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Abstract

A Study of Contemporary Transition in S. Korean Art

Discourse on Realism after 1987

Kim Sunghye
Department of Art History
Graduate School of

Sungshin Univ.

This article examines the meaning of realism art in contemporary S.
Korean art by examining the context in which the term “realism,”
which appeared in the S. Korean art community in the 1980s, is
used in various and wide—ranging ways. In particular, starting from
the year 1987, when a contemporary philosophical and cultural
foundation was established, this article examines discourses on the
nature of realism art in conjunction with the altered cultural and
social landscape.

The development of realism art prior to 1987 1is divided into
“critical realism” and “Minjoong(people’ s) realism,” which
focuses on the Minjoong Art Movement, which in turn derives from
the Minjoong Culture and Art Movement. The trend of critical

realism initiated by “speaking out about reality” is meaningful in
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that it led to a form of art connected to life, moving from the art
prevailing in S. Korea, which was alienated from the times.
Minjoong realism, which began with dureong(ridges in rice fields),
attempted to approach the lives of ordinary people through
traditional forms, and it became the symbol of the Minjoong Art
Movement as it sought actuality and practicality in the
democratization movement. However, realism art developing in the
1980s was not immune to the post—World War II restructured
international order. This is revealed in the fact that the Minjoong
Art Movement of the 1980s had a third—world tendency toward
nationalism. Artists’ views on Minjoong art depended on the
orientation of the kind of art they were involved in.

Having gone through heated debates and processes of change
since 1987, S. Korean realism art revealed itself in concrete form
in 1997. The “partisan realism” debate started by the Art
Criticism Research Association after 1987, and the postmodernism
debate with the modernist camp, gave rise to an opportunity for the
S. Korean art world to face the concrete shape and structural
problems of third—world reality. The “post” —discourse that later
developed in the West was received into S. Korean realism art as
poststructuralist postmodernism, and S. Korean realism art thereby
established itself in a contemporary context.

At a time when S. Korean society was rapidly being restructured
into a neoliberal system, discussions on realism art revolving around

Forum A, formed during the Asian Financial Crisis in 1997, and the
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“conceptual realism” debate started by Park Chan—kyong,
reflected similarities with institutional criticism art, an art form that
refers to Western poststructuralist postmodernism discourse as well
as conceptual art. However, when the term “post—Minjoong art’
emerged with the aim to continue the spirit of Minjoong art, which
was a form of realism art in the 1980s, there was debate on
whether the term was appropriate. This article intends to show, by
analyzing the rationale of that debate, that the system-—critical
nature of contemporary S. Korean realism art is influenced by the
theoretical trend of the 1990s international art community started
the Minjoong art of the 1980s.

Moreover, this article analyzes the composition and entries of the
exhibition 98 Cities and Images(Seoul Museum of Art, 1998) as a
prime example that reveals the contemporary nature of S. Korean
realism art. One can confirm from the exhibition that reveal
contemporary value of S. korean realism art with era transition

started 1980s.
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