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Abstract Weave / Morris Louis Alpha Epsilon (detail), 2014, North Korean machine embroidery,
collected online world news articles, middle man, anxiety, censorship, tassel, wooden frame, 410 x 180 cm

Courtesy the artist
PHOTO: Hyun Soo
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Museum Display 2000-2010, 2010
stolen objects, brass label, mirror, light,
metal, plexiglass, 450 x 450 x 200 cm
Courtesy the artist
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Political sensitivity marks the work of South Korean artist

Kyungah Ham. Her work shows an innate disquiet with the subtle
forces and hidden rules that program our behavior, revealing the
forms of power at play and rebelling against these restrictions with
her own language.

Museum Display was created over the span of more than a
decade, originating in Ham’s suspicion of the imperialist logic
behind western museum collections. Art and artifacts from other
cultures found in the large museums of Europe and North Amer-
ica contain no small number of spoils from the colonial invasions
of the past. By displaying cultural artifacts in the political space
of museum, a legitimacy is bestowed on the transfer of these ob-
jects from their original owners to the collecting nation, while the
narrative of violence behind this geographical move goes unmen-
tioned. In Ham’s eyes it is absurd and hypocritical to dress up the
inequality between collector and collected to package discursive
power with the pretty label of “culture.” She decided to imitate the
blatant cultural collecting of western museums in her own prac-
tice, and responded to historical plundering in the name of power
with some harmless pilfering of her own. In 2000, Ham started
stealing small items like crockery, cutlery, and ornamental objects
from museum coffee shops and gift shops all over the world. In a
decade, she amassed an extensive collection of these items, which
she exhibits in vitrines with brass labels and lighting that self-con-
sciously mimic museum displays. By utilizing the format of a mu-
seum exhibition, Ham bestows the stolen objects with legitimacy
while turning them into works of art divorced from both politics

and morality, showing us the dialectical power of institutions in

065



#F 5 SHOPTALR

IERE BB SRR T8 L ERE
%, TE(IEER) B, BUEIRFENMRYER
YITERT RS RS ST E . BR T X B
PIHRIFEE = [ E A2, ZRFGEI
AR RN T 8 SR RIPE 5 R B R TE
WO B AL EE XIS AREE
B “fies” TR PR RE—RE, BiRlE
IS AEEFTER, ZRFAES ZWENT
HERFRE FHINIIRRHIES,
(TRPIERRS ) /] (P E ) Bl
E 1R BRI T B IEANAE T
HI#EH], Tt M2008FE RS —EH EGI(E
HY “HIZ5” Z 10 N it el B ol /TR 1%
FE B f3e A 70 FE U HY SC B o 12X B RIEE 7B
BRI E AR SEF T ZARBRIATE
ARG SFELFI4E S AT, iR E/RRYE
X L it E G, EFTEUSEVIRZ 1
B4y 324 R E R R R AR 25 EE , X 2R
FEAE IR Z R S & 1 R PR B T
TZAHATHEEIX AR, SEhR L2

066

¥ T i ER RS B B BRI TR T =, DY
B A HY =R N SRR tH R 3 El A AL
HEGHEEE RS IR ERRYIE
EHE, SERTHASITSRXERISE
T S Y A ER R I A R T, 1B
ERt AR, EEENEHEE T ETEaEd
X EE B (BT A 78 47 HIRY (8] 2555 IS B 8 P HY
BIMER; B R R EEERIE —HtER
HE SRS, B8, B, MEERT
NAYTE , 10HER PR 6 - BER 3 A R LAY
W, BEEFHES A, sUDRIRXENE
SANNETERE X, 1EF3ITHIG, il
PRI B 55 — RIS R DT 72 BRI TR,

MR Z EE SRy NS a2 R R
A, BEE2ER BRI TEEMEERMSR.

H i, BRI IRE E sl Ay
EEMRE—ER, EXERIGEERT
MEXFTAEEEHRKTE; ZRAREE
FAREHIEE =D RVIX EEHZR R E X E
K= B - IS & R E T T BB

(CEBRZHAILMATST 2 A%, B#Hp
SR ETK) |, 20124

HREEF T R4S, 48 FHL2RIEE, KIE, L4
T A1600/0H, 188 x 185 JE K

Until dawn the chessboard keeps
them in tts strict confinement with
tts two colors sel at daggers drawn
2012, North Korean hand embroidery, silk
thread on silk, wooden frame, 188 x 185 cm
Courtesy the artist and Kukje Gallery,
Seoul
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producing knowledge and history.

In Switched Stolen Objects, Kyungah Ham places stolen ob-
jects in new contexts, disrupting the order of everyday life. She
has replaced a disposable cup on a plane with a fancy gilded por-
celain cup and handed it back to the flight attendant, switched
around the branded coffee mugs of different hotels, and replaced
a normal-sized chair in a museum lobby with a miniature one.
This project specifically responds to the recontextualization of
artifacts in museums, where relocation is legitimized and often
goes unquestioned. In addition to the visual documentation of the
switched objects, she also displays texts written on particular sto-
len artifacts at world-renowned museums. Different levels of thiev-
ing are exhibited side by side, provoking viewers to contemplate
the underlying power structures of everyday life.

A more recent embroidery series, on the other hand, attempts
to challenge the rules of power through the communication of
knowledge. These tapestries are sewn to scale by traditional North
Korean artisans based on Ham’s designs. She first creates the 1m-
ages in Seoul on a computer, then prints them out, cuts them into
sections, and hands them to a Chinese intermediary to deliver to
the embroiderers. This is not just an artist drawing on the talents
of highly skilled traditional craftspeople; it is an act of forbidden
communication across the closed border between North and South
Korea. For the first trial, Ham collected world news stories, con-
verted them into the North Korean style of writing, and turned
the text into a calligraphy design. But, due to the sensitivity of

the material, the tapestries were confiscated before their comple-
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Switched Stolen Object

2010, C-print, 120 x 50 cm

Courtesy the artist

tion by a government inspector. To Ham, what matters is that the
workers have time to consider the message. A second set of images
contained visual themes of war, weapons, political news, consumer
culture, and internet popular culture. Six out of ten were confis-
cated by authorities: motifs like diamonds, dessert, and the Eng-
lish language were considered capitalist.

A year and three months later, Ham received the completed
pieces. Many embroideries were inconsistent with her original de-
signs, even fuzzy or abstract in parts. At this point, Ham started
deliberately abstracting her designs. Abstraction is a political
tools as well as an aesthetic one. She later borrowed the classic
compositions of American painter Morris Louis, albeit with words
from news stories concealed in their blocks of color. The “Abstract
Weave/Morris Louis” series explores the ideological and politi-
cal dimensions of abstraction in art. To North Koreans, abstract
and non-realist art are foreign and politically risky; in the United
States during the Cold War, the CIA actively promoted abstract
expressionism as a tool with which to advocate for free expression
and free markets.

Kyungah Ham'’s practice interrupts the rules of everyday
life; personal and political coalesce. By reconstructing historical
narratives, she resists and undermines the invisible political forc-
es that govern our lives. Like most activist practices, Ham’s work
runs the risk of becoming mechanized in institutional contexts,
where the political narrative becomes more of a footnote to an
aesthetic gesture in a white box, however much it proves its politi-

cal perspective. (Translated by Vanessa Nolan)
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In Korea, I ordered a cappuccino, I took the cup when I left there.
In France, I ordered a cappuccino, I switched this cup with the one from Korea and left it there.
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