frieze

HAEGUE YANG Kukje Gallery, Seoul, Korea

November, 2019 | by Mimi Chu

Like the yBas, these artists were only
ever loosely affiliated. But, while their
approaches were heterogeneous, an
irreverence towards the status quo and
an openness - particularly in relation to
unorthodox techniques and the everyday
- unites them. This binding agent is writ
large in the second and final room, where
four well-travelled cornerstones of Thai-
land’s socially engaged, concept-driven
1990s - among them, a Rirkrit Tiravanija
cook-up arrayed across the floor (Untitled
[2004], jed sian samurai 2019, 2004/19)
- offer a gritty retort to the more ethereal,
technique-based works preceding them.
Especially illustrative, yet again, is the
rare video documentation on display:
Manit Sriwanichpoom'’s luridly garbed
Pink Man slowly pushes a matching-hued
shopping cart past nonplussed office
workers on one side of the room (Pink
Man Begins (episode 1, 2, 3),1997); while
giggling passengers enjoy an unplanned
trip in Navin Rawanchaikul’s roving taxi-
cab gallery on the other (Navin Gallery
Bangkok, 1995-98).

Experientially, ‘Rifts’ manages to feel
both celebratory and cerebral - albeit
ultimately a bit safe. What of the splits
(along national, postnational, as well as
ideological lines) that have long existed
between these cohorts? Where are the
non-canonical surprises that might
rupture our understanding of that time?
Yet, given the Bangkok Art & Culture
Centre’s history of rambling mega-exhi-
bitions, not to mention the fractures
itis experiencing as an institution (its
public funding has been squeezed of late
and its spotty programming reflects
an entrenched managerial malaise),

a carefully distilled retrospective that
leaves us wanting more is, all things
considered, welcome.

Max Crosbie-Jones
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Eerily crackling through an old speaker,
backing singers ‘ba-pa-ba’ to xylophones.
A woman touts the coming of the mil-
lennium, her voice spinning giddily over
thrumming guitars and squelching synths.
Playing outside the entrance to Haegue
Yang's solo show in Kukje Gallery’s K3
exhibition space, Hae-kyung Min's 1982
track ‘AD 2000’ sounds like a sonic arte-
fact, rough-edged and faded, a far cry from
the glitzingly optimistic original.

The exhibition’s graphic identity is
similarly nostalgic: its title, ‘When the Year
2000 Comes’, is rendered in a 1980s-
style digital font on the invitation card
for the opening. Beneath the text, a 1977
watercolour the artist made as a child with
her siblings depicts a team of demonic
creatures on a ship.

The watercolour hangs in the hallway,
introducing Yang’s show. Mounted on
chicken wire, its characters appear
menacing, surrounded by flying elements
- flags, planes, bombs. Entering the main
exhibition space prompts similar feelings
of fear and bewilderment. Fractals of geo-
metric objects span different dimensions:
the floor, the ceiling, a mural. Strings of
bells dangle from spheres like weapons
of torture over bouncy balls on crosses
of tape. Revolving projectors protrude
from the walls like CCTV cameras, casting
shadows through venetian blinds onto
the mural. A man in scrubs operates an
ergonomic surveillance vehicle beneath
cascades of airbrushed greenery, while dry
ice spills in through the back door beneath
adrone. The effect is alluring: is this a
Silicon Valley data scientist's dream of
deliverance? A plasmic prospectus for
an iHospital?

Outside, a crowd has gathered; Yang
is having her picture taken with a queue of
fans.‘AD 2000’ continues to play faintly:
its mishmash of 1970s rock and pop styles
pantomiming Japanese and Western
inspirations. Lauding an age of ‘greater
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convenience’, Hae-kyung'’s lyrics are the
product of a period in which South Korea’s
economy was booming even as the ruling
military regime tightened its grip on the
country in the wake of widespread student
pro-democracy protests in 1980. In a press
interview, Yang suggests that ‘AD 2000’
was seeking to promote an image of
obedient youth to its listeners: propaganda
dressed up as entertainment.

The strips of tape that cover the gallery
floor form a grid, bisected by diagonals,
which appears to emanate from the sculp-
tures. Modelled after the board used in
Janggi (Korean chess), the pattern swerves
into areas of irregularity as it follows the
path of Yang's ‘pieces’ - hovering, rolling,
creeping up the walls. Her Sof LeWitt
Vehicles (2018) boast a similarly rebellious
streak. Aluminium cube frames affixed with
blinds, wheels and handles turn the legend-
ary minimalist's ‘Variations of Incomplete
Open Cubes’ (1974) into mobile, interactive
devices. If LeWitt went by the principle ex-
pressed in his 1967 essay ‘Paragraphs on
Conceptual Art’ that ‘the idea becomes the
machine becomes the art’, Yang seems to
be taking his machine and making it glitch.

Stay longer in the gallery and other
voices, sounds, smells emerge. An exhibi-
tion handout presents a timeline edited
by the artist, twinning the biographies
of French novelist Marguerite Duras and
Korean composer Isang Yun, who died
within a year of each other in the mid-
1990s. Titled A Chronology of Conflated
Dispersion (2019), it chronicles two people
navigating the rubble of war, revolution
and Western imperialism, side by side,
year by year, forming unexpected rhythms
between their vastly different journeys.
Meanwhile, birds chirrup at each other
from a pair of speakers, abstracted from
arecording of the third Inter-Korean sum-
mit between the leaders of North and
South Korea in 2018. And strange mineral
smells linger around the objects, at once
earthy and medicinal. In this multisensory
exquisite corpse, Yang tantalizes us with
secret symbols, probing our desire for
narrative mastery.

Mimi Chu
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