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Abstracting (FF&6}H7()
By Lee Sunyoung (Art Critic)

Introduction: Contemporary Linguistic Conditions and Abstract Art
2022

The exhibition [Abstracting] deals with the relationship between contemporary linguistic conditions and
abstract art. Is abstract art merely a style that has passed with the modern era? To understand it, the
actual context in which abstract art is situated must be invoked again. The exhibition subtitle is not

'Abstraction' (& Al, noun) but 'Abstracting' (& A, verb). This emphasis on the verb is crucial. If

abstraction is the result, abstracting presupposes the object of abstraction—its starting point—and
encompasses the process.

This connection suggests that art is not a simple fiction or code, but is related to reality. As reality raises
the proportion of fiction in the code-dominated information society, the context differs from the "19th-
century realism" against which abstract art was once compared. Sociologist Jean Baudrillard, in The
Consumer Society, argues that a "neo-reality, a perfect artifact based on the combination of elements of
the code, is everywhere replacing the real," and that "the image/sign is the thorough fictionalization of
the world, the comprehensive imaging of the real world."

While Pop Art, which corresponds to the consumer society, emerged, Pop Art is also not unrelated to
abstraction. The icons of Pop Art themselves use signs that operate through difference, and the flat
screen is also abstract. Abstract art began by questioning the convention that equated representation and
meaning, but it is not unrelated to reality. Wassily Kandinsky, regarded as a pioneer of abstract painting,
desired a "complete separation of the domain of art and the domain of nature" but added, "I loved
nature all the more after | stopped painting it," emphasizing that abstract art is based on a sense of reality
different from "realism." Kandinsky's greatest fear was the reduction of abstract art to mere decoration.
Reality in contemporary art also includes linguistic reality. The connection to reality is a condition for art
to be about freedom and experimentation, not mere play or accident.

There is a famous quote often cited in art history to justify abstract art: the proposition by Maurice Denis,
a painter and Symbolist theorist, that "A picture—before being a war horse, a nude woman, or some
anecdote—is essentially a flat surface covered with colours assembled in a certain order."

As Roger Bordier states in Contemporary Art and the Object, art "does not need a model or is its own
model." However, the self-referentiality of art, which refers to language as much as it simply refers to
reality, has not advanced much further. In aesthetics, realism and modernism have competed over the
issue of reality versus language. But both presuppose the completeness of language as much as reality,
making it difficult to change either reality or language. Reality is changed by language, and language is
changed by reality. This interplay of reality and language is crucial. Purely objective reality or mechanical
language will try to allow no crack in the logic of tautology, but cracks are bound to exist, and the artist
works in the transitional zone created by widening these gaps. Meanwhile, it takes longer for reality to
change language. The artists in this exhibition, who are self-aware of painterly language, have engaged in
a game with the condition of the flat surface.

Kwon Jaena, who constructs a methodology for contemporary art by varying the basic dimension of
painting—the brushstroke—through diverse media; Hyun Sun Jo, who considers the index in abstract
painting where a referent is often thought to be absent; and Cha Seungean, who shows that everything,
including painting, is woven through the act of weaving—all hint at the circuitous relationship between
abstraction and reality. Abstracting presupposes a parallel world where abstraction emerges from reality
but cannot be identified with it. Michel Butor, who advocated a new aesthetic distinct from the realism of
the previous era in Repertoires, viewed art as such only "if the fictional elements of a work are unified
into a single narrative, that is, a single world parallel to the real world, thus supplementing and
illuminating this real world." In a similar vein, critic Harold Rosenberg mentioned that "the art object has
become increasingly an 'addition to the world of things, rather than a reflection of things already
existing."" Under this premise, art interacts with reality while maintaining distance.



While there has been a trend in contemporary art, including Minimalism, toward the reification (or
objectification) of things, the artists in this exhibition emphasize that the flat surface is not merely
physical. The possibilities of art are curtailed the moment the flat surface is reduced to pure matter. A
contemporary art museum filled with absurd masses, distanced from meaning or communication, merely
emphasizes the institutional dimension. Just like illusion, materiality must also be sublated. Abstraction
does not merely signify a break from nature or a referent, but operates on reality through an interval.
Language is not self-sufficient, as Formalism assumed. "Abstracting" from reality secures a meta-
dimension but, rather than remaining in dry conceptualism, utilizes the rich possibilities of the plastic
language. The most anticipated possibility is the power to transform reality. People will "gradually change
the way they see art and the way they see themselves, and thus things will assume a new temporary
balance, and upon the foundation of that balance, a new adventure will begin" (Michel Butor).

1. Kwon Jaena: Erecting the Basic Unit of Form in Reality

The oil painting [Floating Heart], freely painted with pastel colors, features a diverse distribution of both
color and brushstrokes. Works made by cutting out a section of a stroke, seemingly drawn freely as the
title suggests, and making it into a fiberboard object followed. Regardless of whether this painting was
the actual starting point, the thin three-dimensional works hung on the wall are modeled after a single,
unique brushstroke. The act of making requires a more conscious process, as it involves precise cutting,
folding, and choosing colors that match the form. However, the more conscious the work, the more a free
source is needed. Art seeks to escape from self-replication, which is merely a sequence of code to code. In
an interview for her 2022 solo exhibition in Korea, Unfolding Duologue, the artist said of the object work
started from brush marks, "The goal is to find a form | have never seen before." A one-off creation cannot
possess stability, but the artist proposed a solution through shaped canvas (or object painting), known in
art history.

No matter how creative, nothing can start from absolute nothingness. Novelty in everything that starts
from something comes from examining the gaps and fissures within it. Just as there is a process of
enlarging a section to verify a handwriting, new forms are born from the habitual and reflexive strokes
that emerge from oneself but are executed unconsciously. In works faithful to representationalism,
contingency is excluded, as there are not many ways to accurately depict a specific subject with oil paint.
This is why "realism" was replaced by the camera, a machine that automatically executes it. Art history
shows that abstract art arose from its dynamic with photography. Abstract art seemed to be an attempt
to pioneer an area that photography could not. In this trend, illusion had to be excluded. Kwon Jaena's
work, like the painting [Flags] by Jasper Johns, which uses the subject of the American flag, is non-
illusionistic.

Regarding Johns' flat representation of the flag without a background, Robert Morris, a Minimalist artist
and theorist, explained that "Jasper Johns more than anyone else led painting to a non-descriptive state.
He removed the background from painting and isolated the object. The background was the wall. What
was once neutral became real, and what was once an image became a thing." The sudden change in the
direction of the brush in Kwon Jaena's oil painting is translated into a folded form in her acrylic-painted
three-dimensional works. Thickly applied paint can create a near-relief effect, and the artist actualizes this
potential. The potential process of folding and unfolding in the brush's movement has become a format
like the shaped canvas, sometimes extending beyond the wall like a sculpture. The artist, who says "the
concept of the fold started with folding paper," feels that the "structure of folding and unfolding paper
evokes painting." Folding, like collage, makes disparate space-times meet.

Collage, discovered by Cubism but achieving its true value in Surrealism, is considered to have the
"astonishing power... of grasping two distant realities whose juxtaposition sparks a flame, intensifying and
exalting sensation, and clashing with our memories by removing every system of extrinsic meaning"
(André Breton). Kwon Jaena's folded shaped canvases are an attempt to "resolve the problem of the
support by being an enlarged brushstroke and a continuous flat surface." The works, which are made on
fiberboard instead of canvas, and constructed rather than painted, are thin, monochromatic reliefs with
peculiar outlines. They are freed not only from the object of representation but also from the formal
rigidity of the canvas and frame, maximizing the play of form and color. The titles of the works often
relate to the core language of painting: color and form. This is not a direct designation of a specific color
or form but an association. For example, the titles attached to the blue-hued works are [Surf the Wind],
[Swirls], and [Wind Tree].



In the language of abstract art, the distance between word and object is not a falsehood but a space-time
of freedom. Yet, it is not completely arbitrary. [Ravine] evokes a deep, hollowed-out terrain, and [Pink
Strip] is literally a pink, peel-like form. [Blossom], painted in red, suggests that this color is also a synonym
for flowers. However, titles like [Halfway mark] and [Helios] involve significant leaps in the association
between color/form and meaning. When similar-sized works are grouped, they appear as a cluster of
transforming shapes, and their transformation seems infinitely sustainable because of their freedom from
designated objects or meanings. The play of folding allows for unexpected encounters, with the addition
of scissors. For Kwon Jaena, the identity of the work lies not within itself but in the series of differences.
The brushstroke, the basic unit of painting, is spatially expanded in the work, which positions it in reality
away from illusion, creating results such as "fluidity, speed, clarity, exuberance, and freshness."

2. Hyun Sun Jo: Painting as Index

In Hyun Sun Jo's [Thumb Index_Disguised Orange_Chocolate] series, drawn with oil pastel on
standardized paper, the unfamiliar term 'Thumb Index' refers to the cut-out shape on a thick, paper
dictionary where one can insert a finger to easily find a word. The artist describes the [Thumb Index] as
"the result of repeatedly going in and out of past years of work, viewing them as a single dictionary." For
the artist, the artwork is compared to the process of flipping through an index. The thick, physical
dictionaries common in the past have transitioned to digital, but the trace remains in the half-moon
shape on the covers of file folders for printed documents. Furthermore, the file shapes on digital screens
also carry these previous physical traces. In the coded cyber world, they aid communication in a more
intuitive form. While the standard for communication is increasingly shifting to code, the body will remain
the last standard. The body is also the foundation of painting.

Of course, this is the body as a source of memory and unconsciousness, not as a subject of
representation. Coded information lacks the 'concreteness' of the physical dimension of 'volume' that
characterized books. Despite the fetishization of digital authentication processes like NFTs, art demands
communication that is etched into someone's memory and unconsciousness. A dictionary that defines
words is, in itself, abstract. However, machines perform the function of conveying content and then
disappearing more accurately and rapidly. Not all types of books have disappeared. The rise and fall of the
paper dictionary inspired the digital-age painter. There is an expectation that a dictionary will provide
universal and neutral definitions. However, the artist believes it is impossible to define something as
clearly as in a single sentence in a dictionary. According to Hyun Sun Jo, the work is "restless, parked on
the immense body of abstraction and painting, constantly repeating to metaphorize, describe, concretize,
exemplify, conclude, present results, cancel, return, and supplement, endlessly moving between making
and modifying, and thus, bound to remain in an unfinished state."

Ludwig Wittgenstein, in Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus, stated that "The world is all that is the case
(facts). Facts strictly speaking cannot be defined... The limit can only be drawn in language and what lies
on the other side of the limit will be simply nonsense... Facts belong only to the task, not to the solution.
A proposition can express how things are, but not what they are." He added: "This is a man," "This is a
house"... but what is 'this'? "Rules of life are cloaked in the dress of simile. But these similes can only
serve to describe what we must do, not to ground it." The trend in modern philosophy and aesthetics
obscures the reference point of language, as the statement suggests: "language can express no object,
but only relations (Saussure), or merely absence (Mallarmé)." There is reality, a word to name it, and then
a continuous sequence of the relationship between the two, meaning, and so on.

However, it was abstraction in the field of art that showed this continuity is not self-evident. The
transparency of plastic language, believed to automatically convey meaning by pointing to an object, is
rejected. Abstraction urges the autonomy of plastic language. Here, language is existence, not meaning.
The title of the exhibited work, [Thumb Index_Disguised Orange_Chocolate], gives no hint about the
work. The form is almost fixed, leading the viewer to focus on the contrast of colors, but neither orange
nor chocolate colors are discernible. In fields like literature and philosophy, which actively use words,
there is also a trend to reaffirm that a word is merely a word. The best-known 'isms' would be text theory
or deconstruction. In these trends, broadly known as post-structuralism, the example of dictionary look-
up was frequently cited. The fact that a word and its meaning are not fixed but are a chain endlessly
referring to other words and meanings provided an intuitive understanding of concepts like difference
and différance.



Hyun Sun Jo's work, where "drawing and painting are not much different," is an abstract painting with
only the color varying on standardized paper. The oil pastel color does not cover the surface evenly; the
density varies by area. The shape reminiscent of the half-moon index, indented inward, is fixed, and only
the variation of color continues. Just as one inserts a finger into the thumb index to easily open a thick
bound volume, the viewer's eye is first drawn to the small shape at the bottom of the screen marked with
a different color. Unlike reality, it is not lifted, and there is no separate content to be revealed. It achieves,
to some extent, what abstract art intended, in that what you see is all there is. A contrast of two major
colors continues. Given this rule, the number of combinations would be infinite. These abstract art works
are read as a metaphor for the world as a text. A text only points to another text, and this is considered
true not only for books but for the world itself. The artist visually describes this state.

3. Cha Seungean: The Field Revealed Through Rule Violation

In Cha Seungean's work, the 'world as a text' goes beyond metaphor. The cloth woven like an abstract
pattern can be compared to the canvas, the basic tool of painting. Some works, like [One thing], evoke the
support frame (wakgu) of a window-like canvas. Weaving, where the basic coordinates of horizontal and
vertical lines are set, involves combinations that would suit geometric abstraction. It is no accident that
Cézanne's work, considered the starting point of modern art, is compared to a tapestry. Cézanne painted
apples and mountains but also desired the autonomy of the painting as a painting, so the objects were
slightly transformed and the cohesion of the screen was reinforced, which was made possible by the self-
awareness that the screen is flat. The transition to a flatter screen proceeded rapidly, reaching the level of
the canvas weave, creating a meaningful point of intervention for textile artists. Modernist painting
became closely tied to the physical conditions of the canvas: the support of the vertical and horizontal
and the flat plane.

Cha Seungean's [Three Things] series expresses the more difficult image of the stain. It also appears as a
geometric pattern made of warp and weft, but the complexity is greater. Although classification methods
such as geometric/lyrical or cool/hot abstraction exist, expressing a stain in a geometric manner renders
such binary oppositions moot. The [Twill Stain] series was created by "referencing the spontaneity and
myth of stains in abstract painting—such as splattering, drawing, painting, and bleeding. A stain is created
through dyeing, and that stain is referenced to weave the stain using the tapestry technique." The image
of the stain, or illusion, is 'cross-edited' with the canvas through weaving. By interweaving illusion and
materiality through weaving, the image and language become inseparably intertwined. Images of
explosions or stains frequently appeared in abstract art because in an era where the structure of the
atomic nucleus and the possibility of a nuclear explosion exceeded prediction, the subjects of the
previous era were either deconstructed or reconstructed.

Roger Bordier, in Contemporary Art and the Object, citing the example of Tachisme, says that for
"Hartung, the taches (stains) signify vital space, molecular diffusion, deployment... in other words, the
source of color, the natural intrusion of the most elusive forms of light." He evaluates this as "the place
where the great weave of space begins anew." In the [Segment] series, representative geometric shapes
such as squares, circles, and triangles appear, but the artist has given these abstract forms a slight three-
dimensionality. In art history, there was a movement from abstract art to concrete art. This was a way of
going beyond abstraction from reality or nature to concreteness from abstraction. As Cubism moved from
the analytical to the synthetic stage, "l begin by organizing my picture. Then | define the objects" (Juan
Gris). Concrete art, which prefigured the information age where everything is created and produced
through coding, ultimately tended to sublate art itself and be absorbed into architecture or design.
However, for the 21st-century artist, another field was desperately needed to sublate such distinctions,
and Cha Seungean uses the loom, the oldest form of computer, as a renewed tool for synthesis. Language,
by escaping the frame and becoming loose, reveals its materiality. In the exhibition Wobbly and
Disobedient Techniques (2019), the artist actively reveals the unique techniques of textile art through the
work titles and other means. The reason for changing what was implicitly understood while working in
the realm of contemporary art is that the more familiar the idiom, the higher the intensity of violation
that can be achieved. As revealed in the exhibition Ebony and Ivory (2018), important questions such as
"What is the role of density within a fixed size and area? How do we find the density appropriate for the
size, and the size appropriate for the density?" were experimented with in the artist's native linguistic
territory. In this experiment, the artist reflects on "what weaving methods had to be followed until now."
The artist enumerates about ten such conditions and then violates them.



Through this, the artist hopes to "create a gap in the certainty of the rules, reflect on media usage, and
newly experience the relationship between action, medium, and visuality." The stain, which seems like a
symbol of contingency, is also shown to be structured through the untied, loose threads that are not yet
fully woven. What is structured can be deconstructed. Loose threads can be woven again. If the world is a
text, the one who weaves and unwinds the text, revealing its materiality, is comparable to an omnipotent
creator. But the artistic creation is not a case of the subject creating the object, as in the myth of artistic
creation. Cha Seungean's work, like that of the Nouveau Roman writers, involves a relationship between
subject and object that is one of "organizing and being organized" (Alain Robbe-Grillet). Cha Seungean
expresses the change in the idiom of contemporary art, which is aligned with modern philosophy, in a
very subtle way. It aims for the dimension of existence containing the concept, rather than the
'representationalist’ method where only the concept is asserted and the work disappears. Modernism,
which separated the inseparable, becomes a discourse that must be rewoven.



