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Contemporary Art from Korea - Peppermint Candy

September 14, 2007 – November 18, 2007  Museo de Arte Contemporáneo de Santiago, Chile
This exhibition is a part of the project through which National Museum of Contemporary Art, Korea has introduced contemporary Korean art to the various audiences of the world, and this time contemporary Korean art will be shown to the people in Central and South America where it has almost never been introduced. This exhibition entitled ‘Peppermint Candy’ will be presented at Museo de Arte Contemporáneo de Santiago, Chile from September 14, 2007 to November 18, 2007 (opening reception will be held on September 13) and then will travel to Museo Nacional de Bellas Artes de Buenos Aires, Argentina in Buenos Aires in 2008. 


Chile and Argentina are located on the other side of the globe. On the occasions of the Korea-Chile Free Trade Agreement in 2004 and the APEC Conference in 2005 held in Busan, Korea formed a close relationship with those countries in the fields of economy and politics, but the cultural exchange between them has been relatively scanty. This exhibition composes the second part of an exhibition exchange project whose first part being Chilean Contemporary Art : From the Other Side/Site which was held at National Museum of Contemporary Art, Korea in 2005. Whereas Chilean Contemporary Art surveyed contemporary Chilean art from an art historical viewpoint, Contemporary Art from Korea was organized with the intention to relate the major issues connected to the social and cultural realms of contemporary Korea to contemporary visual artworks. 

Furthermore, it has been 20 years since nationwide antigovernment protests occurred in June 1987 while significantly contributing to the development of the democratization of Korea. In the late 1980s and the early 1990s Korea took a new turn as she was coping with the fluctuating changes in both domestic and foreign regions. Domestically, Korea concentrated on her own transition to a mature democratic, civil society and made her way to the international phenomenon of globalization. In this period, the structure of the international society also underwent a major transformation when the antagonism between capitalism and socialism dissolved and the establishment of global capitalism was more firmly solidified as the socialist regimes in Eastern Europe collapsed and the Cold War ended in 1989. While focusing on the various aspects of the contemporary history of Korea since the 1980s, this exhibition will bring the peoples of the two countries together in the respect that these countries in Central and South America and Korea share similar history that their people ended the system of military despotism and established a democratic nation. 

 This exhibition is composed of three parts. PartⅠ: ‘Made in Korea’ looks at the change in attitude towards ideology in the transition from what is called ‘the period of ideology’ of the 1980s to the period of pluralism of the 1990s. In the 1980s artists dealt with the diverse ideologies linked to the division of Korea, militarism, nationalism, nativism, democracy and capitalism in rather stiff and perplexing ways and in the period of globalization in the 1990s more flexible approaches were made towards ideology. Part Ⅱ: ‘New Town Ghost’ is related to one’s visual experiences of everyday life in the city while showing the changes in the social structure and the way of living which are brought about by the high economic growth and the rapid development of urbanization. In addition, this part places its focus on the reconstruction of urban culture fostered by the increased interest in a wide range of social problems in regard to women’s rights, minority, human rights and environmental issues that have been ignored and concealed behind the emergence and development of cities in the second half of the 1980s, that is, by the interest in the microscopic and fragmentary realms, especially in the life of an individual while abandoning grand narratives. Part Ⅲ: ‘Plastic Paradise’ delves into the aspects of the visual culture as the expression of new sentiments which have been formed in the period of explosively increased popular consumption since the 1990s of materialistic abundance. It inquires into the unique aspect of Korean popular culture in which the traditional, the modern and the postmodern coexist, the diversity formulated within the interaction with other cultures in the era of globalization and the mechanism of the production, distribution and consumption of culture. This part also looks into the shift in the status of culture into decentralized and de-authoritative one as globalization and the 21st-century internet prevent culture from being available to specific groups.       

The title of this exhibition, ‘Peppermint Candy,’ which suggests the image of peppermint, one of the first ingredients used to add scents to candies, appropriates the same title of the film directed by Lee Chang-Dong in 1999. The film starts with the scene in which the main character, Kim Young-Ho comes out of a dark railway tunnel and throws himself towards the approaching train crying out “I want to go back!” in one spring day in 1999. The narrative of the film traces time backwards following the train which runs from the present towards the past. The film depicts the life of an individual which is distorted and destroyed by the violent, political, economic and social incidents of contemporary Korea such as IMF, democratic movement and the May 18 Gwangju democratic uprising. In the end of this film, which is the beginning of the narrative, 20-year-old Kim Young-ho is very happy because his first love gave him a peppermint candy at a picnic that he went on with his fellow students of a night school on a day of bright autumn sunlight in 1979. That moment is the purest but lost time to which he desperately wants to go back but never can. The mint and sweet taste of a peppermint candy agrees with the word of ‘beginning’. ‘Peppermint Candy’ refers to the fragile values, the youthful and the pure which are fresh and pungent, yet can easily be taken away and subverted by any member of the next generation. The aura of ‘Peppermint Candy’ lies in the dilemma between the progress as the escaping measure from the commonplace and the return to the pure. 


The twenty three artists participating in this exhibition are contemporaries of the main character of Peppermint Candy, Kim Young-Ho, and thus share the same social and cultural background. These artists were born in the 1960s and 1970s, and grew up in the 1980s which are the most turbulent years of contemporary Korean history. During this period, Korea completed her democratization process in the political field and in the cultural sphere also she underwent a great change. They experienced both the 1980s’ economic abundance in the midst of political chaos and ideological conflicts and the 1990s’ proliferation of popular consumption in the liberal atmosphere where ideological discords no longer prevailed. In addition, they witnessed the end of the tumultuous 20th century and saw the beginning of the new millennium in which the nano revolution brought about the appearance of the information society and capital and culture are globalized. As the velocity of the mechanistic progress kept outrunning the range of human imagination, technological developments no longer presented only utopian visions of the future. Instead, they are suffocated by the anxieties about the future of man and the world such as the conflicts between different ethnic races and terrors on one another, ecological destruction caused by environmental pollutions and human cloning made possible by the development of gene cloning technology. The generation of these participating artists not only experienced these radical changes but also participated in the formation and development of those changes. Accordingly, the works of these artists demonstrate various approaches to common or different concerns while commenting on the times that they have been living.   

What is the metaphor of the pure and the lost to which participating artists refer through their artworks? Where are the utopia and the dystopia that they pursue in contemporary times? How they link their own individual thoughts, experiences and memories with public history? What modes their works as the outcomes of such linking take? This exhibition is the process to find answers one by one to these questions. Viewers will relive the contemporary history of Korea as they experience the themes of the three parts of the exhibition and the artworks in each part. This also allows them to discover the universally shared experience of world history. In the period of globalization, we are in desperate need to expand our understanding of the histories and cultures of other countries and this exhibition will help us to meet this need. What this exhibition also aims to accomplish are the generation of various artistic viewpoints in the international art scene so as to stir discourses about them and the reaffirmation of the peculiar life force and originality of contemporary Korean art.     

This exhibition is co-organized by National Museum of Contemporary Art, Korea, Museo de Arte Contemporáneo de Santiago, Chile and Museo Nacional de Bellas Artes de Buenos Aires, Argentina, sponsored by Eagon Industrial Co., Ltd. and Centro Cultural Coreano and curated by Kang Seung-wan, Senior Curator of National Museum of Contemporary Art, Korea. Korean Film Festival: Indie-Vidual (organized by Park Donghyun, Festival Director for Experimental Film and Video Festival in Seoul  will be presented as a related event so as to produce synergy while providing an opportunity to help understand the culture, art and social circumstances of Korea through 21 experimental art films and independent films. In relation to the exhibition, a trilingual catalog (around 280 page with full-color plates) written in Spanish, Korean and English will be published at the end of August. 
Artists: 
Part I : Made in Korea – Yong-Suk Kang, Gimhongsok, Youngwhan Bae, Do-Ho Suh, Sanghee Song, Jung-Ho Oak, Joonho Jeon, Seub Jo 

Part II : New Town Ghost – Sunghun Kong, Kira Kim, Oksun Kim, June-Bum Park, Inhwan Oh, Minouk Lim, Yeondoo Jung 

Part III : Plastic Paradise – Sung-Soo Koo, Osang gwon, Dujin Kim, Sang-Gil Kim, Dongwook Lee, Yong-Baek Lee, Jung-Hwa Choi, Kyoung-Tack Hong 

Curator: Seungwan Kang, Senior Curator, National Museum of Contemporary Art, Korea  t.2188 6041  f.2188 6122  swank@moca.go.kr 
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