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Over the past two decades, artist Sung Hwan Kim has produced lyrical
multimedia installations and performances that merge the mythological
and the everyday, with music—namely his collaboration with musician and
composer David Michael DiGregorio (aka dogr)—critical to all. Protected
by roof and right-hand muscles carries with it the artist’s tendency to situate
his working-through of large concepts in the domestic sphere and with self-
reflection. The exhibition title is borrowed from DiGregorio’s song “things
are not more exciting than they are” from his 2009 album In Korean Wilds and
Villages:

things are not more exciting than they are

(as real as the world of gossips)

is this the start of paranoia?

(am | too weak?)

philosophy of looking at his own hand

(protected by roof and right-hand muscles)

if you wait, you’ll hear my story

doubles another story doubles another story

At the Van Abbemuseum, Kim also takes the role of exhibition designer
and rearranges key film environments and performances from works that
poetically navigate and contextualize ideas around borders. A seminal
artist within and beyond his generation, Kim often assumes the position of
storyteller to interpret history through the senses and embody and distill the
ineffable.' Folklore, myth, and gossip are portals through which to enter his
layered installations where feelings are reliable sources for understanding
the world. Through his distinctive method of intertwining video, music,
storytelling, and sculpture within the gallery space, Kim has developed
a unique narrative approach to migration, immigration, translation, and
regeneration.

Each gallery or room consists of a key video work by Kim, along with
drawings and installations that interact with it in customized architectural
environments. The eight film installations express the breadth of his
practice: his early series in the room (2006-12) through ritual, song, gossip,
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urban myth, and horror stories alludes to home as a contested site where one
begins to practice one’s politics; his most recent series, A Record of Drifting
Across the Sea (2017-), moves out of the domestic to the detachment from
the past in current migration discourse and investigates the twentieth-
century move of undocumented Korean people to the US by way of Hawai'‘i.

One way to enter the exhibition is through this theme of migration
embodied by the recent additions to the A Record of Drifting series: Hair is a
piece of head (2021) and By Mary Jo Freshley Z 2| &/ 2/0f| ©|(#¢)3H (2023).
“How does one care about the trouble beyond their national border, let alone
the border of one’s skin?,” asks Kim, noting “identity is about how people
approach boundary.” The exhibition is not “about” the identity of subjects
within the films, nor is it entirely autobiographical; Kim takes his reflection
into his artistic production, recognizing the gap between subjectivities
instead of talking about the “other.”

Discussions on boundaries within the institution have led the artist to
introduce thresholds that carry us from one room to the next while holding
the space for the in-between. Kim’s practice is collaborative, involving many
of the same people, chiefly his niece Yoon Jin Kim who you can see grow
up across the films From the commanding heights... (2007), Washing Brain
and Corn (2010), and Love before Bond (2017). Musician and composer
DiGregorio is a sonic entry point heard throughout, significantlyin ¥ o o m
T with Temper Clay (2012) and ¢ ¢ m 1 [1 with Washing Brain and Corn
where he performs live for the opening. The emphasis on height (visual and
physical), texture (same objects in different materials), trajectory (within
each work and room to aroom), and drama (absence and presence of light)
abstracts reality, inviting the viewer to seek their own sensory interpretations
of the film environments.

1 In an unpublished correspondence with art historian and curator
Harry C. H. Choi related to the artist’s 2022 exhibition Night Crazing at Bakarat
Contemporary in Seoul, Sung Hwan Kim expresses his use of the ineffable as
follows: “Ineffability (and ephemerality) [is] a frequently used trope in Korean
literature as well. | was interested in the notion that in the US, a story of minority,
stated by Queer, Feminists, and marginal ethnicities sweep away other subtle
differences contained in another type of body.”
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When you enter this room, you meet a wood structure on which
are prints of maps, each conveying an image of the world at night
taken by NASA. In the corner is a green costume, aresult of a
workshop Sung Hwan Kim guided as part of the residency Very
Real Time in 2006 organized by fellow artist Gregg Smith in Cape
Town. A group of fifteen-year-old students from various schools
were invited to tell horror stories based on urban myths they
knew. Kim, in turn, drew from these stories to design garments,
one of which is the green dress.

“I know that it doesn’t matter if things are true or not, but this
is a true story,” opens the central film From the commanding
heights... (2007), which takes its title from an excerpt of Paul
Virilio’s 1984 book War and Cinema. The artist proceeds to tell
us fantastical stories, introducing his tendency to merge truth
and fantasy in myth. One is about a woman with a third ear on her
head, illustrated in the film through the artist’s drawing a woman
on a transparent sheet. The film also includes a recording of a
phone conversation between himself and his mother, in which

they discuss a rumor from his childhood illustrated by images
of those involved. Through the interweaving of fantasy and his
mother’s tale, Kim questions the authoritative voice of politics.

From the commanding heights... developed in stages, first as
a theater performance in 2006, and in the following year, as a
single channel video in an installation and also as an artists’ book.
The installation was once transformed into a performance space
where Kim performed pushing against the air (2007, v o om 2)
from which Drawing Video (2008, i ¢ ¢ m 3) is derived.



Dog Video (2006) explores Sung Hwan Kim’s childhood in South
Korea, and his time in Amsterdam where he spent his young
adulthood. In the video, Kim’s long-term collaborator David
Michael DiGregorio (aka dogr) plays his childhood dog, complete
with a canine mask. Kim, meanwhile, portrays his own strict
father, also wearing an absurd mask, who rings a bell and shouts
orders at his dog-son to assert control over him. This contrasts
with the space of Kim’s home in Amsterdam, where the sounds
of distant church bells can also be heard, an authority but at a
remove from the home. As with all of Kim’s works on display, the
installation features a musical arrangement, which here includes
areading of a text by Prague-born poet Rainer Maria Rilke (1875-
1926) and instruments such as the tambourine, bass drum, voice,
and kazoo played and sung by DiGregorio. Kim shot the video
from a ground-level perspective, creating a sense of voyeurism
for the viewer that parallels the intimate spaces, which are the
subjects of the film.

In this room the viewer is also introduced to an example of
Kim’s film environments that serve as settings for a performance.
The video pushing against the air (2007) activates the installation
as performance space, with a script based on Kim’s interviews
with his regular collaborators DiGregorio and fellow musician
Byungjun Kwon about love songs they have composed. A quote
inspired by Kwon'’s radio show, World Music Journal, broadcast
nationwide in Korea from 2004 to 2005, is the departure point:
“It is officially considered a major error in radio broadcasting
when there is even five seconds of silence on air.” A video
component shows the perspective from Kim’s camera during the
performance while Drawing Video (2008, i ¢ ¢ m 3) derives
from the three performances, similarly sharing scary stories.



Even though it was rehearsed and performed many times before
being made into a video, Drawing Video (2008) comes across as
spontaneous, creating a space of vulnerability and intimacy. This
larger body of work includes and is based on the performance
pushing against the air (2007): initially three performancesin
which scary stories were told, and later avideo (o om 2)

in which Sung Hwan Kim is in discussion with David Michael
DiGregorio (aka dogr) and fellow musician Byungjun Kwon.

In Drawing Video, while drawings are made a voice tells scary
stories loosely connected to the performance. The stories
recall the focus of the in the room (2006-12) series on the safety
of boundaries versus the horror of not having them, through
spectral realities such as co-habitation, haunting, and aging. Kim
interviews the other two participants, operating the camera with
his left hand while constantly drawing (as if doodling) with his

right hand. He places the camera below the drawings, so that the
audience sees the projected images behind the two composer/
musicians. At a certain point in the performance/video, Kim
speaks about the drawings to “revers[e] the relationship
between the host and the guest.” In this sense, this drawing

is not a visual exploration, representation, or metaphor for
something else; instead, it takes center stage, while the music

is the backdrop for the drawing’s movement and Kim’s stories.
The installation includes Cover (2003), a film by David Michael
DiGregorio.




Yolande’s Room (2004-23) brings together a selection of fifty-
six of Sung Hwan Kim’s drawings and collages. When he is
drawing, or writing for that matter, film editing takes a backstage
but the works are often brought into conversation in the film
installations.

Works in this room include encyclopedia (ca.2004-05),
a series of drawings developed with a lady from the sea, for
their collaborative works in the mid-aughts. Kim recalls the
practice-based process as “linear,” whereby he would throw
a (performance) act in a lady from the sea’s direction and let it
roll until she threw it back: “Like in Cordoba, where a Christian
church becomes [rebuilt] into an Islamic mosque, through
deletion and addition and vice versa over and over again.” The
drawings from this series expand into the entrance hall, where
they are also presented in vitrines.

The Flat White Rough Cut (2004) similarly hosts a series
of acts by Kim and a lady from the sea such as applying white
paint to tables and chairs, embellishing excrement with cream
and strawberries, drawing patterns, covering a TV and chair
in white cloth as if to flatten them and their meaning in space
through arbitrary acts of decoration. Kim works by association,
reflected in further collage and drawing works in which the
artist’s delicate approach to geometric shapes is rendered

tenderly on parchment paper, mounting board, and transparent
plastic sheets stacked on top of each other to generate
fantastical, abstract compositions. This includes Small Metaphor
(2021/2023), a body of works in dialogue with the series A
Record of Drifting Across the Sea (2017-) which investigates
the twentieth-century move of undocumented Korean people
to the US by way of Hawai‘i; and the Woman Head (2015-16)
series, drawings that sit in relation to I/L} = =20 Z FH[A
Woman Whose Head Came Out Before Her Name] (2015), Kim’s
largest performance project that concerns national borders,
international co-productions, and intergenerational conflict.

(A selection from the Talk or Sing (2014-15, i* ¢ ¢ m k) series,
which appears in the eponymous monograph, are simple line
drawings often super-imposed with excerpts from The Hare
(1991) by César Aira that serve as prompts.)

In the vitrine are pages from the artists’ book Ki-da Rilke
(2011), which was developed for the exhibition Line Wall at
Kunsthalle Basel in 2011. “In the book, Kim engages with the
work of the Prague-born poet Rainer Maria Rilke (1875-1926).
The first part of Ki-da Rilke features a transcription and drawings
of Rilke’s collection ‘New Poems’ (1907) in the German original
and on thin sheets of paper and notepads. The second part
features Kim’s drawings inspired by Rilke’s ‘Sonnets to Orpheus’
(1923), which are then further developed in the book’s third
part, which comprises an independent picture story featuring
recurring characters. These figures are named in anindex on
loose sheets of paper.”
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Hair is a piece of head (2021) is the first chapter of three films

in A Record of Drifting Across the Sea (2017-), a series that
demonstrates Sung Hwan Kim’s engagement with history
through archival research. The artist relocated to Hawai'‘i to
research undocumented Koreans who migrated to the US in the
early twentieth century. Kim came to know materials related to
Hawaiian history, culture, and the struggles of the Indigenous
people. In the video presented alongside sculptures, drawings,
and archival photography, the artist quotes the oral histories

of Korean picture brides in Hawai‘i from the early 1900s, who
tried to differentiate themselves in appearance (through facial
features, clothing, behavior, language) to avoid having to endure
hate crimes similar to those being committed against Japanese

people as aresult of the Asia-Pacific War. Kim connects this
history to Hawai‘i, and notes that “for centuries, Hawai‘i has
served as the integral point of passage for most, if not all,
immigrants first crossing the Pacific, including Koreans, and
the first patch of ‘US soil’ that many migrants encountered
historically. This historicizing is often oblivious to the dwindling
fate of another nation, that of kanaka maoli, Native Hawaiians.”

Hair is a piece of head was made during the Covid-19
pandemic when all production was shut down, and as a result
is edited using the iPhone “Live Photos” feature. The film
installation is also accompanied by a publication (available at the
Van Abbemuseum bookshop), which includes a selection of the
artist’s research before making the film. Chapter Il of the series
By Mary Jo Freshley Z 2| &/ 2/0fl ©|(fi)3l (2023) was produced
from 2022 to 2023, and is presented in ¢ o m & to open the
exhibition.



By Mary Jo Freshley Z 2| &/ 2/o1 9|(f%)3H (2023) is the second
installment in a series of films within A Record of Drifting
Across the Sea (2017-), which demonstrates Sung Hwan

Kim’s engagement with history through archival research into
undocumented Koreans who migrated to the US in the early
twentieth century. The audiovisual installation is presented

in a unique architectural environment, alongside sculptures,
drawings, and archival photography. You hear movement
instructions from Kim’s teacher Mary Jo Freshley, an American
instructor of Korean dance. Mary Jo Freshley was born on 25
September 1934 and still teaches at the University of Hawai‘i at
Manoa and the Halla Pai Huhm Dance Studio. While she is not
ethnically Korean, she is one of Hawai‘i’'s foremost experts in the
dance and knowledge first taught by Halla Pai Huhm (1922-94).
We watch Freshley teach Kim how to dance in the video. Neither
Freshley nor Huhm are well credited for their contributions and
historicization of Korean dance. Huhm’s embodied history and
dance studio are preserving a part of Korean culture away from
the so-called motherland. Kim’s film challenges the notion of a
reliable narrator and brings us right up the edge of the question
of where my subjectivity ends, and yours begins, and when||
might begin to talk about yours.

In this room Kim’s long-term collaborations are made
tangible. The viewer can see—as the artist has said of his own
work—“how the body moves through history.” For example,
Kim’s niece is featured in the photograph Turning Yoon Jin
into an owl, an endangered species (2010/2023) and again in
the film Washing Brain and Corn (2010, @ ¢ m 1 [1); in David
Michael DiGregorio’s hair blowing in the wind (after Terrilee
Keko‘olani’s hair photographed by Ed Greevy), Mau‘umae Trail
(Pu‘u Lanipo Trail), Wilhelmina Rise (2020/2022, Ed Greery’s
original photograph also included in the installationin ¥ 0 o m
%) DiGregorio (aka dogr) is dressed as a Korean picture bride
with full-face make-up, a photograph taken while filming Hair
is a piece of head (2021, v © ©m &) in which DiGregorio also
figures; and the artist himself is seen in portrait as part of the
body of work Hairwaterbody (ca.2004-05/2023) developed with
alady fromthe sea (i @ ¢ m 4). These long-term collaborations
are placed in dialogue with archival photographs, including that
of a Korean waterfront worker. Kim sourced the image from the
Bishop Museum’s Library & Archives in Honolulu, home to the
most varied collections of published works and primary source
materials related to Hawai‘i and the Pacific.




“l was invested in depicting the division, or the replacement
of roles in contemporary Korean family structures in reference
to dissolution of family structure along the distributive process
in King Lear, (exemplified by the separation between the father
and three daughters),” notes the artist of the work Temper Clay
(2012). The prominent central film projection with a musical
soundtrack by David Michael DiGregorio (aka dogr) is played
on six channels, and is an example of Kim’s interest in narrative
structure merged with personal history. While the narrative has
autobiographical features, it avoids representation in being

universalized through the use of a popular story. The artist notes:

“A more private motive for Temper Clay is to question if my being
(of institutional and systemic lineage) can, through my current
production, revise the very structure that had birthed my being.”
The film is installed alongside Kim’s collage works —geometric
shapes rendered tenderly on parchment paper, mounting board,
and transparent plastic sheets stacked on top of each other.
They generate fantastical, abstract compositions that resemble
the shapes of a half-woman-half-beast creature (Metaphor drew
herself, 2020/2022 and a metaphor carries another metaphor,
2020-21) —a gesture that repeats itself in They carried the heads
of theirs (2022, o om 5).

Temper Clay re-sketches Shakespeare’s tragedy King Lear,
wherein Lear, intending to retire, stages alove test for his three
daughters: he will portion his kingdom between them as dowries
according to how much they profess to love him. Similar themes
of real estate property and familial care are echoed in Temper
Clay through themes of “property for love, loyalty and class
reaffirmation.” The film takes place in Kim’s childhood home in

the Hyundai Apartments in Seoul and the vacation house where
his father had hoped to retire. A transcribed interview with Kim’s
nanny, Misoon Huh, is read out by the younger performersin

the film, and refers to her career in this domestic environment;
performers recreate child-like actions including running in, out,
and around the surrounding woods, overlaid by quotations from
King Lear to do with familial relationships and the ownership of
property.




The worksin  © o m H connect the themes in the rooms before
and after, with Sung Hwan Kim’s formal gestures in collage and
architecture used as tools toward world-building that enables the
artist to blend the filmic and the real. The fantastical atmosphere
of the film spills over into the universe that surrounds it.

The Night Crazing collages 01 through 03 (2022) are
more examples of Kim’s meticulous abstractions made up
of geometric shapes in acrylic and oil-based paint on paper,
with stacked transparent plastic sheets and shimmer made
with aluminum tape. This series was developed for this solo
exhibition with the same name Night Crazing in 2022 at Barakat
Contemporary, Seoul. The exhibition “tracked the ways in
which narratives of modernity and progress in postwar Korea
intersect with the complex legacy of Cold War politics that still
reverberates through the collective psyche of its inhabitants.”

The two-part collage Her Son Cut to Ribbons
(2017/2018/2023) —made from pencil, water-based poster
marker, tape, and tracing paper on wood—appears in relation
to the film, Love before Bond (2017) in the next room. The work
is inspired by Kim’s niece Yoon Jin Kim and Samori Coates,
who both live in the US, and meditates on the anxieties and
depression felt by teenagers resulting from a lack of media
representation and social inclusion. The film and collages were
brought together in a 2018 exhibition at daadgallerie in Berlin,
where Samori Coates was a participant in an earlier related
workshop at the United Nations International School—he was

the recipient of a letter from his father, Ta-Nahesi Coates, in the
form of the 2015 book Between the World and Me. The Berlin
exhibition title And who has not dreamed of violence appears
here in silver, quoted from James Baldwin’s 1961 essay “Alas,
Poor Richard.” Part of the title is printed in Sudanese Arabic,
which is spoken by one of the teenage performers.

ALAS, POOR RICHARD 265

266 NOBODY KNOWS MY NAME

as mutual: there was no reason to suppose that Parisian intel-
lectuals were more “prepared” to “recelve” American Ne-
groes than American Negroes were to receive them—rather,
all things considered, the contrary.

This was the extent of my connection with the Franco-
American Fellowship Club, though the club itself, rather ane-
mically, scemed to drag on for some time. 1 do not know what
it accomplished—very little, I should imagine; but it soon
ceased to exist because it had never had any reason to come
into existence. To judge from complaints 1 heard, Richard’s
interest in it, once it was—roughly speaking—launched, was
minimal. He told me once thar it had cost him a great deal
of money—this referred, I think, to some disastrous project,
involving a printer’s bill, which the club had underraken. It
seemed, indeed, that Richard felt that, with the establishment
of this club, he had paid his dues to American Negroes
abroad, and at home, and forever; had paid his dues, and was
of f the hook, since they had once more proved themselves
incapable of following where he led. For yet one or two years
o come, young Negroes would cross the ocean and come to
Richard’s door, wanting his sympathy, his help, his time, his
money, God knows it must have been trying., And yer, they
could not possibly have taken up more of his time than did
the dreary sycophants by whom, as far as I could tell, he was
morc and mare surrounded. Richard and I, of course, drifted
farther and farther apart—our dialogues became too fruserat-
ing and too acrid—but, from my hclplessly sardonic distance,
I could only make out, looming above what seemed to be an
indescribably cacophonous parade of mediocritics, and a cou-
ple of the world’s most empty and pompous black writers, the
tough and loyal figure of Chester Himes. There was a notice-
able chill in the love affair which had been going on between
Richard and the French intellecruals. He had always made
American intellectuals uneasy, and now they were relieved to
discover that he bored them, md even more rcl:-:vcd 10 say
so. By this time he had ged to ge himself from
almost all of the younger American Negro writers in Paris.
They were often to be found in the same café, Richard com-
pulsively playing the pin-ball machine, while they, spitefully
and deliberately, refused to acknowledge his presence. Gone

were the davs when he had only to enter a café to be greeted
with the American Negro equlvalent of “cher maitre” (*“Hey,
Richard, how you making it, my man? Sit down and tell me
something™), to be seated at a table, while all the bright faces
turned toward him. The brightest faces were now turned from
him, and among these faces were the faces of the Africans and
the Algerians. They did not trust him—and their distrust was
venomous because they felt that he had promised them so
much. When the African said to me I believe he thinks he’s
white, he meant that Richard cared more about his safety and
comfort than he cared abour the black condition. Burt it was
to this condition, at least in part, that he owed his safety and
comfort and power and fame. If one-tenth of the suffering
which obtained (and obtains) among Africans and Algerians
in Paris had been occurring in Chicago, one could not help
feeling that Richard would have raised the roof. He never
ceased to raise the roof, in fact, as far as the American color
problem was concerned. But time passes quickly. The Amer-
ican Negroes had discovered that Richard did not really know
much about the present dimensions and complexity of the
Negro problem here, and, profoundly, did not want to know.
And one of the reasons that he did not want to know was
that his real impulse roward American Negroes, individually,
was to despise them. They, therefore, dismissed his rage and
his public pronounc as an t lv reflex; as for the
Africans, at least the vounger oncs, they knew he did not
know them and did not want to know them, and they de-
spised Aim. It must have been extremely hard to bear, and it
was certainly very frightening to watch. I could not help feel-
ing: Be careful. Time is passing for you, tov, and this may be
happening to you ome day.

For who has not hated his black brother? Simply becanse he
is black, because he is brother. And who has not dreamed of
violence? That fanrastical violence whnch will drown in hlnod,
wash away in blood, not only g n upon g n of
horror, but which will also release one from the mdmdual
horror, carried everywhere in the heart. Which of us has over-
come his past? And the past of 2 Negro is blood dripping
down through leaves, gouged-out eyeballs, the sex torn from
its sacket and severed with a knife. But this past is not special




Love before Bond (2017), is a fairy tale about people who have
never met, originally commissioned for the 57th Venice Biennale
in 2017. Through his own experience with displacement, Kim
tackles cultural otherness by using explicit references to African
American literature, notably the work of James Baldwin.

Love before Bond stems from the artist’s interest in his niece’s
teen angst that came about amid the movement for Black life and
hints at reparations for slavery in the US. It addresses anxiety,
depression, and anger felt by today’s teens and the experience
of racism, everyday prejudice, lack of media representation, and
social inclusion. Kim explains: “As a Korean American female,
my niece tries to find herself in an existing narrative of the
marginalized. This, presently in the US, is the narrative of people

of colour, which, for a teenager, is as alien as anything else—so it
is for a young man of colour.”

Together, the film, drawing, and architectural sculptures
question the ethics behind aesthetics in relation to race and
migration. The columns in the film and installation comprise
arendition of the Pleasure Pavilion (1964) by Philip Johnson,
whose aesthetic path offsets Baldwin’s, even though they both
lived in New York City at the height of the American civil rights
movement.




Washing Brain and Corn (2010) is made up of a video, drawings,
and sculptures. The work was originally shown as part of a larger
installation that opened the Tanks at the Tate Modern, London,
in 2012. It is inspired by the poem “Leichen-Wasche” (Corpse
Washing) (1907) by Rainer Maria Rilke (1875-1926). Sung Hwan
Kim’s book Ki-da Rilke (2011), pages of which appearin i o o m
Y, was published as a parallel project to Washing Brain and Corn.

The video features Kim’s niece Yoon Jin Kim and is inspired
by a propaganda phrase —“nan-kong-san-dang-I-sil-eu-yo,”
translated as “l hate the communists” —heard in his youth
rendered in the video as a musical refrain. Washing Brain and
Cornretells a Cold War-era Korean story about a boy whose
mouth was ripped open by North Korean spies after uttering

this phrase. As his narrative unfolds in the film, Kim begins
drawing on foil and projecting the scene onto the faces of the
actors—David Michael DiGregorio (aka dogr) and Yoon Jin Kim.
Ultimately, haunting sequences take form in actions as diverse
as the artist giving his niece a new identity by drawing on her
face via an overhead projector and using old anticommunist
propaganda.

Music is an integral part of Kim’s work and for the exhibition
opening DiGregorio performs original songs that expand upon
Kim’s visual works including a piece that stems from Washing
Brain and Corn.




Sung Hwan Kim Project Statement*
Hair is a piece of head

*A similar version of this text written in 2021 appears in Sung Hwan Kim, Hair is a piece of head.
13th Gwangju Biennale - GB Commission, Gwangju Biennale Foundation, 2021, pp. 2-5, 10, 12-15.

My project, A Record of Drifting Across the Sea is a multi-part research work con-
sisting of a series of short films, books, and installations rooted in my ongoing ex-
ploration of undocumented Korean immigrant histories at the turn of the twentieth
century in the United States. Over the last two years, | have been making site visits
to former settlements and key archives,' making photo documentation, conducting
interviews, and engaging in composition of film and music inspired by the subject. |
moved to Hawai'i through the TRADES Artist-in-Residence programin fall of 2019 in
order to finalize the first part of this series, Hair is a piece of head, a film, which was
commissioned by Gwangju Biennale Foundation to premiere in 2021. The film will
be installed with my drawings at the Asia Culture Center, Korea.

My commitment to this material for this new project was born of a series of obser-
vations about the current discourse around global migration in contrast to a notable
lack of representation of those who had migrated in the past. My initial research

for this work before coming to Hawai‘i had mainly focused on the firstimmigrants

to the United States from Korea, 1884-1910. The majority of these immigrants,
coming to the United States via Hawai‘i from 1903 onward, were plantation farmers
who came as strikebreakers used against Japanese workers in the region. They
eventually moved to the mainland, centering around Reedley, Riverside, and Dinuba,
in California; and Butte, in Montana, looking for seasonal jobs involving farming or
mining. Many of these Korean immigrants and, sometimes, their offspring, remained
undocumented until the McCarran-Walter Act of 1952, and lived under the Asian
immigration ban (1917-65, starting earlier in 1882 for Chinese).

While the history of Korean migrants to the United States begins in the nineteenth
century, the visual representation of their history in the United States education
and culture is rare; and the dissemination of it, sparse. Such omission in Ameri-
can history continues to distort the way in which one marginal group in the United
States sees itself in relation to another. For instance, few know that out of one
billion dollars’ worth of property damage sustained in the 1992 Los Angeles riots,
Korean-owned property damage was estimated at 400 million dollars, most of
which was never recompensed in any form. My project Love before Bond (2017)
illuminated the relationship between two marginal identities (African-Americans
and Korean-Americans).

In Hawai'i in particular, most aural and visual documents of Korean immigrants fo-
cus on preservation of their ethnicity and culture, while in reality the genealogy has
been reshaped by the people and culture of Hawai‘i. Many documents | have found
also concentrate on Korean assimilation into Christianity, marriage (amongst their
own race), American identity; and omit evidence of socialism, marginal sexualities,
or kanaka maoli (Hawaiian) identity. | have been focusing on visual and textual doc-
uments of these moments in which Koreans can be found within Hawaiian mo‘olelo
(stories), ‘0iwi (appearance/native), and mo‘oki‘auhau (genealogy) that resulted

in different ideologies, livelihoods, offspring. My film quotes an article from Life
magazine from 1941, a phrase, “...Japanese assault on their nation.”? This text, when
spoken in Hawaiian, English, Korean, or even by Japanese-Americans generates
different meanings, respectively. For instance, the writer of the English-language
article assumes that his readers agree that Hawai'i is United States territory in

the year of the attack on Pearl Harbor. The same phrase in Hawaiian language will
always keep a critical distance to that assumption because Hawai'‘i is an occupied
territory. The victimhood caused by the “Japanese assault” would be emphasized in



Korean language due to the history of Japanese colonization of Korea, while being
unaware of the aforementioned critical distance embedded in Hawaiian language. If
filminstallation space can be a metaphor for liminal space for its viewer, vacillating
between immersion and distancing, Hair is a piece of head is a process of destabiliz-
ing spectatorship and triggering reevaluation of our complacency in knowledge in
relation to the border that is ever-fluid.

My interest in early twentieth-century undocumented Korean immigrants is rooted
in this group’s significance and unique positioning in history. Not only were they
undocumented, but also any documentation that can trace their existence is rare,

if not vanished. This systematic erasure has striking resonance with the ongoing
purge of Native cultures in the United States. Many times their residences and roads
were literally built upon the habitats of Native peoples or other preceding groups in
the margin. The A Record of Drifting Across the Sea series will outline this dele-

tion and then evaluate this drawing act (of outlining) in the context of knowledge
distribution and history lessons. | quote the oral histories of Korean picture brides
and their descendants, who tried to differentiate themselves in appearance (facial
features, behavior, clothes, and language) to avoid hate crimes against Japanese
during the truculent period between the United States and Japan. Their account is
oblivious to the dwindling fate of another nation, that of kanaka maoli. This filmis
spoken in English, Korean, Mandarin, and Hawaiian in order to weave through differ-
ent subjectivities embedded in different languages.

The second part of the A Record of Drifting Across the Sea series is a book focus-
ing on the cross-pollination between cultures of Koreans and Hawaiians. In my last
two years of research, | found it extremely rare to encounter any material focusing
on such cross-pollination. Often what is emphasized is assimilation into American
identity or adherence to the respective culture’s “original” identity. This conceals
ongoing geographical, historical fluidity between these two marginal cultures,
which my project intends to disinter. I plan to show the first and second parts of this
series together at the Hawai‘i Triennial in 2022.

In this series, Hawai‘i is both a place and a concept—an immersive site that has
served for centuries as the integral point of passage for most, if not all, first immi-
grants crossing the Pacific, including Koreans, and historically the first “U.S. soil”
that many migrants encountered. Due to the cross-pollination, it is not uncommon
to trace Asian genealogy in Hawai‘i’'s contemporary cultural activists who share the
spirit of Kii‘e (opposition to 1897 United States annexation). One of the main stories
will connect a historically important (and troublesome) moment in Korean con-
temporary history to Hawai'‘i.? Really the question always has been whether these
stories have any worth to anyone in Hawai'i, or to anyone in Gwangju, for that mat-
ter? Furthermore, should the worth be the end of all stories? Why should one care,
and how does one really care about the trouble beyond a national border, let alone
the border of one’s skin? Here, does film (or art, for that matter) educate about this
method to care; or is it regenerating and readjusting the area of one’s skin?

Each island in Hawai‘ii holds a unique trace of chronologies, formed by respec-

tive volcanic outbursts from floating tectonic plates. In other words, Hawai‘iis a
drifting land. A Record of Drifting Across the Sea will focus on the national tragedy
of another country beyond the border seen from the safe place,* using the historical
metaphor of spectatorship in relation to a shipwreck seen from the shore.

The national tragedy of another often comes with, at least, a twofold emotion-

al response from the spectator. As one learns of another man’s struggle, they
feel “[sweet],...not because someone else being shaken is a delightful pleasure,
but rather because perceiving from what evils [they themselves] are spared is
[sweet].”s Hawai'i, as a land in motion, disrupts this binary position and stirs up
tropes around inside and outside; safety and paranoia. Often my subject, and
myself, does not seem to be inside on a firm ground, having the option to venture
outside. We are already implicated in “the outside” without our knowledge: Vous
étes embarqué (You have already embarked).®

In these days of social media and news bites, tragedies and disasters often arrive
without warning, and the news abruptly interjects itself into daily life when the
spectator least anticipates its manifestation. While the range and the impact of
this dissemination can be wide and powerful, it can also distort and simplify, if not
obliterate, history. In light of this, A Record of Drifting Across the Sea, will consider
five important aspects in the historical lineage of art and visual culture:

1 A finite loop structure with episodes in variation, which renders a concrete
image from a complex and irretrievable history [Rashomon (1950), Akira
Kurosawal.

2 The use of objects outside of their conventional function and their
reinsertion into different contexts, questioning the roles that had
been given to them [Joan Jonas].

3 Longevity in the production, dwelling inside the subject for granular
examination of systemic and architectural components in the
subject [Frederick Wiseman].

4 Discrete presentation of anonymous, quotidian, natural movements
that manifest themselves as historical [haiku].

5 Therole of a cultural work and its distribution modes in a non-sovereign
state [films by Na Maka o ka ‘Aina and the archival method chosen
by them].

Formally, | am using the “Live Photos” feature on iPhone in order to complete my
first film in this series. This feature allows the point-and-shoot camera to bracket

a moment, which redefines what a moment is to a collective mind shaped by this
technology: A moment can be what is around a moment. The “Live Photos” feature
allows shifts in focal length and exposure and binds psychological hesitance to
the certainty of the moment. The vanity embedded in Instagram culture is visibly
present in posture, expression, outfit, and circumstances in the many personal pho-
tographs of these bygone beings. | am processing my work in this interstitial space
formed by the discrepancy between the moment of catastrophe; and the moment
in which aesthetics slips itself in in the form of reason, education, tradition, pride,
justice, love, and glory.

There are three significant pieces of imagery, which provided motifs for this first
film:
1 A traditionalist from the terminal Korean dynasty, Choi Ik-Hyun, who

in 1896, said, “l would rather have my head cut off than cut my hair,”
against the Republican Revolution, which resulted in forcing all
Korean male adults to modernize their hairstyle. The quote is often
co-opted by both right and left wing groups since then [pride; tradition;
education; gloryl.



2 Aphotograph taken by Ed Greevy of an activist, Terrilee Keko‘olani,
her hair blown by the wind around microphones in the Save Our Surf
demonstration on O‘ahu in 1973 [justice; reason; tradition].

3 Asongtaughtin an American school in California circa 1910, as
documented by Mary Paik Lee [education; pride]:

Ching Chong Chinaman
Sitting on a wall
Along came a white man
And chopped his head off

The United States is a major protagonist in the story around the recent develop-
ment of the trade war within East Asia, inseparable from the longstanding competi-
tion between China and the United States plus its allies. Tension between different
identity groups within the United States as well as escalating tension around the
borders of China unmistakably reminds us of the trade war centered around nine-
teenth-century China. My research reveals that the United States was the protag-
onist then as well. Inversely, the story in this region is not beyond the border, but is
an integral part of American and Pacific history. While | try to map out the trajectory
of this research on my website, sunghwankim.org, my first production is a poetic
response to the need for that story in our spectatorial culture, which, in turn, results
in a remapping of the cognitive and psychological borders beyond linguistic and
national borders, within which the spectatorship views its own image inrelationto a
grander history.

Finally, | want to end this writing with the beginning of my conversation with Drew
Kahu‘aina Broderick, an associate curator of the Hawai‘i Triennial 2022, and
teacher of a class | took at Kapi‘olani Community College (KCC) on the island of
O‘ahu during the spring of 2020. The class, “Introduction to Hawaiian Art,” marked
the first time that Hawaiian contemporary art was taught in an Art department at
the university level since 2013/2014. Besides this course, there has not been any
other course offered in any university Art department dealing with contemporary
Hawaiian art from a Hawaiian perspective. Since Herman Pi‘ikea Clark founded
this course in 1998, Maile Andrade, Ka‘ili Chun, Marquez Hanalei Marzan, Kapulani
Landgraf, and Drew Kahu‘aina Broderick have offered it.

We live in this time.
They live in that place.

They see us there in our time.

1 Center for Korean Studies, University of Hawai‘i, Manoa; Bishop Museum Library

and Archives, Honolulu; ‘Ulu‘ulu Moving Image Archive at the University of Hawai‘i, West O‘ahu;
The Rose Library at Emory University, Atlanta.

Life 11, no. 25 (22 December 1941): 81-82.

18 May 1980, the Gwangju Uprising and Massacre.

terra firma.

Lucretius. On the Nature of Things.

Blaise Pascal, Les pensées de Pascal (Paris: P. Lethielleux, 1896[1669]), 15.
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