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PARKing CHANce

(Park Chan-wook and Park Chan-kyong)
Night Fishing, 2011

Film, 33 min

FHERR, 1358

Flying
2005
Video, sound, 13 min

Courtesy the artist
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About 10 minutes into Night Fishing, a
half hour-long 2011 film by South Korean
artist Park Chan-kyong done in collabo-
ration with his brother Park Chan-wook,
there is a macabre moment of slapstick
humor. Alone on a dark night, a fisherman’s
hooks pick up a malevolent young female
spirit from the water. Realizing too late
that his catch is more than he bargained
for, he rushes to flee. Yet the spirit matches
his every turn, grabbing him as he trips
and collapses. However, she hasn’t been
reanimated (yet): she is merely entangled
in the web of fishing lines still attached to
the man. As it becomes more apparent as
the film continues, neither the past nor our
own obsessions easily let go of us.

Park Chan-kyong’s obsessions are
manifold. Born in 1965, his ocuvre of
videos, installations, and research-based
work cycles around Korean history and
tradition, colonial experience, and Cold War

political dynamics, along with its ghostly
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continuation in the Korean peninsula.
South Korea’s accelerated development
into a high-tech, prosperous society and
functioning (though sometimes troubled)
democracy risks obscuring how progress
occurred not automatically, but through
the public’s active participation in the face
of harsh repression. Scratching beneath
the surface, Park’s projects draw out the
painful losses and dark contradictions
underpinning present conditions. And, of
course, his elder brother Park Chan-wook
is none other than the renowned director
of violent quasi-art house thrillers such
as Old Boy (2003), putting him in good
company to investigate tensions at the
heart of South Korean society.

As Night Fishing continues, there is a
surprising reversal. In a shocking cut the
spirit is revealed to be a shaman attempting
to communicate with the fisherman, who
has actually drowned in the river. Com-
municating through the medium, the man,
who was fishing alone because he didn’t
“have any friends,” implores his daughter
and mother to live with his estranged wife.
The Park brothers economically depict
fractious social and gender dynamics, along

with the traditions of Korean shamanism.
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PARKing CHANce

(Park Chan-wook and Park Chan-kyong)

Night Fishing, 2011
Film, 33 min

As Park Chan-kyong explains in his
notes for Manshin: Ten Thousand Spirits
(2013), his documentary profile of Kim
Keum-hwa, one of Korea’s most renowned
living shamans, such practices have faced
continual pressure from Confucian-
ism, Japanese colonial modernity, and
post-Korean War developmentalism.
Night Fishing implies that local tradition
may still hold a value and healing power
these outside ideologies lack. Fittingly,
Park, an occasional curator, organized a
gut (traditional exorcism) as part of his
role as the art director for SeMA Biennale
Mediacity 2014.

If the knock-on effects of politics and
ideology can be felt in Night Fishing, Park
deals with them more directly in earlier
works like Power Passage (2004-2007),
exhibited at Tina Kim Gallery in New
York last year. Accompanying collected
images and other research materials, a video
draws parallels between the 1972 mid-orbit
docking of US and Soviet spacecraft, and
North Korean tunnels leading into South
Korea discovered the same year. Even as
the Cold War ceased to be a true ideological
argument, life remained violent and volatile

for the small players of the world.
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As onscreen text wryly points out, “The
paradox of a tunnel is that, any side can use
it no matter which side has penetrated it.”
The tunnel poses a security threat burt is
also a potential connection, like the passage
between the two spacecraft. However,
alongside documentary footage of the space
mission, the video also contains sequences
extracted from Hollywood science fiction
films, suggesting that in a situation where
America has also colonized imaginations,
itis hard to think outside its terms.

A similarly melancholic contradiction
lies at the heart of Flying (2005). Footage of
a flight headed to Pyongyang for the 2000
North-South Korea summit is soundtracked
by the spectral music of composer Isang
Yun, who faced torture and imprisonment
in South Korea for his political activism,
and was eventually exiled to Germany.
Outside of the window of the plane, the
North Korean landscape looks monolithic
and unified, but the details on the ground
and the problems to be resolved before
reunification can be properly considered
are countless.

More specifics, though no easy an-
swers, are offered in Citizen’s Forest (2016),
a panoramic video hosted at the 2016 Taipei
Biennial. Projected against the long wall of
a narrow room, three black and white video
channels seamlessly sit side by side, their
boundaries sometimes gradually shifting to
merge landscapes and shots into one single
image, referencing shanshui aesthetics in
cinematic form. Across the backdrop of a
hilly forest, various characters and groups
march, sometimes encountering each other,
sometimes acting out bizarre scenes by
themselves: an old man in a cheap suit

urinates as his German shepherd jumps
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up and down; a militaristic marching
band wearing skeleton masks but lacking
pants walks by; and shamanistic rituals
are evoked once again.

The piece partially draws inspiration
from The Lemures (1984), a work by socially-
engaged South Korean painter Oh Yoon,
which references the late nineteenth century
Donghak Peasant Revolution, the Korean
War, and the Gwangju Uprising. With such
information in mind, see historical signif-
icance in the video’s participants, implied
to be ghosts. The final result is equal parts
foreboding and visually beautiful, showing
history moving forward without resolution
or well-defined meaning.

Citizen’s Forest exists in pristine quality
video, which though deftly used, points to
one potential shortcoming in Park’s work:
if one embraces high production quality
and frequently films actresses with perfect
skin, is it still possible to offer a critique
of mainstream ideology or culture? Park
neither avoids the aestheticization of beau-
ty, nor pushes it to an extreme level like
Yang Fudong, whose Seven Intellectuals in
Bamboo Forest (2007) serves as a surpris-
ing parallel to Citizen’s Forest. Yet such a
question may be irrelevant anyway, as the
passage of time will surely render Park’s
use of technology as evocative of its era as
a piece of grainy film stock today. After all,
Night Fishing proudly declares itself to be
filmed on an iPhone 4, a device already on
the verge of romanticized obsolescence.
Park’s work offers a hope that lost strands
of the past may be remembered, but that
other, less positive, elements might finally
be left behind. m



