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The Movement of Public Art in Korea
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Incheon Art Platform : An art centre based in a renovated harbor warehouse. Here all forms of

creativity are supported, contributing to the development of a new form of expression which is
gaining much attention.
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“IIN-KYE MARKET PROJECT” : IIN-KYE MARKET PROJECT is a residency program with a highly
localized context, working towards a new cycle between artist, object and human relationships.
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The Beginnings of an Artist
in Residence Policy

Since around 1998, alternative spaces such as Ssamzi
Art Space and Alternative Space Loop began to open
their doors in Seoul, Korea. Following this, the area
surrounding Hongik University became a core hive of
activity for the alternative art scene, incubating the
practices of young artists over the next ten years. Since
then, many different forms of alternative art spaces,
each with their own original character, began to develop
their activities, starting in Seoul (Hongdae, Insadon,
Daehangno) and spreading to other urban areas such
as Anyang and Seoksu, with the establishment of Art
space Hue, space-act, Pool and stone & water amongst
others. The particular political timing contributed to
these developments, coinciding with the rise to power
of a progressive Democratic government. Although
disparate in nature, these spaces were able to develop
their creative engagements with the support of public
funding while suffering the least constraint from the
influence of the art market.

In the ten years after 1998 the progressive
government invested a great interest in the
infrastructure for artistic production. At this time The
Arts Council Korea (http://www.arko.or.kr/english/) was

inaugurated in affiliation with the Ministry of Culture,
Sports and Tourism and began to put in place concrete
cultural policies. Wishing to encourage the public
enjoyment of art and foster participation, distribution
and education in this field, this body worked primarily
towards the introduction of policies supporting artists
and nurturing exchange through “Artist in Residence”
programs instigated from mid 2000.

“Kumchon Goyang Artist Studio” which was affiliated
with The National Museum of Contemporary Art was the
first example of an artist in residence to be established
in Korea through this policy. Furthermore, in order to
establish the original cultural brand of Seoul the “Cheong
Gye Nanji Art Studio” was created as part of the “Hi
Seoul Project”.

These initiatives have come to have an impact on
local governments leading to an artist in residence
“renaissance”. At this time Seoul Art Space was
established with multiple facilities around the city
including the areas of Seogyo, Geumcheon, Sindang,
Yeonhui, Mullae, Seongbuk, Gwanak, Hongeun, as
well as a space dedicated to artists with disabilities,
establishing a whole range of residence programs,
studio facilities, gallery spaces and international
exchange programs. This renaissance is not only
restricted to visual art but has also enlivened the fields
of theatre, literature, film and photography, while full-
fledged residence programs are currently being initiated
in the regional cities of Incheon, Gwangju, Busan and
Daegu. Amongst all of these a key project is Incheon
Art Platform (http://www.inartplatform.kr/english/)
which, based in a renovated shipping warehouse, has a
resemblance to Yokohama’s Red Brick Warehouse. This
platform has drawn much attention as a new cultural
hub of Incheon, forming a highly innovative base for the
area.

The Publicness otes
of Frontline Culture’

The result of this boom in artist in residence programs,
which has seemingly gripped Korea, is that young
artists have encountered greater opportunities to
participate in public art platforms. If we also consider
the three-year period between 2005 up until the Lehman
Shock when the Korean art market was in an unusually
excited state, and when many young artists were
devoting themselves to paintings of pop culture with the
aim of commercial success, this phenomenon can be
considered of relative significance.

A particular characteristic of Korean culture is said
to be its “Frontline Culture”. This may be related to the
fact that since the cold war it has been a country which
geopolitically has confronted a Communist regime along
its border. Recalling the condition of early 20th century
Berlin, it has a society filled with political tensions
and these conditions have a powerful impact on the
character of public art. In this way Japan with its placid
politics can be referred to as possessing a “Rearline
Culture”.*note2

For example, the traditional Korean concept of “art
for the people” which emphasizes strong links to class
and revolution initiated by the labor movement, takes
on a political slogan to make a link between the public
nature of art. On the other hand the “avant garde” in its
pursuit of freedom of expression, internalizes the quest
for experimentation and originality and the changing
of vocabularies of international artistic practice, laying
great importance upon the engagement of a wider art
community. These different poles of values have now
become intermixed, but the three major biennales of
Korea (Gwangju, Busan, Seoul) strive to reflect this
complex variety of positions.

In Korea, biennales and artist in residences,
alternative spaces and private art museums are
gradually starting to engage in healthy competition in
the field of cultural production and are forming a strong
complementary framework with local governments at
the center. And as programs like Cheongju International
Craft Biennale, ICHEON Ceramic Festival, and Incheon
Women’s Biennale demonstrate, marketing strategies
are taking shape through the establishment by
respective initiatives of diverse themes.

A New Public Art Project

“Anyang Public Art Project” (http://www.apap2010.
org) is one particular example of this movement. Taking
projects such as Japan’s “Echigo-Tsumari Art Biennale”
and Art Site Naoshima and Germany’s “Munster
Sculpture Project” as a role model, this is a program
with a keen concern for public participation, community
relations and sustainable creative engagement. The
program first took a curatorial form where art works
were exhibited in public areas of the town, but it has
now evolved into a complex all-embracing urban
community program. In 2010, to replace the display of
art works in public places, a “local culture community
program” was developed for the local people of the city,
with “community” becoming the key word. Perhaps the
necessity of this has arisen from a weakened sense of
identity in Korea’s cities. One might say that there is an
emerging necessity for endeavors which may contribute
towards a form of rehabilitation.

In the urban environments of Korea crowded with
high-rise apartment blocks and commercial buildings, it
is naive to go looking for community, and certainly not
an easy task. But in spite of this, artists have developed
a strong concern in this area and are taking a primary
role in the development of such communities, cultivating
a new territory which encourages the response of local
citizens.

The area of Wongok-dong, Ansan city is a place
where many foreign migrant workers live and is also
home to Community Space LITMUS. LITMUS provides
a space for exchange between the rapidly increasing
population of foreign workers and permanent residents
where they can join in a sharing, assimilation and
exchange of culture not only restricted to art, the
results of which are drawing attention from the artist
community. Recently, artists led by Kim Wolsik who
have been active in this locality provisionally started
the residence program “Ingye Market” in the local city
of Suwon. “Ingye Market” makes short term use of old

massage parlours closed for illegal activity in order to
implement an arts festival. A particular point of note
about this project is its large scale and organizational
efficiency which reaches beyond existing alternative art
engagements.

Other examples of projects that employ disused
spaces include “SPACE HAMILTON” which was initiated
in 2009 and ran for two years in Itaewon, Seoul. This
space now currently exists in an online form, while time
to time engaging in offline events, introducing various
colourful experimental projects through this platform.

The Vision for the Future
and its Challenges

This situation is still in the process of development,
and from now it will be subject to new variables and
influences. But while holding the unique characteristic
of “Frontline Culture” there are also many challenges
which art in Korea must find a solution to. These
include changes in cultural principles, a response to
global standards, implementation of policies, and the
expansion of public participation and cultural education.
Currently, despite the fact that a diverse range of
international events have been developed in the public
art realm in Korea, the level at which regional issues
can properly be assimilated and digested has reached
a limit. However, in the near future current efforts will
come to fruition and the time when they will function
in an Asian and global network community is sure to
arrive. When this time comes, we can again discuss
“publicness” from yet another new perspective.

* Note 1

Frontline is a word to describe the frontline of an army. This
points towards the position of Korea as vulnerable to the
influence of China, Russia, America, and Japan, as well as
referring to its confrontation with North Korea. “Frontline
Culture” refers to a culture with a background of continuous
tensions, including those of military and political meaning.

*Note 2

In Korea the Demilitarized Zone is referred to as the
“frontline”, while regions comparatively remote from North
Korea are known as the “rearline”. Furthermore, when
comparing political and social trends between Korea
and Japan, from a geopolitical perspective, that which is
comparatively more stable may be referred to as “rearline”.
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