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HA CHONGHYUN
Work 74-06
1974
Oil on hemp, 153.4 x 116.2 cm.
Courtesy the artist and Blum & Poe, Los Angeles.

“From All Sides: Tansaekhwa on Abstraction” 
featured Korean artists who, in the 1960s through 
the 1980s, created paintings that avoided the 
medium’s traditional form—by dripping, scraping, 
tearing and scribbling on paper or canvas. The 
show brought together six prominent practitioners 
of this movement, dubbed tansaekhwa 
(“monochrome painting” in Korean): Lee Ufan, 
Ha Chonghyun, Kwon Young-woo, Park Seobo, 
Yun Hyongkeun and Chung Sang-hwa. At the 
time of their production, the exhibited works were 
meant to frame a new, non-Western narrative 
within Korean art history and identity—amid the 
country’s postwar period of sociopolitical unrest. 

In addition to the ingenuity of technical 
and material experimentation, the creation of 
something novel was of great importance for the 
tansaekhwa artists in order to forge new Korean 
characteristics. Several artists enlisted chance 
and circumstance in their paintings, reflecting 
the sociopolitical instability of the time. Ha 
Chonghyun pushes white oil paint through 
coarse hemp to achieve highly tactile canvases. 
In Conjunction 74-26 (1974), long rows of large, 
irregular dots have seeped through the hemp like 
suppurating wounds, while Work 74-06 (1974) 
comprises a dozen horizontal, gash-like strokes. 
The minute, calcified textures of dried paint-drips 
are fascinating—an outcome that was not directed 
purely by the artist, but also by gravity and the 
interaction of the materials.

Such visceral manipulation is also seen in Chung 
Sang-hwa’s acrylic paintings, in which patches 
of their skin-like surface have been scraped off to 
reveal multiple layers underneath. Similarly, Kwon 
Young-woo peels and rips paper to create controlled 
chaos within the tears. Untitled (1982), comprising 
cream-colored Korean paper mounted on a rag 
board and panel, features vertical scratches that 
slowly expand upward into ragged lacerations. In 
allowing the materials to partially determine the 
finished product, with control taken away from the 
artist, an unsettling feeling lingers in Kwon’s works. 

Park Seobo’s graphite scribbles on primed 
canvases vacillate between the markings of a 
madman and beautiful, calming patterns. The 
genesis of his works is telling. One day, Park 
observed his son doing schoolwork, which involved 
writing characters inside grids on a paper. Becoming 
frustrated, his son suddenly began to scribble 
haphazardly. From this incident Park borrowed not 
only the method of expression but also the forceful 
spirit of frustration.

Lee Ufan—also a founding member of Japan’s 
avant-garde Mono-ha art movement—is known to 
drag his brush, dipped once in oil paint, down or 
across the length of a canvas. The visual formation 
of From Line No. 78149 (1978)—made up of rows 
of vertical, gradating lines, created individually 

from a single brushstroke—has been unpredictably 
shaped by the slight variances in each dip and 
drag of the brush. The strength of the brushstrokes 
at the top of the canvas, which are faintly visible 
at the bottom, also serves as an apt metaphor 
for Lee’s liminal existence as a Korean-born 
artist educated and living in Japan. As quoted 
in Joan Kee’s excellent overview of the subject, 
Contemporary Korean Art: Tansaekhwa and the 
Urgency of Method (2013), the book that inspired 
the exhibition, an undefined identity weighed 
heavily on Lee: “I do not exist in Japan, and if I go 
to Korea I cannot confirm a definite reality.”

Happenstance also plays an important role in 
Yun Hyongkeun’s stark yet enveloping paintings. 
Yun pours diluted oil paint onto absorbent cotton 
canvases to encourage the seeping and spreading 
of pigment, which results in swaths of saturated 
color. In Umber-Blue (1978), monolithic blocks 
of dense, blue-black paint are surrounded by 
flickering halos of bleeding pigment. The paintings 
resemble a Mark Rothko in ink wash—indeed, Yun 
greatly admired the elder artist. But beyond such 
comparisons, Yun’s works have their own merit, 
blending traditional East-Asian ink painting with a 
Western modernist sensibility. 

As a comprehensive show of tansaekhwa artists, 
the various exhibited works were tightly unified by 
their understated aesthetic, while closer viewing 
revealed complicated methods of art-making. Like 
the foam of the ocean, veiling unknowable depths 
and leagues of mystery beneath, these historical 
Korean artworks boast an undeniably sumptuous 
yet subtle, superficial beauty, while embodying 
themes that were integral to the personal 
expression and larger zeitgeist of their time.
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