female
model sating exhausied with her make-up smeared, absent-minded. Far from
the glinering spectacle of the cuwalk shows under stage lighung, she appears 10
be extremely natural, instinctive, and even hysterical, It is the appearance of o
mondel who infallibly becomes just a human being backstage, that 15, in the realm
outside the gaze, Unlike her previous works which represented stereatypes of
femininity, Sherman here focuses more on the other face beyond tha fixed,
distorted image of women and their insides hidden behind the image, seggesting
an approach to women s no longer o mere object of gaze but o human being,

Like Sherman, Anned Oloffsson also plays the role of both heroine and director
of her own works, Howeyer, contrary 1o Sherman who appropriates and repre-
sents female stereotypes, Oloffsson evokes the common memones of women on
the basis of her own personal experiences. In her Shinned Series, a blond face-
less woman stands still against a black backorownd in o skintipht suit. From the
darkness, and from the insides of her skindsuit). somebody's emaciaied hands
come oul and embsace her waist, elbow, and head around. Yer. this embrace
does not seem (o be of protection or from care; rather, it looks like uneasy
pressure that is being placed on the body or some internalized constraint thay
is as inseparoble as the body and skin iself, Her images are both neuratic
and beautiful, compulsive as well a3 2exual, and broad, unreserved and subtle,
all at the same time,

Considering that the artist deals with the relationship between her father and
herself frequently and primarily, this piece might be understood as a condensed
expression of daughters who are physical and psychological possessions of the
mnfe-centered patrinrchal system symbodized by the father. Nevertheless, o re-
duce this work to o critical comment on male-centrism remains unsatisfactory,
especially in light of its psvchological implications. The invisible being behind
the black screen could be anything that is confining or suppressive to her in any

wiy, both menially and physically fether, mother, family, aging{herself in the
future), pacriarchal society, hypocritical values, and 30 on, And the image of her
back making no response (o such pressures causes us to read her internalized
dependence 1o mplicily expect “hold her ught™ on the conrary. In other words,
the imaginary space she creates in the image allows for an open-ended interpre-
tatien of the photographic teit depending viewers' personal experiences.

If the above two women artists’ fictitiows dramas is to be seen as coming from
confessions of their internal worlds, Vanessa Beecroft has exhibited o boldness
in her nude performances that is unprecedented in ont history, a performance of
such a large scole s to suggest that of the Brogdway musical of the 1930s, As
the general director of her works, Beecroft supervised the performances with
the intention to expose conventional representations of women in art history,
that is, the politics of the female nude which existed us o covert "to-he-looked-
ar-ness” in the name of legitimace cultivation, She chooses the last places where
such nude performances would wake place in real life museums, Palazzo Ducale
where the GE summit talks were held, JFK airpont and so forth and anempis to
resist the authonty granted o those places. In this show of abundant nudity all
taking place in supremely authoritarian places, Beecroft presents real naked
women dressed only in stereotypical fermabe costumes (high heels, bra, wig, and
sa on) which accentuate female sexuality, These nuds models are first displiyed
a5 if an army, . acting in sccordance with strict concepts and rules which are
gradually broken during the long performance of over two howrs, until chaos
begins, In this process, the objectified bodies return 10 ordinnry human bodies
expressng shyness, annoyance, and anguish, moving from nushity o nakedness,
In V852 held in Castello di Rivoli, Turin, Italy, of 2004, many women of vari-
ous ages and backgroands played model. They sat around a long crvstal table
and gave spontancods responses to the anificial-looking foods in colors of red.
white, green, and others that are served slowly and continuously. Referming to
The Book of Food, a journal where Beecroft hersell wrote down her weight and
what she ate from 1983 to 1993 in a paranoiac way, this performanee is a satisi-
cal comment on the pathos of modern women who are waging i constant barle
with food until reaching an old age all just 1w Gt their bady o socially consti-
tuted ideals,

As illustrated in the works of the three artists above, many postrmodern artists
made efforts to reveal the contrasdictions and absurdity of what has been ag-
cepted as Truth, thereby extending our thought, These amists who are beneficia-
rizs of the expanded range of expressive means established since the postmodern
ern frequently use the straiegy of representing realities ns believably as possible
only 10 betray them ot the same time, The most appropriate media for this is
photography. Postmiodern artists have taken advantage of the peculiar belief and



history of the photegraphic media. i.e. that it can capture and look closely o
thie real world in the most faithful wav.

However, since the post 905, the post-photographic era, such belief in pho-
tographic truth began to lose its grounds. In the virtwally digitized weorld
where boundaries between the imaginary and real become increasingly
blurred, Thomas Bufl re-creates reality by tenaciously accepting the charac-
teristics of the digital era. He appropriates the use of established photographic
genres within their own traditions such as portrail, astronomical, nude
photographs, political posters and the like, from which 1o reveal an unex-
pected reversal of them. In deing so, Ruff introduces non-art imte the realm
of art, overthrowing the hierarchy within this specific media which had pre-
vailed for about a hundred and fifty years.

[f his Nides series, as in Bescroft’s works, Ruff turns his attention 1o the
female nude and ms mythical authornty which has been incessantly repro-
duced and established in the history of an and mass culture. Howewver, if one
could say that Beecroft re-invented the female figure into the tradition of
nusde paintings, that is, from the object of male gaze to a human body, Ruff
might be said to have altempted &n ironic sublimation. He creates the image
of high-art nude after sppropriating snd manipulating the most obscene and
vulgar of pictures in its medern version: the pornographic images on the
web, anonymous things to look at as sexual stimulatien only designed for
rapid consumption. Among the countless photographs produced n the low-
eal of resolation wandering across the virtual world, the artist has depicted
images with conventional composition as found in classical nude paintings,
and replaced their sexval boldness with gentleness and elegance. This is a
comment en mass media and ar, achieved by revealing the coexistence of
the most vulgar and the most amiste, a criticism about photographic truth, a
reconsideration of the concept of purity in any media and the boundarics
within art, and even a critique of all kinds of stereotypes of artistic forms.

Gwon Osang’s works are also defined by his efforts to suggest a reconsideration
of reality via experimentations on the photographic genre and the obscuring of
boundaries. As an arist, his purpose has been 1o remove the Towl stench that hos
accurmulated in the field of photography and sculpiure with his unique seres of
photographic sculpures entitled Deadoramr Type, even though this new thing
called "deadorant” cannot be a genuine solution bui a trick for o day, for it is
wsed only for changing a bad smell into another one, or odorlessness,

He begins by capturing every cormer of the body of a persen from every
angle as if unearthing all of a pesson’s wuth. He then carefully pastes these
photographic fragments o corresponding parts of the body building a three-
dimensional body structure, The result 15 a combination of wraditional mod-
eling associated with mass and photography, laden with the memory of the
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ohjects, that 1%, a ‘sculprure using photographs as material.’ Playing this game
of mixing the two different media which bave historically been considered
the maost faithiul of media in representing Truth, Gowon betrays both while
creating an extremely unfamiliar scene.

The betrayal of reality occurs in many aspects, First of all, the representation of
this work might be considered quite dishonest and untruthful, especially in light
of the definition of sculpture. All of the three-dimensional parts except for the
human body shape itself are marred by the two-dimensionality of photography;
they present only pseudo-shadings, Moreover, the photographs as the source of
this pseudo-shading have no reference to time or place, i.e. when and where
they were taken; more specifically, these pictures are a mere combination of
fragments contatmng countless points of views and passages of time. Accordingly,
they are untruthful works, especially when viewed from the vaniage peint of
photographic truth, ‘evidence’ or record”. This is why the viewers feel somewhat
deceived for some unknown reason before Gwon's works, even theugh what
they are seging in front of them is certainly a stztement drawn up with
photographs,

By adding the sphere of imagination 16 the imsincernity of representations like
those discussed above, Gwon transforms everyday subjects into something
surrealistic. The flattened body as if pressed down by languor has two different
faces, and three goose heads come out suddenly from the human body, giving a
literal representation of multiple vision. These strange beings, which could be
reitl omly in the imagination, are occupying space, making unfamiliar dialogues.
By casting this strange truth, through these indifferent-looking fragmeniary pieces
in front of us, Gwon provokes us o reconsider wuth, dream about diversions of
meaning as well as the sate of iransition itself.

[n the works of Lee Dongwook, everydayness is transformed into 'gloomy but
Iyrical horror'. His miniature human figures which condense both hyper-reality
and surrealistic illusion are placed in absurd situations, creating odd but beauti-
ful cacophonies: human sardines packed in a can, an aged man with a recycling
symbol tatooed on his buttock, Mozart who survives alone after killing all his
companions in Mozart Chocolate, a man who is extremely cneshed in a syringe
that he looks ready 1o threst himself “inward” another man any minute with the
slightest push, the obese woman pinned like an insect sample barely hanging
onto the wall, ete, These grotesque images generale extreme [Ension, appearing
sometimes as hybrds between man and industrizl products, sometimes as a dis-
torted figure confined in a small, ughtly-closed space, or a5 absurd beings who
struggle for survival 1o the point of even devouring his own kind.

In Extinction, the image of o pregnant mermaid who 14 put o a gruesome death
in a fish bowl provides a striking contrast to the image of mermaids in fairyiales
who swims serenely with her blonde hair flowing freely: with a swollen belly
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and rolling skin, o glimpse of the blanched eve appearing through her black,
disheveled hair, We are in a sense getting a preview of a cunious funerary cer-
emony watching the tragic extinction of the imaginary being through her agony
and wretchedness being o heterogeneous hvbrid between man and fish. Such
bizarme astonmishment provoked by the likes of Lee's works awakens us 1o a glimpse
of the grotesque future lving ahead of us humans in maodemn civilization.

[f the shock of grotesgue surrealism and appalling reality are the key factors
defining the works of Lee, those of Nancun might be defined as an arena where
all the contradictions collide and flourish at once. His images have mysternious
forms where ambiguity and sharp provocations coexist. The facial portrait of a
person with & Boody nose is at onee eerie and absurdly lunay, being both the
figure and ground at the same tme, Furthermore, the unrecognizable pictonal
images creeping out of the frame, climbing the walls, spreading in all directions,
blur the boundaries between painting and background.

“The wird was bowing. It was cold. [ dug the snow withowr thought, Sweal ran
dower my face, making a karsh sound of its friction against my shir. A woman in
green woolen gloves is dragged along fo an wnknown place, A Christmas tree is
dispored of as the season kax passed, | wake up in the morning, and then fall
inta @ pit. { look wpwards, unaveidably, A lark with @ wounded side biows away
in Fhe wind, Snow fally. Snow piles up on the grownd, all white, Behind my back,
clinls were getting diety with diest, making o harsh sourd of itz friction agains
cach ativer,™

The artist wrole the above text with the work entitled Smowball Fight with Diesr.
[ts disintegrated and absurd style reminds us of Dadaistic techniques of
auwtomatism. However., o close examination of the structure reveals that the words
and sounds resemble poetic rhythm, while temporality 1o returns. The author
sometimes refers o real images while completely leaving images ot other times.
His text might be described s having a curious hyvbrd struciure composed of
neither completely disorganized sentences nor narrative ones, 5 repetiive mest-
ings and partings and the inlernal spaces between them extend the realm of imag)-
nation iself. The same goes for his drawings and paintings: during repeating
encowners and deparures, te peculias forms fowmded o autematism slide down
in an unexplainable way, reminiscent of the Mibius strip, like his muluple iden-
tities as a designer, poet, vocalist in an indie band, and a man of many names,
Maneun's images which build new intermediate zones wandering between am-
higwous identitzes is quite stmalar to the arst himsell who hves{or acts) the life
of muluple identities, enjoving the post-modern age 1o s fullest,

In the post-modern world where reality and surreality, actuality and imagination,

truth and fravd are interchangeable, Koo Donghee presents o modern drama, the
Tragedy Comperition. She proposes 10 eleven profesional actors 1o evoke sor-
row deeply rooted in their unconsciousness and 10 cry Tor as long as they can by
imagining ragic situations. [ is up 1o the indivadual actors to find motivation
for crying. They are asked 1o use every possible resson whether from their own
personal experience, from those of others', of from scenes in serpts they read in
acting academics. Each contestant exits from the stage the moment he thinks he
can ne longer cry, acknowledging his defeat, The one who remains to the end
becames the winner.

Thix real-nme based work produced withowt any predetermined dramatization
suggests severn imporiant poimts about scting and real 1ife. The actors find o
all kinds of reasons for weeping as if chanting a spell, and conirol themselves o
be absorbed in acting withowt losing pace or by hearing other performers’
lamemations, The contest takes on the character of a situation drama in the scnse
that the performances are nod performed one by one but wll at once. One of them
repeats "1 miss vou” over and over again in an exaggerated tone, and another
silently sheds tears with o frown. The women who sinks down on the ground
and moans bitterly at the last moment, that is, the winper whoe reveals on stage
“the self” while 'the constituied self” disappears, still in a state of complete empathy,
though she stans from acting, competing with other contestants becomes an
absurd text, for she knows no longer what inltally made her cry. The aodiences
cutside the screen who watch this whole process come 1o feel something 1ouching,
eapericncing some unfamiliar catharsis, though the discommection of commigmi-
cation prevents them from recognizing the content. The structure of a tragic
situation and evoked sorrow that is dramatized and modulated in our lives oo
lingers between the real and the theatrical, moking us confisse whether it 15 genuine
sadness of a mEre prelension.

Like the ambiguity berween the real and the imagined, truth and drama in Koo's
work, all culiural anacks against the established svstem seem now to be o mere
short drama presented only on stage. Radicalism is clothed in docility, while
sharp criticisms turm, in a moment, 1o a passing event. Many critics frequently
accuse such an ethos as “chansmatic irmesponsibility,” but this artistic cynicism,
whether 115 consequences are tragic or comic, still sugaests the social power o
has 1o reveal the human mind, 1o open up the channels of imagination and 1o
forge new ways of thinking, Should open possibilities and pluralized thought,
which con cross boundaries of contradiction and uncertainty, spread into numer-
ous honaons, East and West, new ways of communicating will arise, making us
realize how diverse “structures” can be,

dime 1. Gwak Curator



