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The Emotions and Fragments of Thought Evoked by Abstract Images

- Jo Hyun-sun and Ha Tae-im Two-Person Exhibition <Every Abstraction Has a Reason>
By Kim No-am (Artistic Director of Culture Station Seoul 284)

2013
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The poet Yi Sang said there is no sound in the mirror, and some have said there is nothing behind the
mirror. Like a mirror reflecting the world, there is likewise nothing behind a painting. Yet, it is precisely
because of that nothingness that people may be constantly fascinated. Abstraction, like such a mirror,
creates an experience and condition similar to a psychological state in the observer, because it re-
presents nothing.

However, it is not actually true that an abstract painting re-presents nothing. That is merely a legend
and a myth. Abstraction re-presents the world and the people living in it in its own way. If abstraction
truly re-presented nothing, it could neither be recognized nor passed on in human culture and spirit,
as verbalization necessary for recognition and transmission would be impossible. Like the hwadu (koan)
or wisdom of Zen monks, it would remain in the realm of unverified, individual, and transcendent
experience, passed down only by word of mouth.

Therefore, it is not true that abstraction is entirely without an image. It simply means that there is no
concrete or explanatory image. Consequently, it is impossible to recall or share a common meaning
based on the general mechanism of imitation or re-presentation provided by an image. Abstraction
cannot evoke the same image as a common experience or everyday language shared for
communication among people in an average life.

There are so many abstract paintings, and they continue to be produced. Is the human impulse for
abstraction an unstoppable instinct, as Worringer once suggested? The hypothesis of the impulse for
abstraction is actually an exaggeration that makes separate events or experiences with no logical
connection seem to have an intimate relationship through visual similarity. On the other hand, it also
leads one to consider that it is not as contradictory as one might think for a devout Christian to rely on
fortune-telling or the | Ching to relieve anxiety and curiosity about the big and small matters of life.
Modern art was clearly the beginning of abstraction. This is a historical record and a fact, regardless of
any logical justification or plausible origins one might try to offer in explanation. One cannot deny the
existence of painters like Kandinsky, Mondrian, Jackson Pollock, Barnett Newman, Mark Rothko, and
Morris Louis, and their abstract paintings. And then there are the diverse abstract icons from the
Neolithic Age, which art historians like Dr. Gombrich or Arnold Hauser often put forward.
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Therefore, the abstract images of the two artists, Jo Hyun-sun and Ha Tae-im, lead one to contemplate
the diverse perspectives and perceptions surrounding abstraction in the past, and the fate of abstract
art or abstract images, which were interpreted, accepted, and rose and fell differently across various
periods. Jo Hyun-sun's abstraction reveals a stronger character of collage than pure abstraction. In
contrast, Ha Tae-im's abstraction is characterized by a sensual composition of seemingly well-
organized color bands or fields. Jo Hyun-sun's work is irregular, appearing as if torn by hand, while Ha
Tae-im's work displays a very regular sense of rhythm.

Although both artists' work is inevitably layered with their personal experiences, thoughts, and the
joys and sorrows of life as painters, it would be possible to infer and explain the reasons for its current
expression through a few deductions. Yet, even such an explanation cannot reveal the events and



meanings they experienced throughout the entire process of their creation. The abstract image is not
an event of a dimension that can or cannot be decoded or interpreted. It is an ontological event
encountered either by chance under natural conditions or by necessity under human conditions. It is
not a matter of choice to confront or avoid. It is perhaps related more to ideology or conviction than
to phenomena or practical issues.

Because line, color, plane, and composition are already abstraction, they cannot correspond to
everyday language from the outset. This means that new words can be coined based on similarity or
approximation to any language, but it also means that they inherently correspond to silence. The
extremely closed form and its effect are, paradoxically, extremely open. Therefore, the abstract image
rests simultaneously on the contradictory poles of simplicity and complexity. Jo Hyun-sun's personal
experiences in the back alleys and shadows of the metropolis, and Ha Tae-im's life experiences as a
professional painter and housewife. The time of solitude and maturation spent studying in the United
States and France. The realities that were felt and existed but cannot be outwardly revealed in the
layers of time spent being obsessed with the ideology of 'Art'. And a certain lack and deficiency that
was transformed into creative energy. Verbalizing their abstract images in terms of formal effects—
such as color sensibility or rhythm—can be an undervaluation or a passive commentary.

Times when life is difficult and existence and freedom shrink unbearably further urge one to immerse
themselves in some aesthetic ideology. In Korean society, especially in a society where class is
becoming increasingly differentiated, it raises the question of what a woman, and a painter, can do. In
the gap between reality and aesthetic ideal, which is becoming too deep to cross, what should the
creator do on a path that leads to momentary frustration and eventual defeat? The aesthetics of
abstraction seeks a point of reconciliation between aesthetic, ethical, political, and technical questions
at every moment, but it may lead to an unreachable goal. Perhaps our present, still living in the modern
era, demands the questions and answers about abstraction that we have postponed. In this
impenetrable contradiction and deficiency, conventionally relying on the ambiguity of meaning will
only bore us. Their abstraction clearly hints at something. Amidst such hesitation, the relentless
creative immersion and resistance of the two artists bring to mind several essential questions posed
by the 'abstract image'—an infinitely expanding meaning that can be expressed in impossible coinages
such as 'rule without rules,' 'emotion without emotions,' or 'image without images.'



