City University of New York (CUNY)

CUNY Academic Works
Theses and Dissertations

Hunter College

2-1-2019

How Is Global Postmodernism Globalized? Lee Seung-taek’s
Conceptual Art as the Methodology of Survival for the
Unrepresentable
Mi Hyun Oh
CUNY Hunter College

How does access to this work benefit you? Let us know!
More information about this work at: https://academicworks.cuny.edu/hc_sas_etds/419
Discover additional works at: https://academicworks.cuny.edu
This work is made publicly available by the City University of New York (CUNY).
Contact: AcademicWorks@cuny.edu

How Is Global Postmodernism Globalized? Lee Seung-taek’s Conceptual Art as the
Methodology of Survival for the Unrepresentable
by
Mi Hyun Oh

Submitted in partial fulfillment
of the requirements for the degree of
Master of Arts in Art History, Hunter College
The City University of New York

2018

Thesis Sponsor:

Dec. 10, 2018
Date

Joachim Pissarro
Signature

Dec. 13, 2018
Date

Wen-shing Chou
Signature of Second Reader

Table of Contents
Abstract

ii

List of Illustrations

iv

Introduction

1

Chapter 1

Historical and Biographical Contexts as Determining
Factors of Lee Seung-taek’s Art

13

1.1

Lee’s Background: An Artist at the Interstice of Two
Koreas

13

1.2

Lee and the Sociopolitical and Cultural Circumstance of
South Korea in the 1960s and 1970s

17

1.3

Lee and Korean Art of the 1960s and 1970s: The Young
Artists’ Union and the Avant-garde Group

23

Chapter 2

A Comparative Study of Lee’s Work and Global and
Western Contemporary Art in the 1960s and 1970s

32

2.1

Questioning the Established Views Regarding Lee:
“Imitation of Western Art” vs. “Koreanness”

32

2.2

Lee’s “Non-sculpture” and American Minimalism: Work
Without Symbolic References

34

2.3

Lee’s “Non-material” Material and the Dematerialization

43

Chapter 3

Lee’s Work and Performance Studies

3.1

The Tied Stone Series (1958~1969): The Act of Binding
and Its Performativity

52

3.2

Wind-Folk Amusement (1971): The Ephemerality of
Performanence, the Disappearance of the Artist’s Body,
and What Remains After Then

57

3.3

Issues with the Documentation of Lee’s Performance Art

61

Conclusion

64

Bibliography

66

Illustrations

70

i

Abstract
Throughout the 1960s and 1970s in South Korea, Lee Seung-taek (b. 1932) explored
various issues surrounding sculpture and materials by developing a concept that he described as a
“non-sculpture” and by using “non-material” material. This thesis takes a comprehensive look at
the integrated social context of Lee’s biography. I look at the ways in which Lee’s life
experiences and practices capture the essential and critical influence of postwar South Korea’s
strong anticommunist stance and Lee’s precarious status as a North Korean refugee (in the
recently divided southern part of Korea) on the formation and development of his conceptual
sculpture and performance work. Therefore, I contend that Lee strategically employed
contemporary Western artistic tropes such as American minimalism, conceptualism, and
performance art, avoiding direct symbolic references to survive the anticommunist, authoritarian
regime in South Korea. In turn, such strategy helped him fence off being targeted by police redbaiting and interrogations. In particular, the act of binding in the Tied Stone (1958–1969) series
and the performance piece Wind-Folk Amusement (1971) reveal a performative characteristic in
Lee’s work that subtly yet clearly reflects a challenge to his social status as a North Korean
refugee and strategy to survive within the schizophrenic political scene of Korea at large.
Recent scholarship on Lee has focused on whether he is an authentic Korean postmodern
artist in terms of the originality of his appropriation and motifs. The artistic value of his work is
gauged in relation to Western-centric art criticism that prizes primitive, exotic, and essentialist
displays of local identity; few have considered the crucial roles of social, political, and
biographical contexts as determining factors of his conceptual art practices. In any sense,
however, this study argues that these contexts are not external but rather integral to a rigorous
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visual analysis of Lee’s work. Thus, this thesis begins by detailing how Lee’s biography and the
historical circumstances of postwar Korea (North and South) inform his work. Next, I investigate
Lee’s shared characteristics with and distinction from Western artists of his time, notably
minimalists and conceptualists. Finally, I turn to performance scholarship to reexamine how the
unrepresentable is embodied in Lee’s work.
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Introduction
In recent years, South Korean sculptor and conceptual artist Lee Seung-taek (b. 1932) has
gradually drawn attention from the global art world, leading to his two recent solo shows—one at
Lévy Gorvy in New York in March 2017 and one at Palazzo Caboto in Venice in June 2017.
Each show represented Lee’s artistic career from the late 1950s to the 1970s—the most prolific
period of his long career, which has spanned over sixty years. They categorized his sculpture,
performance, and installation pieces according to their use of two materials: stone and wind.
Following this format, the New York exhibition displayed forty pieces of Lee’s work, divided
into his sculpture pieces with stones in the tied-object series (1958–1976) and the video and text
documentation of his performance Wind-Folk Amusement (1971). Similarly, the Venice show
focused on the artist’s use of stones in the Tied Stone series (1958–1969) and featured his wind
series Paper Tree from the 1970s.1
Lee’s representative work, the stone series, includes Godret Stone (1958; Figure 1) and
the Tied Stone series (1958–1969; Figure. 2). Each stone object in this series is carved inward
around its middle, and in some cases, bound with a rope or wire that suspends it. When unbound
and placed on the ground, the stone reveals its chiseled furrow; the furrow is a physical marker
of the artist’s sculptural technique of carving, which leads the viewers to imagine that the
physical mark exerted on the stone is the outcome of the stone being tightly bound over a long
period of time. This “act of binding,” Lee’s formative technique, often moves on to a broadly
defined form of performance, as is the case in Wind-Folk Amusement (1971), which includes the

1. Lee held solo exhibitions at Sungkok Art Museum and Arko Art Center in Seoul, South Korea.
Lee’s work resides in the permanent collections of museums and institutions—including Tate
Modern, London; the National Museum of Modern and Contemporary Art, Seoul; and the
Museum of Contemporary Art Australia, Sydney.
1

video footage of the performance along with drawings and photographs (Figure. 3). The
documentation of the performance displays three participants who are hardly recognizable; the
participants hold the ends of three pieces of red cloth that are eighty meters long and whose
shapes continuously curve as the wind moves them under the gray, cloudy sky.
Because Lee’s art and exhibitions have received global attention, curators and art
historians have examined his position in contemporary art movements—especially
(post)minimalism, conceptualism, land art, performance, and Mono-ha from the early to mid1960s.2 Although these investigations provide a retrospective view of Lee’s artistic career, most
readings on Lee’s work are interpreted as spin-offs of global postmodernism. Interpretations
about Lee are inextricably linked to the critique of modernity and the pursuance of an “authentic
Koreanness” or a “unique” way of interpreting global postmodernism deemed faithful to the socalled “reality” of South Korea. The aim of this thesis is to address and resolve this lacuna. At
this intersection of Korean art and global contemporary art criticism, the originality of Lee’s
artwork can be achieved only by combining (post)modernity with traditional motifs, images, and
objects deemed inherent in an essentialist vision of the Korean Peninsula. These curators’ and art
historians’ investigations tend to simply evaluate Lee’s work in light of Western-centric art
criticism, which identifies contemporary non-Northern Atlantic artworks as plainly grafted on
primitive, exotic, and essentialist displays of local identity; few consider the “indigenous” artist’s

Art historian, Kim Mi-kyung dealt in great depth with Lee’s work in her doctoral dissertation
“Korea’s Experimental Art and Society: Artists Beyond Boundaries” in 2000. Kim focused on
Lee’s use of traditional and folk objects and identified him as an experimental artist who
achieved autonomous Korean modernity. Joan Kee wrote an article, “Non-Sculptures of Lee
Seung-taek,” in 2013 investigating Lee’s “non-sculpture.” Kee emphasized its materiality with
the keyword “Use of Vacation.” In the most recent scholarship, Lee Sung-min focused on Lee’s
concept of “non-material” material in his thesis “A Study on Lee Seung-taek’s Anti-aesthetic
‘Non-material’” in 2015.
2

2

particular social and historical context, which should be regarded through a lens that is as
complex and problematic as those of West-identified postmodern art criticism. Can Lee’s work
only be valued for its embedded “Koreanness” or accordance with contemporary art movements,
or can it be valued for both? If so, how and why? Can a critic read the artist’s positionality and
the sociopolitical circumstances of an authoritarian Korea in the 1960s and 1970s as more than
the contextual elements that can be useful but are mostly outside the central domain of art
production and criticism?
To better understand Lee’s artistic career during the 1960s and 1970s, it is necessary to
consider two key concepts: “non-sculpture” and “non-material” material—interrelated terms that
the artist coined. The term “non-sculpture” (bijogak) refers to the artist’s refusal to employ the
symbolic references widely promoted and accepted in Korean sculptures and visual art during
that time. For example, symbolic ways of meaning-making were actively utilized in both the
representational and abstract minimalist sculptures of the 1950s. American art critics often
framed these representational and abstract, minimalist sculptures as oppositional, but, in many
cases, these were matters of stylistic choice that postwar Korean artists considered as easily
coexisting. Influencers from both the capitalist United States and socialist Soviet Union
competitively commissioned monumental sculptures and historical paintings from modernist
artists, problematizing any facile attempts to oppose representation and sign, modernist art and
postmodernist practice. To avoid such references, Lee deployed the non-symbolic visual
language of American minimalism and conceptualism through his “non-sculpture” practice. This
language, ripe with ambiguity, made it extremely difficult for viewers to clearly understand the
artist’s intention or the meaning of the work, if there were any such things. The ambiguity—or
the kind of uncertainty as to whether any meaning even exists— inherent in Lee’s “non-
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sculpture” practice appears in his performative aspects, such as his “act of binding,” a
foundational move for his formal compositions and the constitutive logic in the Tied Stone series.
Lee’s chiseling of the stone in the Tied Stone series into a yo-yo-like shape before the binding
process manipulates or distorts the viewer’s cognition of time and perception of the stone’s
physical attributes, providing the impression that the stone’s furrow was formed over time by the
binding. This impression presents the act of binding, either actual or fictitious, as the central
operation. This process relates to the minimalist notion of “theatricality” that attaches importance
to the phenomenological presence of the work in the space and time in which the artwork and the
bodies of the artist and audience members perceptually and conceptually interact with the work.
Built on the “act of binding,” the performative characteristics of Lee’s “non-sculpture”
extend to his outdoor performance piece Wind-Folk Amusement (1971). Here, the concept of
“non-material” material—an English transliteration of the original term, “Bimuljil” jeok
jaeryo—emerges. It refers to the minimalist notion of a medium that possesses ephemeral
features and whose form is not predetermined, thus becoming contingent upon the surrounding
gallery space and outside ecology. Lee uses, aside from specific objects such as the stone in the
Tied Stone series, “non-material” materials to compose independent artworks in which elements
such as fire, smoke, water, wind, and others that are ascribed exclusively to natural phenomena
become both ephemeral mediums and the protagonists of his performance.
The relationship between Lee’s “non-material” concept and “dematerialization” requires
further elucidation; the latter indicates the rejection of commodifiable objects in Western
conceptual art from the 1960s and 1970s. Lucy Lippard and John Chandler theorized about this
rejection in The Dematerialization of Art (1967–1968), a text that explains the 1960s’ widely
differing conceptual phenomena, which were all placed under the umbrella term
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“dematerialization.” As the essence of formalist practice, this dematerialization tendency
emphasizes the work process over its physical substance and concept over form.
Dematerialization also challenges the culturally ascribed and therefore arbitrarily constructed
genealogy of the “uniqueness, permanence, and decorative attractiveness”3 of form. Here,
dematerialization leads to the emergence of ephemeral materials such as “time, space, nonvisual
systems, situations, unrecorded experience, unspoken ideas and so on.”4
Based on my understanding of these two concepts, I begin this thesis by taking a
comprehensive look at the integrated social context of Lee’s biography and the ways in which
the often-ignored threatening context of postwar South Korea’s strong anticommunist regime,
together with Lee’s precarious status as a North Korean refugee in the South, led to the
formation and development of Lee’s minimalist and conceptual sculpture, performance, and
documentation. This oppressive anticommunist atmosphere closely relates to Lee’s choice to
avoid direct visual apparatuses, including realistic paintings or avant-garde sculptures. Even a
single sign of a symbolically legible element could have risked his social status and artistic
career. In addition, the nationalist art and culture policies of Park Chung-hee’s government urged
artists to use South Korea’s “traditional” objects or “folk” aesthetics, which influenced Lee’s
work to incorporate but also subvert traditional motifs. The government highly stressed the use
of these objects and aesthetics to consolidate South Korea’s authentic identity and status as a
single nation in the 1960s and 1970s. Such nationalist and ethnocentric art projects that emerged
as a result of the prodding of the military regime actually created the fantasy of “authentic”
Korean art and aesthetic traditions. This fantasy has been the unquestioned departing point of

Lucy Lippard, Six Years: The Dematerialization of the Art Object from 1966 to 1972 (New
York: Preager, 1973), 5.
4
Lippard, Six Years, 5.
3
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Korean postmodern art since the 1990s in the Korean art scene.5
Against such a heavy historico-political background, this thesis suggests that Lee’s
conceptual strategies of “non-sculpture” and “non-material” material cannot be explained
exclusively by formalist or culturalist art criticism. This assertion requires the researcher to
consider such strategies as parts of an attempt to break existential chains of society that render
the artist as socially unrepresentable and ideologically suspect—a “Commie” in the guise of a
refugee. Instead, Lee’s conceptualist strategy allowed him to successfully and powerfully fend
off the risk of interrogation, which was frequently accompanied by physical torture and threats to
his social life as a citizen and an artist. Moreover, despite their emphasis on the necessity of
socially critical art, art critics and historians tend to make seemingly innocuous requests for a
clear intention, political commitment, and discernible meaning. Exuding ambiguity and lack of
meaning, Lee’s “non-sculpture” and “non-material” practices secured the possibility to secretly
express himself, barring the threats of interrogations from the police. If any criticality resides
within Lee’s art, it is nothing more than his euphemized rejection of manifest meaning and
semiotics, as well as his embodied attempt to produce a distinctive mode of signification. This
thesis does not suggest meaning in terms of “intention” or “critical meanings”—not symbolic
meaning of sorts—but an actual deviation from life mechanisms or meaning, a hijacking of the
politics of significance.
While considering Lee’s socially unrepresentable status as a North Korean refugee, the
later part of this thesis uses the lens of performance theories to examine Lee’s insistence on
performative factors, especially in Tied Stone works and Wind-Folk Amusement. Both fields

Kim Ju-hyun, “The Consciousness of a New Generation and the Configuration of Discourse on
‘Things Korean’ in 1960s,” The Learned Society of Sanghur’s Literature V, no. 16 (2016).
5

6

cross over the minimalist notion of “theatricality,” which extricates the viewer from the
transcendent presentness, the “ahistorical now” that connects the viewer to the minds of modern
aesthetics and taste, and thus puts them into the world of touch and the sensorial. This process
can be characterized as “staged” because art objects and viewers exist in phenomenologically
connected dimensions of space and time. Artists of the 1960s began departing from rigid
adherence to early minimalism’s intervention into traditional mediums and the rigorous study of
modernist formal prerequisites. As a result, the concept of performativity gradually emerged as
the independent genres of body art and performance. According to art historian Jane Blocker,
performativity is a notion that reveals the interaction between individuals and society at large by
analyzing the necessary relationships between social, political, or cultural bases and certain
behavioral patterns and gestures. Here, Blocker refers to the performative as a certain action that
comes from “the power relationships” in the social construction of identity that emphasizes
“liminality over legibility”—a change from the fixation of a “commodifiable object” to actions
that are “effective in placing interpretative.”6
Indeed, the performative language in Lee’s work does not merely enable him to survive
as a North Korean refugee with an unsolved identity but still as an active, intentional artist under
tenacious, and ever threatening, state scrutiny. This repression of his autonomous social identity
can be seen in the disappearance of the artist’s body in “non-sculpture” and “non-material”
performance pieces, as well as in his emphasis on documentation as an integral part of a
performance rather than as a secondary material. This feature of Lee’s work indicates not only
the obvious reality that Lee could not possibly enjoy any audience for his performances, but also

Jane Blocker, Where Is Ana Mendieta? Identity, Performativity, and Exile (Durham, NC: Duke
UP, 1999), 24.
6
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that preserving performance through documentation, more than the documenting process itself,
redefines the duration of performance as enduring in one’s body over time rather than being a
one-time experience on the real-time stage.
This thesis contends that Lee’s choice of conceptual and performative notions in “nonsculpture” and “non-material” materials in the 1960s and 1970s enabled him to restore and
preserve his voice and regain a fragile sense of subjectivity. These strategies helped him defer the
risks of interrogation from both the South Korean state and art institutions. I argue here that
Lee’s art should not be interpreted as a third world byproduct of global postmodernism because
his work critically reflects the necessity and integrity of such Western tropes (e.g., minimalism
and conceptualism) to be wholly refashioned and transformed into what they could, in no way,
be in the West: figures of combat resistance and survival.
Wielding the concepts of “non-sculpture” and “non-material” material, he conferred upon
his art a certain global tenor that is mitigated, however, with heterogeneous—or, rather
transnational—responses to the layered realities of a postcolonial and anticommunist Korean
society. Related to this, too much emphasis on the artist’s intention toward the content of his
work (such as how critical it is or how genuinely it represents Koreanness) might be missing the
sociocultural pressures that compelled him to say what was required or simply tolerable, a move
he consistently escaped. I, therefore, suggest that readers should recognize how Lee’s
unrepresentable status is inscribed at the heart of his art practice and sheds new light on the
artistic choices that the artist had to make. He did not choose to be silent to avoid being
interpellated and “marked” in postwar, or even present-day, South Korea. For minority artists
such as North Korean refugees, the languages and forms of conceptualism and body art were the
only elements of expression that could be availed to them. A useful parallel here can be found in
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the works of the Cuban artist Ana Mendieta, who will be discussed in the last chapter of this
thesis.
Before the main discussion, Chapter One reviews Lee’s life in the sociopolitical and
historical context of postwar Korea during the 1960s and 1970s. Strangely enough, bringing to
light Lee’s precarious status as a North Korean refugee is unprecedented in this examination of
his art; thus, this chapter provides a foundation upon which to understand Lee’s choice of a
seemingly meaningless and ambiguous conceptual strategy. In describing postwar South Korea’s
political weapons, strong anticommunism and nationalism serve as an introduction to the state’s
severe censorship and control of the minds and bodies of North Korean refugees, as well as (but
to a lesser degree) South Korean artists who manifestly resisted authoritarian politics. This
oppressive atmosphere is closely related to Lee’s unwillingness to choose more direct visual
modalities, including realist paintings and avant-garde practices, lest his art suggest even the
slightest signs of undesirable political content. In one instance, he was taken to the police and
mistaken for a “secret spy of North Korea” just because he used red cloth, which the police saw
as a symbol of “communism.” The actual threats weighing upon artists such as Lee were real. In
addition, the 1960s and 1970s Korean art scene, which gave birth to two avant-garde art groups,
the Young Artists’ Union and the Avant-garde, significantly influenced Lee’s shift in interest
from abstract symbols to meaning-making in performance practices—a point I will discuss in my
thesis. Also, I will further raise problems in the “originality and copy” discourse, a persisting
legacy of modernism in postmodern Korean art criticism since the late twentieth century.
Chapter Two builds an in-depth analysis on the concept of “non-sculpture” and Lee’s use
of “non-material” material, which I will align with Western art in the 1960s and 1970s. I suggest
that Lee borrows key minimalist strategies, such as completely avoiding the referential effects
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that still remain in high modernist abstractions, as a viable way of encoding his voice in thick
semiotic language while fending off the risk of being accused of using ideologically suspect
references under severe anticommunist state surveillance. As part of this exploration, I will
discuss how Lee’s focus on the medium’s materiality and art-making process in his “act of
binding” can be compared with the notion of theatricality in Robert Morris’s work, which allows
the viewer’s body to be situated in an actual point of time and space. Also, the recurring theme of
“binding” in Lee’s work provides meaningful points of comparison with Eva Hesse’s idea of
embodied repetition, a process that injects the artist’s bodily gestures and trace into minimalist
seriality. Placing Lee’s work and concept of “non-material” material and ephemerality
performance in the dematerialization tendency of the West, this thesis proceeds by comparing
Lee’s art with those of Yves Klein and Ana Mendieta.
After reviewing Lee’s work through the lens of Western art theories of the 1960s, the
final chapter will apply performance theories, especially those of Amelia Jones, Richard
Schechner, Peggy Phelan, and Jane Blocker, while examining two of Lee’s works—the Tied
Stone series and Wind-Folk Amusement. By consulting scholarship on the field of body art and
performance, this last chapter investigates how performance art relates to sculpture and draws
this connection through a discussion of Lee’s work. The repeated act of binding in Lee’s Tied
Stone series, for example, demonstrates Schechner’s idea of performance and rituals as “restored
behaviors” that broaden the purview of Lee’s work from physical materials to the process of
performance including training, workshop, rehearsal, warm-up, stage performing, and cooldown—literally before, during, and after the performance. Although his work is not performed
on a stage, as in Schechner’s notion, Lee’s repeated “act of binding” over the twenty years of his
artistic career shows a ritualistic performance that constitutes our daily navigation through the
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space of relations and social institutions in every society. In this light, I suggest that Lee’s bound
stones become the medium of, for, and through the artist’s body, and such a ritualized action of
binding reflects obsessive attempts to secure his ever-threatened subjectivity.
This last chapter also posits that Lee’s performance art extends some limited aspects of
contemporary minimalist and conceptual art practices by reenacting the participant’s action,
presence, and subjectivity as parts of the work. The ephemeral nature of “non-material” material
and the disappearance of the body in Wind-Folk Amusement suggest that performance art resists
the logic of commodification and reification and instead stresses on being invisible and
unmarked. This chapter will look at Phelan’s notion of the ephemeral nature of performance; the
absence of the artist’s body as playing an alternative role in art’s interactions with social,
cultural, and political issues on representational politics; and manifest contestations of settled
meanings. With this concept in mind, I will be comparing Lee’s work and Blocker’s reading of
Ana Mendieta’s Siluetta. Furthermore, I will make a critical revision and argue that the
disappearance of the artist’s body in Lee’s case allows the minoritized artist to participate in
cultural and social discourses without the risk of being objectified as a colored woman (in
Mendieta’s case) or a politically compromised potential victim who is deprived of the last
remnant of subjectivity and human rights, which have been fragmented and precarious from the
beginning of Lee’s practice as an artist. This chapter closes with a discussion on documenting
performance as an antidote to Phelan’s critique and, in some sense, abjuring the tendency in
ephemerality performances. I instead argue that documentation reveals the mediated
characteristic of experiencing a performance, whether we are viewing a stage performance or
watching video footage. To Lee, this recognition of an always-mediated quality of artistic
representation enables him to manipulate time, media, and the signification process itself, giving
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him a then-blurred but ultimately deferrable space of meaning in which his performing can be
newly read.

12

Chapter 1
Historical and Biographical Contexts as Determining Factors of Lee Seung-taek’s Art

1.1. Lee’s Background: An Artist at the Interstice of Two Koreas
Lee Seung-taek’s life and early works are deeply connected to the Korean War, a conflict
initiated by North Korea’s invasion of South Korea in June 1950. Its fundamental causes can be
traced back to the history of Japanese occupation and ensuing independence in August 1945,
which resulted in the division of South and North Koreas by the two factions in World War II—
the capitalist United States and Communist Soviet Union. Born in 1932 during the Japanese
occupation period in Kowon, Ham-gyung province in northeastern Korea, Lee had wanted to
become an artist, especially a sculptor, since his teenage years. When World War II officially
ended with Japan’s signing of the Instrument of Surrender, Communist ideology became the
official doctrine of the Soviet-controlled northern part of Korea where Lee was living. This
change by no means meant an end to Lee’s dream; rather, Communist authorities in North Korea
commissioned local artists and art students to create official portraits of Stalin, Lenin, Marx, and
Engels in the late 1940s in the socialist realist style.7 Lee recalls that in his secondary school art
classes he made paintings and bronze sculptures of Kim Il-Sung and Stalin.8 This suggests that
the Communist local government recognized Lee’s artistic talent and commissioned propaganda
artworks from him to be placed in the Building of People’s Committee in Ham-gyung province.9
According to Lee, he and the other artists who participated in making the commemorative statues

Choi Youl, History of Modern Korean Art: A Glossary of the History of Korean Art from 1945
to 1961 (Seoul: Youlhwadang, 2006), 971.
8
Ashely Rawlings, “Harnessing the Elements: Lee Seung-Taek,” ArtAsiaPacific, no. 100 (Sept.
2016), 23.
9
Lee Seung-taek, interview by Yun Jin-Sup. January 10, 2014.
7

13

were treated as artists and compensated for their work.10 The authorities also exempted those
artists from conscription.11
By the outbreak of the Korean War in 1950, millions had lost their homes and fled as
refugees to escape the calamity, and Lee became one of those fleeing to South Korea during the
January Fourth Retreat (1.4 Hut’oe), leaving his family members behind.12 The number of
refugees grew due to the entry of the People’s Republic of China into the Korean War to
reinforce North Korean Communist army, causing a series of heavy defeats to the United Nations
and the Republic of Korean Army, pushing them to the southern end of the Peninsula.13
According to Lee, he initially joined the anti-Communist resistance to fight the North Korean
communist regime, but a few weeks later, he and his family fled by boat, sailing down the coast
to Jumunjin where U.S. and South Korean forces were stationed.14 In order to increase the
family members’ chance of survival, they were divided into several groups, and that was the last
time Lee saw his family.15 Lee and other refugees did not intend to permanently settle on the
peninsula, thinking that they could return in few days after the U.S. and South Korea would
topple the Communist north. But the war ended with the Cease-Fire Agreement, establishing the
Demilitarized Zone across the 38th parallel of latitude and locking their families in North Korea
with no promise of seeing them again.16
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Interestingly, Lee’s first decade as an artist involved making propaganda artworks for two
foes, Kim Il-Sung and McArthur. After the three-year war ended in 1953 and helped by his
exceptional sculpting skills, Lee enrolled in the Sculpture Department at Hong-ik University.17
In 1957, the Government commissioned Hong-ik University art professor Kim Kyong-sung to
create a bronze statue of US Army General Douglas MacArthur to commemorate the September
1950 landing of the MacArthur-led UN troops in Incheon, and it was Lee, a junior student
working in Kim’s studio, who made the piece (Figure. 4).18 Art historian Joan Kee asserts that
Lee’s experience in producing such monumental statues of Kim Il-sung and McArthur had a
great impact on his sculptural practice, not only regarding the matter of scale and size, but also
the problem of distance between monumental sculpture and viewer, a primary concern of his
later “non-sculpture” practice.19 Being conscious of the significant sense of distance that the
monumental sculpture produces, Lee strived to mitigate the distancing effect in his sculpture. In
his early career, he achieved this aim by suspending his pieces or removing pedestals that had
served a “metaphorical function in keeping viewers-citizens at a respectful distance from the

Literature and Culture 17.3 (2015): <https://doi.org/10.7771/1481-4374.2786>
17
Joan Kee, Contemporary Korean Art: Tansaekhwa and the Urgency of Method, (Minneapolis:
University of Minnesota Press, 2013), 7: In the mid-1950s, as Korea pushed for post-war
reconstruction, university art departments were soon reestablished, notably Seoul National
University and Hong-ik University. Their students would soon dominate the South Korean art
world for decades. On Lee’s body of work before he entered Hong-ik University, including
drawings, paintings, portraits, and sculpture. See Lee Ihn-bum, “A Study of Seung-taek Lee’s
Artwork: Focusing on the Concept of the Non-Sculpture,” The MISULSAHAKBO: Reviews on
the Art History, No. 49 (2017), 256.
18
The statue is generally credited as the work of Kim, but Lee asserted that Kim, like many
other sculptors, delegated work to his students. Chong Chin-o, “Who Made the MacArthur
Statue?” Kyunggin Ilbo, December 14, 2009, http://www.kyeongin.com/main
/view.php ?key=491793.
19
Joan Kee, “Use on Vacation: The Non-Sculptures of Lee Seung-taek,” Archives of Asian Art,
63, no. 1 (2013), 106.
15

state.”20 For example, Lee’s graduation piece, History and Time (1957), a crescent-shaped
plaster painted red and blue and wrapped in barbed wire, was suspended from the ceiling,
reflecting his rejection of the monumentality of sculpture (Figure. 5). If such formal features
indicated Lee’s refusal of the grand scale and form of state-commissioned artworks, it is
plausible that he was critical of the ideological conflict between South Korea and United States
on the one hand, and North Korea, which caused pain to millions of Koreans and separated them
from beloved ones after the war. In History and Time, colors and forms signify ideological
factions, with wire coils symbolizing suppressive Cold War politics and metaphorically
contrasting “the red of Communism and the blue of democracy.” This critique of Cold War
politics was widespread among post-colonial societies and is easily detected from Lee’s
comment: “I wanted to express the tragedy of weak countries caught between warring Cold War
superpowers, like Korea during the Korean War.”21
In all, Lee took part in national projects in both South Korea and North Korea by making
sculptures of Kim Il-sung and Stalin, who were Communist leaders, and the statue of General
MacArthur, who was a powerful symbol of the Korea-U.S. alliance that defeated the North
Korean invasion. Although these works represented polarities in ideology and alliance, they also
reveal a fundemental irony: the art of the two warring Koreas was almost identical in form and
style—idealized realism. Also, Lee’s early use of visual metaphors and symbols, however,
caused a potential risk for him to be identified as a politically suspicious artist, which will be
discussed in greater depth later in this thesis.
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1.2. Lee and the Sociopolitical and Cultural Circumstance of South Korea in the 1960s and
1970s
The 1960s and 1970s were an extremely challenging time for South Korean artists and the
general public as the country underwent an enormous political and economic upheaval. In 1961,
General Park Chung-hee came to power through a military coup, and his military junta seized
power. Subsequently, Park’s authoritarian dictatorship was established through the 1969
Constitutional amendment, which allowed Park, then in his second term as the President of South
Korea, to run for additional terms, and the Yushin (Revitalization Reform) Constitution of 1972
which gave Park plenary powers to nullify the democratic Constitution and power to rule for
life.22 In order to legitimize the suppression of its citizens, the Park regime strategically utilized
political campaigns emphasizing nationalism, economic development, and anti-communism.23
The anticommunist sentiment served as an effective political tool for the Park regime to
justify the military dictatorship under the pretext of the “state of national emergency” in the
divided nation-state.24 Under the influence of anticommunism and the severely anti-democratic
National Security Law, virtually all democratic movements and labor protests were considered
threatening to the nation and potentially collaborative with Communism.25 The National
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Security Law became the supreme governing principle that legitimized special state agencies’
violent means of policing the body and mind of citizens, such as surveillance, apprehension,
torture, beating, and the unlimited period of confinement without warrant. The military regime
treated opposition groups as enemies. Virtually all types of politically critical views and activities
were rendered illegal as “benefiting the enemy.” Anyone could face the maximum sentence of
death or life imprisonment if he or she “disturb[ed] the people’s minds by openly pointing out or
spreads false facts” or “openly impaired the prestige of a constitutional organ by holding a
meeting or by publishing documents.”26 As a series of demonstrations against the government
erupted in the 1960s, the authoritarian regime controlled the media and blocked relevant
information about the demonstration from the general public. The freedom to demonstrate, free
speech, and the press were largely banned and neutralized, regarded as harmful to national
development.
Needless to say, the government censorship on art and culture restricted artists’
activities. In particular, young artists who used performance to make statements on social and
political issues became easy prey to censorship. Artist groups such as the Young Artist Union
(YAU) were not welcomed by the press and subject to police surveillance because any public
display or opportunity for public assembly, which easily included art exhibitions and events, was
prohibited. The artists who participated in the YAU exhibition in 1967 were forcibly arrested due
to their performance piece. They were harassed and chased by police detectives for several
months, and some of their exhibitions were forcibly shut down.27
Censorship was more severely imposed on refugees and former citizens, such as Lee
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Seung-taek, of the Communist bloc. The Korean War and the authoritarian government instilled
anticommunism deeply into the South Koreans’ minds. It is no wonder that a large portion of the
population who experienced separation from their families during the war and who became the
major target of the anticommunist propaganda felt strong antipathy toward North Korea and
Communist ideologies, even though what those ideologies signified was largely unclear due to
the wholesale prohibition of any research about Communism. In this environment, North Korean
refugees were often interrogated by the National Intelligence Service (NIS) because they were
suspected to be secret Communists or spies.28 Anthropologist Lee Soo-Jung argues that “Many
Silhyangmin (North Korean refugee) were produced as strong anticommunist subjects. They also
developed very conflicting and ambivalent subjectivities especially in relation to North Korea as
their homeland and the enemy state. At the same time, senses of insecurity and anxiety seemed to
be central to their subjectivities as they imagine South Korea in a constant state of emergency.”29
Under such pressures, displaced people had to prove themselves as thoroughly anti-North
Korea and anti-Communist if they wanted to survive. For example, an interview with North
Korean refugees in South Korea conducted by Lee Soo-Jung reveals that they experienced
“severe beatings” or “tortures” at the hands of the South Korean police or “right-wing youth
members” who suspected them of being “Reds.”30 In order to avoid the frightful epithet
“Commie,” they had to show a clear history of anti-Communist activity in North Korea or find
supporters on the anti-Communist side. If they lacked this backing, they sometimes accused
others of being “commies” to prove their loyalty to anti-Communism or assisted red-baiting
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attacks on Communist suspects who were mostly pro-democratic activists, labor unionists, or
vulnerable populations.31 This situation caused displaced people to view their hometowns as a
treasonous places, thus bringing them to the frontline of Far-Right politics, but they could not
easily prove themselves and became part of the lowest social strata because of intense prejudices
and suspicion towards them.
In addition to spreading anticommunist ideology, the military regime maniacally
mobilized nationalist sentiments and advocated for “the restoration of the tradition” in order to
reinforce the military regime’s precarious legitimacy and proclaim itself as an heir to the nation’s
cultural heritage. The government emphasized “seeking” authentically “Korean things” to quell
opposition and criticism from anti-government activists prevalent among the public. These
efforts were meant to achieve the “modernization of the fatherland.”32 Moreover, the state
demanded that Korean art differentiate itself from the art of other nations and cultures.33 The
state held annual National Art Exhibitions (Kukjeon, which started in 1948) and promoted
traditional themes in works of the winners. Images and mediums associated (even if
superficially) with traditional Korea such as white porcelain, Hanji (traditional Korean paper),
and Obangsaek (traditional color spectrum) became the preferred motifs of Korean artists
working in both modern and traditional ways.34 In fact, these traditions should be understood as

Kim Gwi-Ok, Life experiences and identity of the Wollammin: Study of Wollammin from
below. (Seoul: Seoul University Press, 1999) 451.
32
Kim Hyung-sook, “National Identity Discourses in Visual Culture and Art Education,” Korea
Journal Vol.55 No.1 (Spring 2015), 116.
33
As the government established policies to revive national culture, making a Cultural
Properties Protection Law, folk arts began to grow in Korean cultural circles. Kim Young-Na,
20th century Korean art 2 (Seoul: Yekyung,1994) 292.
34
Traditional Korean footwear (beoseon) styled with a simple image in white appeared in the
work “Trace, White F-75” by Park Gil-woong, the winner of the Presidential Award,the
exhibition’s highest honor, at the 1969 National Art Exhibition. (Kim Hyung-sook).
31

20

reinvented because their original meanings were culturally heterogeneous and ethnically
intersectional but eventually became heavily nationalized and homogenized as a means of
political mobilization. The state also commissioned artists to propagate the military regime’s
undertakings, and the range of these artists’ forms were widely varied, including Modernist
painting, minimalist sculpture, folk crafts, and realist murals. Despite this range of ability among
the artists, they all worked on official portraits depicting historical scenes of military feats,
glorious events, and economic achievements.35
Meanwhile, even though artists could borrow the visual language of contemporary art
such as abstract painting, minimalist sculpture, op art, or even Happenings in the 1960s and
1970s, the government restricted the message of their work and selectively supported “modern”
Korean artists adhering to apolitical views and purely formal—almost spiritual—understandings
of artistic mediums. Public policy scholar Yersu Kim wrote about problems the official art
policies created for the artists as follows: “Here the dangers of the basic dirigisme that
characterizes the cultural development plan are most apparent for arts and literature thus
promoted could easily become narrowly didactic, parochial, and ideological. Thus degraded they
would no longer be art, but simply a political instrument.”36 Censoring potentially political
messages in the work of modern Korean artists, the authoritarian regime controlled art’s
ideological direction indifferent to society and politics, which resulted in the government
deeming certain artistic forms, notably Happenings and politically-oriented representational art,
as harmful and amoral to the nation’s development and spirit.
Both anticommunist and nationalist ideologies served as effective tools for controlling
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the public and justified the unconstitutional military regime in extending its governance under
the pretext of growing the economy and improving living standards. The austere and suppressive
social circumstances of South Korea under the Park regime is evident when looking at Lee
Seung-taek’s, a North Korean refugee, “non-sculpture” practice of the 1960s and 1970s.
Although most of Lee’s early work including History and Time featured abstract and formalist
elements seemingly void of any manifest content, Lee was taken to the police because they
considered the red clothes used in Lee’s performance as signifying allegiance to Communism.37
Notably, Lee’s choice of content and material was more restricted than that of his contemporary
Korean artists; any remnant of symbolic messages in his work could destroy his career, even his
life. It is possible to read Lee’s use of Korean traditional motifs, such as Godret stones (Korean
traditional weaving tool), Onggi (Korean traditional earthenware), and folk amusements, as
complying with a concept accepted and favored by the government, which depicted images of
the traditional male-headed nuclear households situated in rapidly industrialized urban centers
with their parental and kinship communities remaining in agricultural hinterlands. However, his
minimalist and conceptualist tendencies harbored a potential critique of society and restored the
muted voice of a displaced and marginalized subject, a potential clandestine response to the
severe political suppression of North Korean refugees’ self-representation. Moreover, the work
speaks to the rapid modernization that displaced a massive number of people from home and
projects homogenized “folk” images of the past onto South Korea’s splintered modernity and
complex social fabric. From this perspective, it is clear why Park’s regime would seek to restrict
or silence Lee.
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1.3. Lee and Korean Art of the 1960s and 1970s: The Young Artists’ Union and the Avantgarde Group
Lee’s earlier works such as History and Time had their roots in abstract sculpture, but he would
later explore conceptualist trends in works such as the Godret Stone and Tied Stone series and
develop his art practice by participating group exhibitions. Lee’s art education from Hong-ik
University led to his participation in the Avant-garde Group (AG) Exhibition, which offered Lee
the opportunity to investigate global art trends through the AG’s translations of seminal texts on
conceptual art including minimalism, conceptualism, pop, body art and performance in the
1960s. Lee and the AG members’ efforts to introduce global conceptual art not only introduced
new international styles and forms to their work but also provided Lee with non-symbolic visual
language that enabled him to speak and express his meaning under severe censorship and
authoritarian laws.
Lee showcased his “non-sculpture” pieces with “non-material” materials, respectively
smoke and wind in each of the two rounds of the AG exhibition. In the first round, Lee attempted
to install untitled (1970), a work that entailed a stovepipe and eight pieces of onggi (the Korean
traditional earthenware) with smoke (considered the “non-material” material of the work)
coming out of the stovepipe. However, because of a technical problem on the opening day, Lee
burned newspaper instead in the onggis to produce smoke. During the second round of the
exhibition, Lee attached strips of white cloth to trees branches and installed a long piece of rope
between two buildings, causing the cloth to move and blow in the wind. (Figure. 6) This work
plays a critical role as a bridge from the artist’s “non-sculpture” practice to the performance
pieces with “non-material material,” two important concepts that I will discuss later in this paper.
As mentioned, Lee took part in the radical avant-garde art groups formed at Hong Ik
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University—the Young Artist Union (YAU) and the AG. These groups challenged the prevalent
hegemony of Korean Modernism, notably abstract Informal artists, and critiqued South Korean
society and Cold War ideologies. Since the mid-1960s, artistic trends, including American
minimalism, conceptualism, pop, body art and performance, which had drawn considerable
attention from the art worlds of Europe, the United States, and Japan, were welcomed by young
South Korean artists. Criticizing Korean Informal and Abstract Expressionism’s indifference or
complacency towards the political stringency of the time, these artists were eager to seek new
visual languages that more suitably reflected contemporary South Korean society and organized
artist groups, including Moodongin, Shinjeondongin and Origin.38 In 1967, these three groups
united to form the YAU. This newly-formed group held seminars to discuss new art movements
after abstract painting and went on lecture tours.39
In December 1967, YAU held its first exhibition was held, and the members of the group
particularly, focusing on performance art and referring to this art as a “Happening,” a term
borrowed from Allan Kaprow (August 23, 1927–April 5, 2006). Korean Artists obtained
information about Kaprow in major Korean newspapers. In an instance, in 1968, which
introduced him as an artist who “combine[s] visual art and theater in the context of an
environment,” emphasizing “the process of expression over the ‘outcome of such expression.’”40
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YAU activities were known for artists using their bodies, and their first group Happening was no
exception, titled A Happening with a Vinyl Umbrella and a Candle in December 1967 (Figure.
7). In this work, YAU artists staged a drama to satirize existing cultural policies and South
Korean society. This piece demonstrated that the YAU understood that performance was closer to
theater and drama rather than performance in terms of formal innovation that uses the body as an
art medium.41
The YAU continued to stage other happenings, such as Transparent Balloon and Nude
Happening (1968) (Figure. 8), in which a female artist exposed her nude body to the public for
the first time, and Murder at the Han Riverside (1968) (Figure. 9), which directly critiqued the
societal constraints. It is clear that the group’s Happenings would be criticized because the
Kukjeon (the annual National Art Exhibition) promoted state-sanctioned, conservative forms,
traditional as well as nationalist themes, and ostensibly innocent and apolitical notions of art. The
Happenings did share any of these characteristics, and in some cases, spoke against these themes.
For instance, in this performance, artists Kang Kuk-jin, Chung Kang-ja, and Chung Chan-seung
dug holes in the sand near the second Han River bridge. They then each buried themselves in a
hole with only their heads above ground, and spectators poured water on their heads, referencing
the water torture of student protesters by the police and national security agents. After this
portion of the performance, the artists dug themselves out of the holes and wrote phrases on long
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sheets of vinyl such as, “the cultural swindler,” “the culturally blind,” “culture shirker,” “culture
accumulation wrongdoer,” “culture peddler,” and “culture tumbler,” and burned them.42
Although the phrases are generically ambiguous and do not directly evoke politics and ideology
(except for the rather mild term “culture”), they could easily be interpreted as referencing
censorship and the threat of being called “leftist” or “a Commie.”
Seen as abstruse and absurd by the public, the YAU was not received well at the time, a
fact that is well evidenced in a Choongang Daily article that stated that the YAU “has repetitively
done such bizarre and crazy events as happening shows.”43 Nevertheless, these performance
pieces and works by other artist groups played a significant role in the attempt to more
manifestly critique the political and social reality for artists, a task largely abandoned by abstract
painters who had little option but to work in the state-sanctioned Kukjeon system. Because of the
art of YAU attempt to critical of political and social reality, early Korean performance art was
avant-garde in nature, and artists tried to establish that performance was not only an artistic form
but also a direct means of social resistance. Yet, the risk to do so became even more present
when the performance directly communicated members’ critical social awareness. The use of
well-established metaphors and political symbols shared by representational art, such as that seen
in Lee’s History and Time (1957), could easily make the artists the target of censorship and
persecution. Combined with the charge of abstruseness and absurdity, the YAU exhibition was
not welcomed by both the police and the public; for this reason, the group was short-lived.
After the YAU was dismissed by the government, an extension of the group, the Avant-
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Garde (AG), was established in 1969. AG members, including Lee, seriously studied conceptual
trends in global art, especially American minimalism and conceptualism. The AG held four
exhibitions from 1970 to 1975, each with a different theme: in 1970, the theme of the first
exhibition was “the dynamics of extension and reduction”; the second exhibition in 1971,
“reality and realization”; the third in 1972, “the world of post-ideology.”44 In 1975, although
almost entirely disbanded by this time, the AG opened its fourth exhibition with only four
members.45 Among the four exhibitions, Lee participated in only the first and second round.
The AG’s significance in Korean art history is its active embrace of art criticism and
research as an integral part of artistic practice, largely indicated by the membership of art critics
Oh Gwang Soo, Lee Il, and Kim In Hwan. The growing significance of criticism and theory in
the AG and post-war Korean art does not merely indicate theorization and anti-formalism
tendencies in art in general; rather, this suggests a growing desire from the artists to further
extend their artistic fields of practices and include production, promotion, circulation, and
reception. For the AG, connecting the theme of exhibition with the critics’ scholarship and
research is notable in this tendency. Also, this effort resulted in the publication of their own
journal, the AG (Figure. 10).
With four issues from 1969 to 1971, the AG was the first South Korean art journal that
attempted to introduce and interpret up-to-date trends in global art, especially European and
North American art movements without the mediation of Japanese art publication and
magazines.46 Up until the mid-1970s, artists generally acquired information about global art
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trends from major newspapers articles or Japanese art magazines; any artists were educated in
colonial Japanese schools before 1945 such as Bijutsu Techo and Mizue. Before the AG only one
professional art magazine, Non-ggol, existed, first published in 1965; however, the magazine was
issued only once.47 The AG showed the members’ interest in various artistic tendencies, and a
large number of pages were designated to translating foreign texts discussing global art
tendencies, such as op art, object, Happenings, land art, and light art, and included articles from
professional Anglophone art journals.48
Some Korean art critics take issue with the AG’s ambiguous definition of avant-garde
and indiscreet acceptance of Western art movements. Examining AG's articles and exhibitions,
one could reasonably conclude that the discourse on conceptual art is somewhat shallow,
especially because it ignores the developmental processes of conceptual art as deeply intertwined
with minimalist and late-Modernist discourses on medium in the United States and Western
Europe during the 1960s. In addition, the name of the group, “Avant-Garde,” and the group’s
slogan, “To contribute to the development of Korean art by creating new style indigenous to the
Korean painting scene, which currently lacks vision, on the basis of strong avant-garde
consciousness,” exemplifies the group’s avant-garde approach without clearly defining the
concept itself. Here, the definition of avant-garde is generic and unclear: is this the conscious
employment of art as a political weapon to critique social issues? Or is the group advocating for
artistic autonomy and independence and defining which artists can problematize the separation
of art and everyday life?
Critics also question the AG’s contribution to the creation of postmodern Korean art. Art
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critic Kim Young Na argues that the AG indiscriminately accepted new artistic forms from the
West while failing to create a new art that is indigenous and original to Korea. According to
Kim, “It is true that such great interest in the newest tendencies of art facilitated a wide range of
Western artistic practices to be immediately introduced to Korean artists, and yet it also
generated the disputes on ‘originality’.”49
Lee’s art, among that of the AG artists, seriously responds to demands that art should
reflect society, not by defining what is Korean in contemporary Korean art and society, but by
critically mediating his own social status and struggle to express what befell him through the
South Korea authoritarian regime. This awareness led him to deploy conceptualism and
performance art to speak and represent, what had to ne silenced through his work. This does not
mean that he appropriated new styles to embellish his work, but that he made his art a highly
critical, and thus unique and particular, act of reinventing existing visual vocabularies to
represent and empower him (and other marginalized people) through and within the very fabric
of South Korea’s nationalist imaginary. Instead of a wholesale projection of invented Koreanness
under the name of uniqueness and originality, Lee used conceptualism to speak and express what
mattered in a society where a majority of the population lacked viable means to express and
speak for themselves. The critics who are critical of the AG for lacking originality as Korean art
actually manifest a wholesale attitude of defining art for a certain period and region in terms of
“unique” styles with theoretically sophisticated—but disembodied—language that they think
identifies with the postmodern but in actuality, is derived from European and North American art
criticism.
More precisely, the work of AG artists was the result of their consciously connecting
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global contemporary art’s visual vocabulary and local artists’ own translations of it. Drawing this
connection allowed them to speak about and construct individual social realities. Appropriating
forms and styles of Western art movements by artists from developing countries often invalidates
the critic’s common charge that the works lacked originality for the simple reason that the
transplantation of forms necessitates altering established significance and values. Determined by
specific socio-political milieus, important from other worlds forms, in the global art world, can
no longer function, not be understood in the context of their original source of production. For
example, Israel artist Nahum Tevet (1946 ~), well known for his Works on Glass series,
differentiates these forms from their original meanings and contexts. In his interview with art
historian Sarah Watson, Tevet stated:
I saw international art only through reproductions until 1975, and I was seeing it
while being in a completely different context. You could not live in a relatively poor
socialist kibbutz and pretend to be Donald Judd or Richard Serra. This offered a great
sense of freedom: You could respond to models coming from the “center” with an
outside eye. You could manipulate the language—create your own interpretations,
sometimes the result of potentially fruitful misunderstandings; you could play the
game differently and not obey the rules.50
Tevet’s explanation demonstrates that Korean critics’ questions about the AG artists on
“originality” were made with a Western-centric view without considering different social and
historical circumstances surrounding individual artists. As in Tavet’s case, Lee’s response to
global art was made with an “outside eye.” In the next chapter, I will focus on Lee’s concept of
“non-sculpture” and use of “non-material” elements through the lens of Minimalism and the
“dematerialization” tendency. I will do so while examining the artist’s originality by considering
the circumstances around the artist. This analysis will provide readers with a new perspective on
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Lee’s art practice as well as that of other Korean artists from the 1960s and 1970s whose work
was underestimated by the discourse of original and copy because of formal similarities to
contemporary North American and European artistic trends.
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Chapter 2
A Comparative Study of Lee’s Work and Global and Western Contemporary Art
in the 1960s and 1970s

2.1. Questioning Established Views Regarding Lee’s Work: “Imitation of Western Art” vs.
“Koreanness”
Lee explored various issues of sculpture and materials by developing his “non-sculpture”
(Bijogak) theory, a key concept describing his art practice from the 1960s to the late 1970s.
Critics and art historians have attempted to comprehend the meaning of his “non-sculpture”
work, the mainstream interpretation of which can thus be summarized: Lee’s sculptural practice
resembles and reproduces forms, concepts, and logics borrowed from American minimalism,
post-minimalism, conceptualism, land art, performance, and Japan-based Mono-ha from the mid1960s.51 The narrative of the “non-sculpture” was dominated by its contemporariness,
particularly the fact that his works developed almost concurrently with, or even preceded by
global postmodern art movements.52
In addition, although many have discussed “non-sculpture” and its art historical position,
the matter of “originality,” which was thought to be achieved by combining modernity and the
motifs of traditional patterns, images, and objects of Korea, is inseparable from Lee’s
embeddedness in the social discourses of Korea. Critics often ignore, however, the significance
of the artist’s position and social discourses in assessing postmodern Korean artworks, as art
historian Kim Mi-kyung’s view of Lee suggests: “[w]hile seeking the directions and grounds for

51
52

See Rawlings, “Harnessing the Elements,” 22-29; Kee, “Use on Vacation,”103
Kee, “Use on Vacation,” 103.
32

work through western sculpture, Lee tried to solve the dilemma between ‘Koreaness’ and
‘newness’ of the west through the beauty of traditional Korean art.”53 This view assumes that
Lee, by seeking unique Koreanness in his artistic motifs, reflects cultural nationalism that was
spurned by the view that Korean art lagged behind global art trends of the time. In this, a double,
if not utterly contradictory, pressure spread widely among artists and critics: for Korean art to be
globalized, the artist should master what is distinctively Korean while keeping up with the visual
languages and trends of global art. The artistic value of Lee’s work is thus gauged by views of
Western-centric art criticism that prize primitive, exotic, and essentialist displays of local
identity, while showing little consideration for its own particular social and historical contexts of
production.
One cannot determine the uniqueness and originality of an artwork from developing
countries merely by assessing the contemporariness of the work’s formal features based on the
European and North American canons or its use of traditional styles and local narratives that are
made digestible to Western audiences. The artists active in 1960s and 1970s, including Lee,
encountered postmodern art movements through magazines from Japan and America, major
Korean newspapers, photo slides of biennales, and materials studied by the AG group members.
This chapter focuses on the claim that Lee navigated global art trends in order to critically
reflects Korean society’s repressive atmosphere in his art, rather than pursuing newness by
appropriating conceptualism as a readymade form. Therefore, as this chapter examines formal
features of “non-sculpture” through the lens of minimalism and dematerialization, it also finds
the originality of Lee’s work in his use of artistic form as a means of restoring his own voice and
subjectivity in a society where his survival was at stake. This analysis provides readers with a

53

Kim, Experimental Art in Korea, 78.
33

new perspective on Lee’s “non-sculpture” practice and Korean art in the 1960s and 1970s,
challenging the view that favors Koreanness and global competitiveness as the foundation of
Korean art’s post-modernity.54

2.2. Lee’s “Non–sculpture” and American Minimalism: Work Without Symbolic
References
The term “American minimalism” usually applies to the sculptural practices of Donald
Judd, Robert Morris, Dan Flavin, Sol LeWitt, and Carl Andre in the 1960s. The movement when
artists responded to Modernist aesthetics’ medium-specificity, culminating in American critic
Clement Greenberg challenge to the modernist doctrines of “material objectivity, medium
specificity, visuality and autonomy.”55 Intellectual works by Judd (June 3, 1928–February 12,
1994) and Morris (February 9, 1931) were especially crucial in this challenge. In his article
“Specific Objects” (1965), Judd considers a principle of minimalism, introducing minimalist
structures as “neither painting nor sculpture,” blurring the boundary between artistic medium and
ordinary object.56 Judd states that the “three dimensions are real space. That gets rid of the
problem of illusionism and of literal space, space in and around marks and colors.”57 Here Judd
pushes Greenberg’s call for eliminating subject matter, content, and non-optical illusion to the
extreme, resulting in the creation of a physical support that Judd refers to as a “specific object,” a
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three dimensional structure that Greenberg rejected as the antithesis to two-dimensional
painting’s surface. To this idea, Greenberg promptly retorted that the minimalist art form is
“nearer to the condition of non-art.”58
Moreover, Morris countered Greenbergian Modernism in his “Notes on Sculpture, Part IIV” (1966~1969) in which he illustrates modular structures situated in ways to evoke one’s
awareness of the phenomenological interaction between the object, the body of the audience, and
space.59 Modernist Michael Fried refuted the minimalists idea of sculpture in his essay “Art and
Objecthood” (1967). In this essay, Fried uses the terms “literal art” and “objecthood” to describe
minimalism, corresponding to Greenberg’s derisory label of “non-art.” From Fried’s viewpoint,
Morris’s sculpture and its surrounding space are theatrical and disturbs the purity of Modernist
art because theater implies a hybrid form of distinctive artistic genres. Fried mentions that
minimalism is “nothing other than a plea for a new genre of theatre; and theatre is now the
negation of art.”60Although used to deny the artistic value in minimalism, the term ‘theatricality’
became the best description of Morris’s concept of minimal art.
Lee’s “non-sculpture” of the 1960s and 1970s shares minimalist formal and conceptual
elements. Similar to minimalists’ use of concrete, bricks, steel, galvanized iron, and aluminum
plates, Lee employs non-traditional materials, but both natural and industrial objects. In Untitled
(1962) (Figure. 11) Lee uses bricks, cord, and cement on the grounds of Kyong-bok Palace, and
in Untitled (1968) (Figure. 12), uses wood, rope, and vinyl, which he had also used to make
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commemorative statues in the 1950s. To this use of various non-traditional material, Lee wrote:
“Considering contemporary art as an experiment of various materials, the “non-sculpture”
practice means the experiment of materials.”61 While Modernist sculptors such as Anthony Caro
(1924~2013) also used industrial materials, minimalists and Lee are distinctive in their
avoidance of referential effects that could evoke anthropomorphic images, cultural metaphors,
expressionistic meanings, symbolic references, and metaphysical content. In Passages in Modern
Sculpture (1977), art historian Rosalind Krauss connects, minimalism’s use of industrial material
and rejection of symbols: “It will be difficult … to read [materials like fire-bricks]
illusionistically or to see them as alluding to an inner life of form. . .. Instead the fire bricks
remain obdurately external, as objects of use rather than vehicles of expression.”62 Her assertion
suggests that minimalism as a new artistic form radically challenges traditional meanings and the
signification processes tightly intertwined with traditional art’s use of symbols and humanist
implications.
The minimalist artist’s rejection of a base structure such as a pedestal also reflects this
non-referential characteristic. In an interview with art historian Frances Colpitt, Judd notes that
the base indicates the mimetic emphasis of sculpture.63 From this perspective, placing
minimalist work directly on the floor signals an escape from art’s mimetic, fictitious status. Lee
similarly eschewed the pedestal when he suspended sculpture from the ceiling or placed a work
directly on the floor in his “non-sculpture” work in the late 1950s. But Lee sees the need to
vanish the sculptural base from a slightly different angle; the pedestal directly signifies the sense
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of distance between the viewer and the statue, which symbolized nationalist and Cold War
ideologies. From his experience of making commemorative statues of Stalin and McArthur, Lee
clearly knew that the traditional way of placing figures on a pedestal creates a powerful
hierarchy between the state ideology and its subjects. This orientation suggests that scale should
be understood as being measured by the quality of relationship between the audience and the
sculpture. In this vein, art historian Joan Kee notes that the ground for Lee is “an important basis
upon which to imagine a psychological and physical space that might enable the general public
to perceive the world as being scaled according to their own proportions and reactions.”64
Likewise, minimalists consider scale as being determined by the viewer’s direct experience.
Overall, Lee and minimalists intend to mitigate the distance between sculpture and viewer and in
order to avoid the monumental effects of traditional sculpture, which for Lee, clearly signifies
Cold War ideology and the nation-state oppressing its citizens.
Lee might acknowledge that his minimalist practice discards symbolic meanings and
references, yet his approach to this practice developed from his experience as a North Korean
refugee for whom simple gestures of resistance—revealing the slightest sign of socialist ideas,
criticizing capitalism, making provocative artwork, or merely staying too long in public spaces—
could mean the loss of his artistic career and status as a citizen status. In this sense, the
minimalist concept of non-referential art could have provided the artist with safe, alternative
ways to produce meaning while reducing the risk of using references to the outside world and
politics under severe state surveillance. For a displaced and ideologically suspect like Lee, it is
important to note, simply using one’s voice, regardless of content, could be radically critical.
Using the language and form of minimalism was a viable means to reduce the risk.
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This practice is well demonstrated in his most representative work, Godret Stones (1958)
and the Tied Stone series. The godret stone or “Godret-dol” refers to small stones used as weights
in the Korean traditional warp-weave loom to keep its eight warped ends in place during
weaving.65 Lee’s godret stones have much shallower and smoother grooves than typical ones,
consisting of total twenty-two small stones bound by ropes of various lengths and hanging from
a wooden bar. In addition, Lee’s Tied Stone series from the 1960s to the 1970s mostly features a
single or a pair of grooved stones bound with metal wire. Sometimes, Lee carves a groove into
the stone and displays it without the wire, making an imaginary connection between the groove
and the act of binding.
Lee’s use of traditional objects seems to submit to the state’s demands that Korean art has
to differentiate itself from the art of other nations and cultures in order to achieve an international
competitiveness that is simultaneously modern and Korean. Many artists of the time worked to
define what constitutes authentic Korean art, and the answer was often given from the beginning:
folk traditions that symbolize the ethnic Korean identity. Various traditional objects or folkloric
images such as Korean traditional earthenware (Onggi), white porcelain, and roof tiles appeared
frequently in Lee’s non-sculptural works. However, as Lee’s work developed, his use of such
motifs did not function as essentialist markers of Korean identity, and, combined with his
conceptualist strategy, drew attention to the medium’s undetermined materiality, the process of
art making, and the shift from discrete art objects to the surrounding space in ways that redefined
sculpture as a theatrical art.
Lee was especially interested in the material property of stones suspended from a wooden
bar with rope. He described the property of stones as undetermined because they can appear
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“soft” but are actually hard.66 The stone’s ambiguous materiality comes from Lee’s
manipulation of the shape of the godret stone. Likewise, in Tied Stone, Lee carved grooves in
each rock and bound them with rope, thereby evoking an optical as well as tactile illusion of the
stone’s “soft” skin being “squashed” by the tight rope. The ambiguity of the work is the outcome
of one’s simultaneously conceptual and perceptual reception of the stone’s physical attributes,
leading the viewer to consider the “act of binding” as the integral part of the work, less related to
a formal manipulation than to a performative procedure. This method leads viewers to feel as if
the stone’s physical properties are undetermined and open to contingency and presents the act of
binding, either actual or fictitious, as the central operation. In this work, binding relates to
theatricality in that time is reinserted into the spatial operation of sculpture, thus playing with the
tactile perception of the audience.
Theatricality is a key principle of minimalism in accessing the spatio-temporal perception
of the viewer when they encounter a sculpture situated in a specific space. Morris wrote that “the
better new work takes relationships out of the [Modernist] work and makes them a function of
space, light, and the viewer’s field of vision. . .. It is in some way more reflexive because one’s
awareness of oneself existing in the same space as the work is stronger than in previous work
with its many internal [thus symbolic] relationships.”67 Demonstrating this theatricality, Morris
produced his three-dimensional work, untitled (1965) in which three identical L-shaped
structures were placed in a room (Figure. 13).68 Viewers experience the L-shaped structures
differently depending on the change in their position among the L-shaped bars. The bars were
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composed in a manner that did not submit to the perspectival logic and contemplative distance of
modern art and instead required viewers to situate their bodies at various points in the—space
and with the artwork.69 Krauss states that “Morris seems to be saying the ‘fact’ of the objects’
similarity belongs to the logic that exists prior to experience; because at the moment of
experience, or in experience the Ls defeat this logic and are ‘different.’”70 In this respect,
minimalist work allows the viewer’s body to occupy real space as a way to experience a work of
art in its phenomenologically undetermined, a posteriori state. The sculptural object has shifted
from being a static object to a temporal experience, on other words, to the theatrical mode of
experience that was so scorned by Fried and Greenberg as “non art.” The concept of theatricality
connects sculpture with performance art in that the viewer’s body, not the disembodied and
contemplative gaze, is situated in a real time and space.
In Godret Stone and Tied Stone series, the stones seem to change from hard to soft in
theatrical relation to the audience. It is the viewer’s embodied and imaginative intervention that
validates this transformation. As in Krauss’s note on Morris’ sculpture, Lee’s work also appears
to defy the a priori fact— a fixed idea—that “the stone’s property is hard” because the way the
viewer experiences minimalist work disputes logic.
However, Lee and Morris differ in their view of scale and the sense of intimacy. For
Morris, small objects and details generally feature a sense of intimacy while “The quality of
publicness is attached in proportion as the size increases in relation to oneself.”71 Morris prefers
to produce sculptures that are larger than the intimate object but smaller than the public
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monument, pursuing a middle zone by making his sculpture roughly the size of ordinary
(western) male body. However, Lee stresses intimacy in his viewers’ experience by producing
works that can be entirely held by the viewer. If Morris or Judd’s notions of theatricality
generally focus on the viewer’s spatial perception while concerning less on more intimate,
physical encounter, Lee’s work prioritizes corporealized perceptions, such as one’s feelings or
senses aroused by the act of holding the stone, an act that would produce lingering affects. Along
with the intimate and lingering characteristics of Lee’s stone series, the sense of repeated and
enduring actions, such as binding or holding the stone, arouses the viewer’s perception of their
own body and extends temporality.
Lee’s emphasis on intimacy and the sense of repetitive action compares well with the
works of Eva Hesse (1936-1970). Evoking the repetitive act of binding, Lee frequently places
different pieces from Tied Stones in a group,72 recalling Hesse’s Repetition Nineteen (1968)
(Figure. 14). In this work, Hesse arranges nineteen hand-molded fiberglass bucket-like objects,
slightly distinctive in shape and size from one another. Judd also plays with this sort of
multiplicity. As in Untitled (1965) (Figure. 15), Judd’s seriality is largely based on objects’ visual
likeness and industrially exacting scale. Likewise, Morris’s L-shaped objects in Untitled (1965),
while placed in seemingly random composition, take an identical shape. While Hesse’s objects
repeat, they do so with slight variations in shape and scale, reinserting a kind of contingency into
the minimalist seriality. In addition, the hand-molded shape of fiberglass strongly evokes the
artist’s body and corporeal gesture.73 If Judd and Morris focus on visual perception and seriality
that replace modern art’s highly contemplative and disembodied mode of viewership, their
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approach purposefully retains the dominance of vision and space-oriented cognition over bodily
senses. By deploying irregularity in serial compositions and inscribing the indexical marker of
the artist’s body in plastic materials, such as hand-molded fiberglass, Hesse achieves tactile,
intimate, and undetermined senses that characteristically distinguish her work from that of maldominated minimalist cadre.
Art historian Briony Fer puts it in this way: “the way in which Hesse’s procedure runs the
whole gamut between abstraction and representation … absolutely refuses [from her] form or
shape or material a connotative function, or, put another way, invites a proliferation of reference
that is entirely arbitrary. This is how her series work is generating meaning but also making it
degenerate.”74 In this sense, Hesse’s note on repetition that “enlarges or increases or exaggerates
an idea or purpose” does not indicate reinforced contents or references but rather represents a
contingency of reference that encourages ambiguity, thus intervening in the minimalist
coherency.75 Lee’s Tied Stone series and its repeated act of binding produce this same sort of
effect, demonstrating that his work is more in line with that of Hesse than that of Judd or Morris.
Corresponding to Hesse’s idea of repetition, Lee’s grouped stone objects and the act of
binding draw attention to the embodied (as well as imagined) process of making sculpture.76 The
viewer’s projection of procedure onto the work effectively transmogrifies the stone’s
imaginatively perceived property from hard to soft, fixed to contingent, and inanimate to
animate. In this shift, the viewer gradually develops the embodied sense of enduring processes in
which the irregular shape, size, and texture of the stones are perceived as the outcome of the
repetitive act of binding and shaping the stone. This embodied sense of the artist’s presence and
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enduring art-making process highlights Lee’s “non-sculpture” work’s performative
characteristics. Using performance theories, the following section further investigates Lee’s
“non-sculpture” work.
2.3. Lee’s “Non-material” Material and the Dematerialization
Lee’s concerns about non-referentiality, theatricality, repetitive and enduring acts, and
undetermined materiality from his Godret Stone and Tied Stone series led him to experiment with
“non-material” materials (Bimuljil jeok jaeryo). Lee’s use of the term “non-material” usually
signifies the minimalist concept of medium that is open to contingency, repetition, and
embodiment, yet, detached from specific objects such as the stone and onggi, “non-material”
materials itself constitute independent works in which immaterial elements such as fire, smoke,
water, wind, and others—casually grouped as natural phenomena—become both ephemeral
medium and performance elements. One can also link Lee’s “non-material” concept to
“dematerialization,” which involves the rejection of objects in 1960s and 1970s Western
conceptual art, a movement that grew out of minimalism’s legacy. In “The Dematerialization of
Art” (1967), John Chandler and Lucy Lippard point out that “an ultra-conceptual art” appeared
as a response to “anti-intellectual” and “emotive/intuitive processes of art making” of the last
twenty years.77 With this assertion, they claim that conceptual art provokes a profound
dematerialization of art as objects and anticipate that “if this ultra-conceptual trend will continue
to prevail, it may result in the object’s becoming wholly obsolete.”78
The term ‘dematerialization’ can be defined as the disappearance of art objects, using

Lucy Lippard and John Chandler, The Dematerialization of Art (1967-68), in Lucy Lippard,
Six Years: The Dematerialization of the Art Object from 1966 to 1972 (New York: Praeger,
1973), 263–264.
78
Ibid.
77

43

invisible materials, or considering art object as immaterial or wholly unnecessary. Most
importantly, dematerialization leads to using ephemeral materials such as “time, space, nonvisual
systems, situations, unrecorded experience, unspoken ideas and so on.”79 Of course,
dematerialization does not refer to the actual disappearance of materials because even artworks
most hostile to the art object have a medium, such as photographic documents, text, or video
projection on a wall. Therefore, dematerialization is a conceptual term and can be applied to
artworks using highly visible, enduring, physical materials. It prioritizes the concept of work
over physical substance or significant form as the essence of formalist art practice and challenges
culturally ascribed notions of “uniqueness, permanence, and decorative attractiveness” of form.80
It is important to note that “non-material” material, as did dematerialization, primarily indicates a
conceptual principle that defines Lee’s artistic career rather than pointing to a particular way of
deploying art mediums. However, during the 1960s and 1970s, Lee either applied “non-material”
material to his “non-sculpture” work (such as in the stone series) or used this concept
independently in performance pieces with natural materials.
Burning Canvases Floating on the River (1964) is Lee’s first attempt to independently
used “non-material” material (Figure. 16). From photographic documents of the performance,
one can see that three canvases of figurative paintings are set on fire and floating down the
river.81 Owing to the artist’s vulnerable social status as a North Korean refugee and the
government’s surveillance, Lee performed this work without any viewers, and the performance
has remained only as photographic documents. Indeed, the performance’s aggressive use of fire
and the clandestine manner of production could be read as the artist’s political resistance against
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the government. At the same time, the use of fire, an ephemeral form, might also suggest Lee’s
radical criticism against tangible forms of art such as abstract painting or propagandistic statues
such as those he created during his early career.82
Between 1969 and early 1970, Lee extensively used wind as a medium of his
performance and installation pieces. The wind series first appeared in the first exhibition of the
Contemporary Sculpture Association in 1969. Lee installed a five foot ten wide and 328 feet long
cloth piece of fabric between two buildings at Hong-ik University, causing the swathes of fabric
to wave in the wind. This installation piece was soon followed by other variations using wind in
which Lee installed strips of white cloth attached to long iron pipes between two buildings or
tied white cloths to branches of a tree. According to the artist, as in Godret Stone, the wind series
is motivated by images in which pieces of cloth and rope strings hang from old trees in Korea’s
countryside, suggesting shrines serving village deities.83 Also, folk games such as kite-flying are
often referenced in his wind works.84
Lee also employs “non-material” material to bridge the gap between sculpture and
performance. His wind series culminates in the performance piece Wind-Folk Amusement (1971),
a work that began his outdoor performances that extended into the 1970s. Lee performed this
piece at Nanji Island on the Han River in Seoul, South Korea with two other participants holding
each end of three approximately 250 foot red cloths, and when the wind blew from various
directions the cloths drew large, twisting curves in the sky.
Around this time, artists in Europe and North America were also expanding the domain
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of sculpture to surrounding environments. Emerging in 1967, arte povera, meaning
“impoverished art” in Italian, combined objects with environments and actions.85 Arte povera’s
materials are immense, fragile, and sometimes invisible, and the artists generally prioritize the
process of art over its product.86 Similarly, in the United States post-minimalist art, especially
Morris’s “anti-form” concept, is characterized by its provisional, non-fixed, and elastic
sculpture.87 In Morris’s Steam Work for Bellingham II. (1974) (Figure. 17), steam pours out of a
bed of stones, with the shape and amount of the steam contingent upon the stone bed’s
surrounding conditions. These materials display an ephemeral quality that renders its form
undetermined, heavily relying on the physical circumstances of specific sites.
Lee’s “non-material” material shares similar ideas found in arte povera and anti-form,
especially the ephemerality and amorphousness of art material. Moreover, wind, fire, and smoke
in Lee’s installation and performance pieces avoid any reference to discernible meanings or
symbols often seen in traditional mediums. The question of symbolic meaning and artistic
medium can be traced back to Lee’s reflection on the work of Alberto Giacometti, likely The
Walking Man (1960) featured in South Korean newspaper Chosun Ilbo’s articles on the 1960
Venice Biennial (Figure. 18). When Lee saw photographic reproductions of Giacometti’s work,
he asked what sculpture would be like if the artist removed the skeleton and if no forms or
shapes to the pieces existed.88 This inquiry suggests that Lee read from the skeletal form of The
Walking Man residual symbols of the body, remnants of humanistic meanings and age-old
metaphysics that any trained viewers could hardly dismiss. This anecdote speaks to Lee’s
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awareness that traditional artistic forms are so tightly integrated with symbolic contents that they
can put him at risk in anti-communist South Korea because interpreting those forms often
depends on cultural clichés: for example, red for communism, blue for democracy, fire for
resistance.
Lee was not alone, however, in using ephemeral forms and performance to avoid
symbolic signification. For instance, in Zones of Immaterial Pictorial Sensibility (1959–62),
Yves Klein (April 28, 1928–June 6, 1962) sells the “Immaterial Zone,” which is a random empty
space, to art collectors and issues a certificate (Figure. 19). After this transaction, Klein
exchanges the money for gold, only to throw it into the Seine River. Collectors are required to
burn the purchase certificate, the only evidence of the transaction of the immaterial artwork, and,
as a result, this work only exists in the photographic form. Through modality, what Klein does is
“the absolute inclusion of the buyer in the immaterial,”89 an act that critiques “capitalist trading
strategies and illuminates [Klein’s] ideas about the indefinable, incalculable value of art.”90
Through immateriality, Klein casts a question: what would be the art of a capitalist and consumer
society?
Although many artists used their bodies as an an art medium in the 1960s, Cuban artist
Ana Mendieta (November 18, 1948–September 8, 1985) chose to dematerialize her body in
performance and photography, juxtaposed against fire, earth, water, and woods in a natural
landscape. Through her work, Mendieta leaves her “mark” on nature, but her universalized
female body disappears, leaving only traces that substitute the artist’s original presence.91 The
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dematerialization of the body as a medium set against natural settings in Mendieta’s
photographed performances questions identity formation in terms of gender, sexuality, race, and
class.92
In the 1960s and 1970s, the dematerialization of forms and body extended out of artistic
issues of commodity and the exchange value of art in the market and of the artist’s identity and
social status. Adopting this lens, one can read “non-material” material as a critical comment on
the state’s rapid modernization, a situation characterized by closely measured productivity,
nominal citizen rights, materialization, and fabricated traditions masking South Korea’s forgotten
past. In an interview, Lee mentions footage from “Dae-Han News,” a short news clip screened
before movies began in 1960s, as inspiring his use of wind.93 The footage projects images of oilburning furnaces at a construction site in Saudi Arabia surrounded by a desolate desert
landscape. Images of construction sites with desert backdrops in the news media promoted the
myth of South Korea’s economic development, claiming that tens of thousands of Korean
construction workers were sent to work on Arab country infrastructure projects. This “from
empty desert to modern industry” narrative ignores the region’s rich history and thriving
commerce while putting forth the nationalist sentiment that Korea helps underdeveloped nationstates—an utter misconception—build their economies out of barren deserts.
Such an ignorant and ahistorical representation also applies to the Korean homeland.
Park Jung Hee regime’s urged the acceleration of industrialization and urbanization, resulting in
sacrificing the majority of individual rights for the growth of a few state-sanctioned
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conglomerates. If smoke in Lee’s work refers to the news footage of a construction site in Saudi
Arabia, the combined smoke and onggi work in the 1971 exhibition of the AG group conveys
and disguises his potentially critical view under the ambiguous and indirect signification of
dematerialization. The traditional earthenware, onggi, is decontextualized from the original
meaning—the nation’s nostalgic past and ethnic essence.
Devoid of symbolic meanings, “non-material” materials in Lee’s performance pieces
such as Wind Folk Amusement (1971) allow the artist some potential to express and speak what
cannot be seen and heard, at least not through symbolic or metaphorical ways. The very meagre
freedom of expression granted to Lee’s contemporaries was not a viable option for Lee. He was
alienated by the anti-communist ideology and could always become as poor and forgotten as the
“traditions” that he used in his work; simply put, being an artist was the antithesis to his status as
a refugee from the Communist North in the Cold War Era Korean Peninsula. Ironically, Lee
criticized other contemporary artists’ ambiguous messages, which he considered signs of
complacency or passive resistance. In other words, these artists were given some leeway in their
expression, but chose not to use it, which seems to have troubled Lee. Lee had to avoid even the
slightest sign of any clear meanings due to his vulnerable ideological position and identity
formed in Korea: in other words, as an artist he had to generate meaning but as a socially
disenfranchised person, he had to reduce or even entirely avoid symbolic qualities. In order to
fully recognize Lee’s cultural and political critique, however, it is now necessary to move onto
the theory of performance.
In his performance pieces, notably Burning Canvas on the Han River, Lee tends to
perform without audiences and relies on secondary materials to record his performances. WindFolk Amusement, as another example, is a document form of the original performance that
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includes drawings, photographs, and videos. One can plausibly conclude that his performance is
a document that can be continuously reenacted and remembered by viewers, problematizing the
notion of direct experience based on one’s presence at the performance. Thus, records and
documents have more than significant roles, an assertion that will be further examined in the
following chapter by investigating the performativity and “non-material” materiality of Lee’s
“non-sculpture” and performance pieces through the lens of performance theories.
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Chapter 3
Lee’s work and Performance Studies

As mentioned in the previous chapter, Lee’s use of “non-material” material in his “nonsculpture” and ephemeral performance work required conceptual art strategies in order to
overcome using symbolic content. Lee’s “non-materia”l material concept had much in common
with the dematerialization tendency of the 1960s North Atlantic art world, but had the tendency
to evoke vagueness and ambiguity, making it hard for viewers to specify the artist’s intention or
the meaning of his artwork. For Lee, the formal feature of his art had to hide manifested,
symbolic references. At the same time, Lee’s use of traditional objects and images as leitmotif
brought the sense that Lee complied with the nationalist project of art meant to revive the
nation’s traditions. Overall, the formal features of Lee’s “non-sculpture” work and performance
pieces in the 1960s and 1970s connect to contemporary conceptual movements, from
minimalism and conceptual art to body art and performance.
Contrary to existing studies on Lee, however, Lee’s art practice simply cannot be
encapsulated within a certain artistic genre or national art movement. This chapter suggests that
one should look at Lee’s “non-sculpture” practice, especially Tied Stone and Wind-Folk
Amusement, through the lens of performance studies because Lee has expanded sculpture by
embracing performance elements in his work. Also, performance studies can be a more effective
way of understanding his work and its concealed criticism. To this point, this chapter investigates
how performance art relates to sculpture and draws this connection by discussing Lee’s Tied
Stone series as “non-sculpture” work. Rather than limiting “non-sculpture” practice to
performance in a strict manner, I would like to extend the current reading of Lee’s work to the
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criticism of the society in which the artist lived. In addition, I argue that the performativity of the
Tied Stone series forecasts Lee’s performance art using “non-material” materials such as WindFolk Amusement. I also argue that Lee barely distinguishes performance and its documentary
forms, not just because his performance could not have an audience, but that the performance
documents also perform the artist’s social identity and criticism. This repressed social identity
refers not only to the artist himself but to displaced refugees and pro-democracy subjects whose
dreams of a better future were indefinitely deferred by the authoritarian government.

3.1. Tied Stone Series (1958~1969): The Act of Binding and Its Performativity
“The act of binding” in his Tied Stone and other stone series suggests a performative element of
his “non-sculpture” work from the 1960s to the 1970s, and eventually extended to various
objects in his work such as female body sculpture, white porcelain, books, and knives. This
technique arouses a sense of time within viewers who feel as if the physical property of materials
in Lee’s work changes. This is deeply tied to the minimalist concept of “theatricality” that
situates sculpture in the actual space and time in which the artist, artwork, and audience
perceptually and physically interact.
The minimalist notion of theatricality presumes the presence of the viewer as a
necessary condition for the work to be performed, and this necessity connects minimalist
sculpture to performance. According to art historian Amelia Jones and Andrew Stephenson:
Since the 1960s, visual art practices, from body art to Minimalism, have opened
themselves to the dimension of theatricality in such a way as to suggest that art
critics and art historians might reassess our own practices of making meaning
through an engagement with the process of art production and reception as
performative.94
Amelia Jones and Andrew Stephenson, eds. Performing the Body/Performing the Text
(Routledge: New York, 1999), 1.
94
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Performance privileges the idea of art as a process and as operating within a specific time and
space. Jones offers an historical account of performative notion that she termed “Pollockian
performative,” in which Pollock’s painting is inherently about the artist’s body and gesture; his
painting is made up of Pollock’s performed actions and thus not confined to the outcome of
brushstrokes and painterly gestures.95 Jones’ idea of performance shifts the paradigm of thinking
about the body’s role in art away from the prevalent notion that the relationship between the
artist/subject and the artwork/object is unmediated and transparent and, rather, encourages
groups of artists to begin dealing with the artist’s body in different situational contexts. Gutai and
Happening artists in the 1950s, for example, considered the products of art to be the accidental
outcome of the artist’s action rather than the necessary result of the artist’s individualist
expression. In addition, feminist artists in the 1960s and 1970s developed new genres of
performance art by challenging the cultural binarism deeply entrenched in masculine, formalist
forms of art—for example, male creativity versus female passivity.
In Lee’s Tied Stone, the act of binding, its performative element, can be explained
through performance theorist Rischard Schechner’s idea of “restored behaviors,” or “twice
behaved behaviors.” Cultural anthropologist Schechner also applies the concept of performance
to human behaviors, which appears in almost every instance of life, blurring the clear
demarcation between repetitive (para)religious rituals and day-to-day social behaviors.
Performance is considered a restored behavior because it reenacts set protocols and acts that one
easily mistakes as original but in actuality have been performed repeatedly and have changed
over time. Twice behaved behavior also implies that there can be no first behavior, and
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performance, ritual, and social behavior—twice behaved behaviors—always repeat or rehearse
second or already behaved behaviors.96 Therefore, performance includes not only the staging of
the body but also the all the processes—training, workshop, rehearsal, warm-up, performing, and
cool-down—during, before, and after the performing of an action.
Lee’s Tied Stone series can be understood through the Schechner’s notion of performance
because its repeated act of binding demonstrates the “restored behavior” that broadens his work
to include not only the physical materials but also the process of production and reception.
Binding in the series is evident through Lee grouping bound stones, draw attention to the timeconsuming creation procedure. Either once tied or now tied, the stones appear to be having-been
wounded by the binding wire—which is actually the result of carving—and these formal features
allow the viewer to imagine the progress of time. This suggestion of repetitive binding, as one
can envision from seeing the Tied Stone series, manifests this series’ performative character.
Employing the repeated act of binding, Lee’s “non-sculpture” work first evokes a “ritual” in
a folk religious sense; yet, this view of ritual should be revised to fully appreciate the
performance’s ritualistic characteristics. Schechner’s definition of ritual in relation to
performance indicates something that exists in everyday life:
Rituals can also be very ordinary. Most everyday life situations incorporate ritualized
elements. Our waking up rituals, mealtime rituals, greeting rituals, parting rituals, and
so on moderate most of our ongoing social life. Understanding these rituals can help us
more successfully perform these basic human interactions.97
In this regard, Lee’s repeated “act of binding” over twenty-years of his artistic career can be seen
in this notion of “ritual.” About his binding act, Lee states:
I tied a rope on a wooden stick. After I put earth on it, I began to tie it up again, and
this work became my karma. This rope [concept] has tied up the pain of modernity,
96
97
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tied up and promised for its own sake, but objects and images have always betrayed
me and aroused disappointment and anger. However, the only way to endure this is to
go out of the nature of the self and to find the pain of suffering, all the despair of the
day, tied up, deceived, deceived and tied up today. . . .98
The enduring repetition of binding that appears throughout Lee’s life career suggests that the act
of binding is not only the artist’s preferred aesthetic choice but also a ritualized—by him or
others—action that reflects his day-to-day life experience. One can interpret the meaning of
binding in various way; for example, it may symbolize resistance to oppression, healing wounds,
or wrapping one’s trauma, but it is necessary not to confine the meanings into specific
readymade symbols.99 Rather than being understood as symbolic meanings bestowed upon an
art object, the stone might acquires new layer of significance through performance. The sense of
binding invokes a physical tension between the binding wire and the bound object, arousing
questions about the presence of the artist – but also this very action of binding – binding a stone
– conjures up multitudes of questions: who is binding? What for? is this binding an act of
reprehension? Against which potential offence? Non of these question ever may obtain a
satisfactory answer, thus amplifying the existential absurdity embedded in Lee; performative
practice.
Ritualized action reflects Lee as the agent acting on the tied stone. With the notion of
ritual, Lee’s bound stones become the medium of or for the artist’s body: the end product and the
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channel. This wire-binding marks the presence of the artist on the object, but the act also
becomes the medium because it mediates the two. Moreover, repeated action in Lee’s work
connects to Hesse’s use of repetition that inscribes herself and identity into the fragile materiality
of her work. Likewise, some audiences read from Lee’s bound stone a sense of softness and
vulnerability, further indicating the identification of the art object and the artist subject aside of
symbolic operations related to stone or wire.
Lee’s body as medium was already marked—or perhaps unmarked—as unrepresentable
because South Korea’s anticommunist government saw North Korean refugees as enemies. Lee
discovered performance art as an option for his work after he read articles on Western
performance pieces, such as those by Allen Kaprow’s and Yves Klein. Moreover, his
membership in the AG group allowed him to closely experience other Korean artists’
performance practices. Lee could tap into performance art use of the participant’s body, action,
presence, and subjectivity. By broadening the definition of the art object, performance
“subvert[s] the artist’s authority in an artistic context” and “involve[s] the viewer more
actively,”100 but this does not mean that the artist disappears, rather, his identity can be inscribed
in the performance without the aid of symbolic meanings. At that time, performance art in Korea
could reinforce the performance artist’s political agency. It is thus not surprising that the state’s
prohibition of any public display of art directly reflects the government and public’s recognition
of performance’s potential to provoke the audience and deliver messages through unsymbolic
forms.101 No wonder the authoritarian regime eventually severely restricted performance art. Lee
understood that performing in public would cause greater risk to him than to other South Korean-
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born artists. In this dire political atmosphere, many artists chose not to vocally express a social
stance, and Lee protected himself by using the dematerialized strategy to render his ideas
ambiguous. However, in his work the artist’s body is always missing and only documented. This
observation causes the viewer to question whether Lee simply failed to present his body to the
audience or whether it is an essential element of Lee’s understanding of performance.

3.2. Wind-Folk Amusement (1971): The Ephemerality of Performance, the Disappearance of
the Artist’s Body, and What Remains After Then
In Lee’s outdoor performance work, Wind-Folk Amusement (1971), the meaning of the motif,
traditional folk amusement, and the artist’s choice of red do not play major parts in the work, and
the performative characteristic becomes a more significant factor than in his previous “nonsculpture” work. Utilizing “non-material material” in performance as an ephemeral artistic form
can present something that cannot be seen or shown. As in Tied Stone, Lee draws people’s
attention to the artist himself who has to keep silent under the risk of state scrutiny and is
alienated as a displaced refugee. However, with the notion of ephemerality in performance and
material usage, it is crucial to ask what the disappearance of the artist’s body suggests and means
other than absence or a failure to present.
Phelan deals with this ephemerality in her book, Unmarked (1993). Phelan speaks to the
notions of loss and disappearance as discussed by Schechner and contends that performance
“becomes itself through disappearance” so that no trace is left behind, implying that performance
cannot be repeated.102 Defining performance as “representation without reproduction” certainly
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rejects the economy of reproduction and deviates from the commodity of art.103 In Phelan’s
view, performance’s stance against commodification defines performance as an artistic form that
cannot be sold or exchanged because there is not a physical remain, not only giving performance
an avant-garde sheen but also the potential to critique identity politics’ stress on visibility. In this,
it is unfavorable to confine minorities and woman in representational politics that strive to
visualize them as images, thus feeding dominant, patronizing ideologies: for example, think
1980s and 1990s Benetton advertisements. In contrast, Phelan and others argue that performance
has political power by privileging “disappearance and accept[ing] blindness.”104
Regarding Phelan’s claim on the notion of the ephemeral nature of performance, Lee’s
pursuance of performativity in “non-sculpture” work and use of “non-material” materials in
performance practices indicates that these strategies could be read as attempts to express the
artist’s subject and identities and those of the outcasts of society. In both Tied Stone and WindFolk Amusement, the invisible artist is hidden in the stones and the red cloth, which serve as
mediums of the artist’s body. Both pieces concentrate on the physical change of stones and the
movement of the red cloth blowing in the wind. Phelan states that “I am investigating … the
possibility that something substantial can be made from the outline left after the body has
disappeared. My hunch is that the affective outline of what we’ve lost might bring us closer to
the bodies we want still to touch than the restored illustration can.”105 Here, the absence of the
body in performance plays an affective role in art’s dealing with social, cultural, and political
issues without presenting the artist’s body; the absence of the body for Phelan has the potential to
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speak for the alienated or the marginalized whose race, class, gender, or sexuality deviate from
the dominant social order and whose voices are therefore systematically silenced.
The disappearance of the artist’s body is also common in feminist performance, such as
in Mendieta’s earth-body sculpture and performance pieces in the 1970s and 1980s. Although
Mendieta’s body is not present in her representative series, Siluetas (1973-1980), over one
hundred photograph images in the series show us repeated traces of her body imprinted onto the
land in Iowa and Mexico (Figure. 20). Regarding this work’s performative quality, art historian
Miwon Kwon asserts that the major difference of Siluetas from the majority of the work of
contemporary female artists of the time is the deletion of the body.106 Kwon further asserts that
the disappearance of the body indicates an “irretrievable origin,” the impossibility to restore
relations with an “essential identity.”107 Art historian Jane Blocker extends Kwon’s notion of
“irretrievable origin.” Blocker explains the performative as:
A special class of actions that are derived from and may be plotted within a grid of
power relationships. Like the more common notion of performance, its emphasis on
liminality over legibility and change over fixity is effective in placing interpretative
emphasis on actions rather than commodifiable objects. Yet it does not marginalize
performance as a narrowly artistic endeavor but rather opens up artwork as social
practice to the relations and interrelations – the performance of everyday life and culture
– in which they are embedded.108
According to this performative notion, the disappearance of Mendieta’s body can be described as
“a performative marking, a refusal to satisfy the question at all, a means to trouble the very
assumptions that enable it to be asked.”109 Following Blocker, as the body disappears, an innate
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identity is also erased in the work so that the faded body image in Sillueta represents the lack of
an essence as well as a socially-imposed identity that is subject to scrutiny and investigation.110
The disappearance of the artist’s body in Lee’s performance “non-sculpture” work
allows the artist to participate in cultural and social discourse. The absence or obfuscation of
symbolic meanings, elements of performance, and the use of traditional patterns and objects in
Lee’s work might have helped the artist avoid government censorship and persecution, but these
also indicate the artist’s attempt to comment—though its contents obstinately refuse to yield
manifest meaning and intent—on the state-driven modernizing process in the name of rapid
economic development and autonomous Korean modernity. Lee was certainly critical of Cold
War ideology, the state-dictatorship of both South and North Korea, material-centric value as part
of Korean modernity, and the hypocrisy of the government’s cultural policy. But this cannot be
represented nor signified in his work.
To understand Lee’s “non-sculpture” concept and use of “non-material” materials as his
comment on the repressive world around him requires acknowledging the lack of language and
cultural forms that Lee and others were barred from, lest punishment would ensue. Relying on
the ephemerality of “non-sculpture” and performance pieces, Lee could safely deal with things
he was not allowed to see and talk about. His effectiveness in using these modes as protection is
evident by the fact that an interpretation of his works as commenting on or resisting government
scrutiny was not made until much later. On a related note, the decades of state-surveillance and
self-censoring of the artist seemed to overwhelm Lee’s ability to actually speak about politics
and criticism; in several interviews made after the era of military dictatorship Lee claimed—as if
confirming the interviewer or investigator’s tenacious inquiries—that he was never conscious of
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any kind of politics or a political dissent in his works.111 Surely, the social and political
atmosphere before the 1990s did not accept opposing voices from North Korean defectors.
However, still North Korean refugees are still pressured to prove their loyalty to the
anticommunist ideals and enmity to anything but capitalism. What else could he say then and
now?
As an individual, it might be true that he lost any words that symbolize resistance and
challenge. However, is not the work of art simply words of the artist? Is art criticism to detect
and record the artist’s intention and concealed meanings? Lee’s performance and “nonsculpture” concept speak what the artist cannot speak as well as what he does not know, and this
kind of disjunction is not exceptional in modern Korean history. Then, the urgent task for the
critic is to find ways not to investigate and interpret the artist’s critical contents or intention—it
will only become another interrogation where the answer is already given—but to recognize how
the unrepresentable is embodied in performance art.

3.3. Issues with the Documentation of Lee’s Performance Art
Phelan states that the temporary nature of performance makes it a “here and now” event and that
performance rejects documentation. According to Phelan:
Performance cannot be saved, recorded, documented, or otherwise participate in the
circulation of representations of representations: once it does so, it becomes something
other than performance. To the degree that performance attempts to enter the economy
of reproduction it betrays and lessens the promise of its own ontology. Performance’s
being... becomes itself through disappearance.112
In this way, Phelan contends that if a performance work is repeated—through documents,
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writings, or testimonies about it—it will never be “the” performance, thus contending that there
are different degrees of truth in our modes of cognition and perception, prioritizing direct
experience and presence over “experiencing” the work through documents and memories about
the performance.
In contradiction to Phelan’s concept of performance, Lee’s Wind-Folk Amusement has
been shown through various documentary forms such as drawings, photographs, texts, and
videos. In his outdoor performance pieces, including Burning Canvas on the Han River, Lee has
no audience, and the record of the performance is the work. It by no means suggests an
incomplete or failed attempt to grasp presence, but that Lee saw documentation as the crucial
form to mediate performance—regardless of direct experience—with an audience. In this
circumstance, Lee may have viewed documentation of performance as traces, rejecting the view
that the ephemeral nature of performance necessarily means performing does not remain.
Documents of performance allows viewers to embody the performance and create new meanings
for themselves.
Amelia Jones would concur that experiencing the document of a performance is as
equally mediated as experiencing the performance live. Here Jones problematizes the idea of an
original performance; “neither [performance or document] has a privileged relationship to the
historical ‘truth’ of the performance.”113 In the case of Lee, documenting his performance
without an audience plays an important role not only in avoiding the danger of state scrutiny and
surveillance, but also in deferring the potential critical concerns on issues of art and society for
undetermined lengths of time. It is the claim of this thesis to have now considerably abridged
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Lee’s prudent strategy of deferral: indeed, I hope to have contributed to unpack the ineffable core
of Lee’s artistic and performative practice.
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Conclusion
An in-depth consideration of Lee’s social, political, and cultural circumstances is not only
valuable but essential to assessing his art practice in the 1960s and 1970s. We have, so far,
observed that Lee strategically employed certain tropes from the language of contemporary
global art movements of the 1960s and 1970s, resorting mainly to minimalism, conceptualism,
and performance art, to signal his own particular position within the postmodern art. Indeed,
despite his own allegiance to Western art, Lee also established a unique practice, which restored
his muted voice and enabled him to survive the anticommunist, authoritarian, and threatening
South Korean regime. While Lee may not agree that his “non-sculpture” and “nonmaterial”
practices surreptitiously addressed social and political concerns, he critically mediated his social
status by utilizing conceptualism and performance art to let the threatening reality in which he
lived permeate the subtle semiotic systems of signification to which he resorted. This further
begs the question of what it means to be a progressive artist for a refugee like Lee, whose artistic
choices were restricted and for whom simple gestures of resistance—implying one’s favor of
socialist ideas, criticizing capitalism, making provocative artwork, or joining a political protest—
could mean the loss of his status as a citizen or simply his own life.
Investigating how Lee considered his socially unrepresentable status—whether he had a
clearly critical viewpoint in terms of politics, art, and society, or whether Lee genuinely
integrated Korean “traditions” into his work—only scratches the surface of the artistic intent, in
that for Lee, little choice was left but to mimic the answers that the police and critics wanted. It
now seems to me not only impossible but also unnecessary to get a full sense of Lee’s artistic
intention in language. I have thus attempted to address newly emerging questions by closely
reading social and biographical elements in Lee’s context, in relation to his conceptual strategy
64

and performative notions as an artist. This means, ironically, that Lee’s intention (making his
artistic content difficult, if not entirely impossible to read) was successful. I believe that his art’s
ambiguity, both in form and content, does not necessarily signify that we cannot read his art
critically, but the truly potent critical edge within his work had to remain (almost) invisible. In
many cases, contemporary Korean art criticism has attempted to sincerely expect clear signs of
criticality from Lee’s art. Such efforts have unwittingly revealed the very signifying process of
the criminal interrogation inflicted upon the artist, produced content and meanings regardless of
the artist’s will, and ultimately confined Lee’s ability to signify, only silently, and to keep the
signified of his artistic gestures concealed or indecipherable.
While this thesis no doubt closely looks at Lee’s work, it can testify to the importance of
viewing other Korean artists’ work as points of comparison. With well-known art historical
narratives of Korean art in the 1960s, during which the state created and promoted “authentic”
Koreanness, being a modern artist meant achieving the necessary status as a contemporary artist
and imitating Western art styles, which often rendered the artist an easy target of (post)modern
Korean art criticism. My study of Lee’s choice of global postmodern art languages can further
enable us to newly evaluate and redefine works of art by various artists of the (post)modern
Korean art scene, who have remained ignored in the West for too long. In order to understand
how their work signified differently then compared to now, it is necessary to closely investigate
the social context and the individual lives of the artists, rather than shoving them into the box of
an impermeable art world. What I hope to have begun to reveal in this thesis, more than anything
else, is that Lee’s and many of his contemporaries’ works must be re-examined from a number of
perspectives to better understand them.
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