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2 3Yong-Seop Lee
To celebrate the opening of 
the 5.18 Democratization Movement Special Exhibition

Congratulations on the opening of the 
Gwangju Biennale 5.18 Democratization 
Movement Special Exhibition in Venice, 
a greatly meaningful event. I would like to 
express my gratitude and encouragement 
to the president of the Gwangju Biennale 
Foundation, Yang-Woo Park, and everyone 
who has dedicated their efforts to making this 
special exhibition possible despite the trying 
conditions posed by COVID-19.

I would also like to sincerely thank the 
participating artists from Korea and all over 
the globe, and the many generous supporters 
and helpers of this event. It is with passion 
that I and the 1.5 million citizens of Gwangju 
welcome visitors to the exhibition.

Upon my visit to the Venice Biennale in 
2019, I promised to deliver a special exhibition 
that would propagate the spirit of Gwangju 
and the 5.18 Democratization Movement 
to the wider world. After over two years 
of uncertainty presented by the ongoing 
coronavirus pandemic, the exhibition is finally 
beginning its 222-day run.

Through this special exhibition, we 
will transcend the boundaries of nationality, 
language, and culture to encounter the 
historical moment of May 1980. We will 
remind ourselves of the value of human 
dignity and democracy that Gwangju sought 
to protect with its spirit of communion and 
solidarity. The exhibition will also mark 
another turning point for us to overcome 
the many crises humanity is facing today, 
including COVID-19, through concord and 
allyship.

The spirit of Gwangju’s 5.18 
Democratization Movement has pierced 
through the dark days to become a zeitgeist 
worthy of inheritance by today’s generation 
as well as a milestone for the people of 
the world by reestablishing the values of 
democracy, human rights, and peace. The 

movement is now a proud legacy that should 
be protected and carried on not only by 
Gwangju but the entire world.

Embodying such significance and 
highlighting the May movement, this special 
exhibition began in Seoul, Korea, in May 
2020 and toured around Taipei, Cologne, 
and Gwangju, resonating in the hearts of 
many. The Venice exhibition will also serve 
as a meaningful step in carrying on the spirit 
of Gwangju and the 5.18 Democratization 
Movement to the people of the world. 

History holds power when accurately 
remembered and recorded. The city of 
Gwangju will continue to communicate and 
come together with the world to globally 
contextualize its history and fulfill its calling 
as a universal advocate for human rights and 
democracy. I sincerely hope that this special 
exhibition gives everyone passing through 
the long tunnel of COVID-19 the hope and 
courage to overcome the challenges of the 
pandemic. 

Once again, I would like to express 
my congratulations on the opening of the 
Gwangju Biennale 5.18 Democratization 
Movement Special Exhibition in Venice and 
thank everyone who has gladly offered their 
support and assistance during these difficult 
times. 

To celebrate the opening of 
the 5.18 Democratization 
Movement Special Exhibition

Yong-Seop Lee
The Mayor of Gwangju Metropolitan City
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Korean culture and art are garnering more 
attention from around the globe than ever. 
The Gwangju Biennale has played a central 
role in global exchange and communication 
over the past 27 years, introducing Korean 
cultural arts and visual arts in particular. 
Ever since its inaugural edition in 1995, it has 
served as a bridge between Korea and the 
world. And as it has hosted 13 successful 
biennales, Gwangju, a historic city of 
democratic martyrs and home to many 
prominent artists, has established itself as a 
hub of contemporary art, gathering visitors 
from all over the world. Now, having grown 
into a festival for global citizens, the Gwangju 
Biennale is moving towards a new leap.

This year, through the 5.18 
Democratization Movement Special 
Exhibition in Venice, the Gwangju 
Biennale seeks to share with the world 
the contemporary art discourse that has 
stemmed from Gwangju’s values and spirit 
of democracy, which also form the very 
core of the biennale. The blood and tears 
of the Gwangju citizens who fought to 
build a righteous and just country are at the 
foundation of Korean democracy. Thus, it 
is only natural that an international-scale 
art festival like the Gwangju Biennale was 
conceived in this city, which is symbolic 
of freedom, human rights, and peace and 
serves as an eternal source of inspiration for 
the event.

The 5.18 Democratization Movement 
Special Exhibition to where the flowers 
are blooming pays attention to the positive 
influence of Gwangju’s spirit from the 
perspective of world history. The title, 
borrowed from a phrase in Han Kang’s 
Human Acts, a novel depicting the 5.18 
Democratization Movement in Gwangju, 
points out the direction in which historical 
struggle and sacrifice should be remembered 

and represented. The sacrifices of those 
who wanted a better life for their community 
guides us today towards a world where life 
thrives, a brighter future can be expected, 
and the flowers bloom. With Gwangju as 
its medium, this exhibition seeks to expand 
on the values of democracy, human rights, 
and peace. While irrational systems of 
power still threaten democracy and oppress 
civil society around the world, the 5.18 
Democratization Movement, which played 
a pivotal role in Korea’s democratization, 
continues to resonate worldwide in the name 
of hope. to where the flowers are blooming  
seeks to deliver the message of solidarity 
and philanthropy embodied by the spirit 
of Gwangju beyond Asia, Europe, South 
America, and to the entire world. 

Both the Venice Biennale and 
this special exhibition were postponed 
by one year due to the unprecedented 
circumstances of the COVID-19 pandemic. 
I would like to thank the exhibition’s 11 
participating artists for enduring the uneasy 
circumstances, the researchers who saw 
the exhibition’s preparation process through 
to the end, and all those who provided 
varied forms of assistance. I would also like 
to extend special thanks to the Gwangju 
Biennale’s head of exhibition Jiyon Kim, the 
chief of exhibition Dusu Choi, the project 
manager Bona Park, and the whole exhibition 
department for putting their heart and soul 
into every step of the preparation process. 
This meaningful exhibition was made 
possible by the efforts and passion of many.

With the 5.18 Democratization 
Movement Special Exhibition to where the 
flowers are blooming, the Gwangju Biennale 
will prepare itself to continue sharing 
Gwangju’s inherent values with the wider 
world. Thank you.

In Preparing to where the flowers 
are blooming

Yang-Woo Park
President of Gwangju Biennale Foundation 
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Gwangju Biennale Foundation
Exhibition Department 

To bloom a flower, plants undergo gradual 
changes often indiscernible to our eyes. 
Where leaves once budded, flower buds 
emerge, and other parts of the plant undergo 
a process of differentiation and maturation. 
And amidst all this change, each flower 
decisively seizes a moment to bloom, reacting 
to external conditions such as the length of 
the day, ambient temperature, and amount 
of sunlight, as well as internal conditions 
such as plant hormones and genes. Flowers 
enchant us with their innate beauty and are 
adored as symbolic messengers of life and 
love. Bees and butterflies survive on flowers 
and, in turn, aid their fruition. Healthy and vital 
energy thrive where flowers bloom. Beyond 
beauty, flowers embody the principle of life 
in which the order of the world and divergent 
organic and inorganic existences coincide 
and circulate.

to where the flowers are blooming, the 
5.18 Democratization Movement Special 
Exhibition organized by the city of Gwangju 
and the Gwangju Biennale Foundation in 
2020 to commemorate the 40th anniversary 
of the movement, has toured around Seoul, 
Gwangju, Cologne, and Taipei, reflecting 
on the history and contemporality of the 
spirit of Gwangju, which drove Korea’s 
democratization. After two years of 
postponement due to the coronavirus 
pandemic, the exhibition has now arrived 
in Venice, a city that has overcome the 
many challenges posed by its environment 
through will and community spirit to grow 
into a representative city of arts and culture. 
Reflecting on today’s humanity, the exhibition 
presents the spirit of Gwangju as explored 
through artistic language. 

The title of the exhibition is borrowed 
from the phrase “where the flowers bloom” 
from the final chapter of Han Kang’s novel 
Human Acts, which deals with the lasting 

trauma of May 1980 on Gwangju and 
questions which historical memories must 
be most tightly held onto. The exhibition 
explores the will of human communities to 
rise above the vivid memories of anguish 
and historical tragedy and proceed forward 
toward a better world. 

Curated by the Gwangju Biennale 
Foundation’s exhibition department, to 
where the flowers are blooming is largely 
composed of three sections: an archive 
section that outlines the 5.18 Democratization 
Movement and the history of democracy 
in Korea, a section of commissioned works 
from the Gwangju Biennale, and a section on 
Gwangju’s spirit and contribution to Korea’s 
democratization.

The archive section, in which Yoo 
Kyoungnam, a researcher at the 5.18 Institute 
of Chonnam National University, participated 
as a research curator, introduces the legacy 
of the 5.18 Democratization Movement in 
Gwangju. The section of commissioned 
work from the Gwangju Biennale surveys 
the city’s history, memories, trauma, and 
spiritual heritage in line with its historical 
sites, featuring works produced through 
intensive research on the city and the 
democratization movement. Kader Attia’s 
Shifting Borders sheds light on political 
and social irrationalities in history as it 
seeks remedies for the traumas caused 
in the process, while Ho Tzu Nyen’s The 
49th Hexagram captures civil struggles 
and revolutions in Korean modern and 
contemporary history. Bae Young-hwan 
presents Pop Song: March for the Beloved, 
ver.2, a video installation incorporating paving 
blocks inscribed with lyrics from “March for 
the Beloved,” a song that has been frequently 
sung at democratization protests, including 
the 5.18 movement. 

The third section, which reflects on 

to where the flowers are blooming, 
Introduction

Gwangju Biennale Foundation
Exhibition Department 
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the democratization movement in Gwangju 
and modern-day activism, begins with 
Hong Sung-dam’s May Print Series, which 
captures scenes from May 1980. The 
artist has compiled 50 woodblock prints 
documenting the movement and Gwangju 
residents at the time, adding a self-written 
poem to compose a book that tells the story 
of the Movement. Noh Suntag’s Forgetting 
Machines captures the fading portraits of 
Gwangju’s Mangwol-dong cemetery, where 
the victims of the Movement are buried, as 
a reminder of the passing of time and our 
ignorance of history. Ahn Chang Hong's 
Arirang series follows the traces of upheaval 
in Korean modern and contemporary history 
that have accumulated inside ordinary 
people. Choi Sun’s work containing human 
breath reminds viewers that democracy, like 
air, must be lived and breathed. The Politics 
of Memory by Jin Meyerson links a painting 
to a memorial site in Gwangju via an AR 
overlay to redefine communities and history 
in this age of social media by connecting 
memory and physical location. As Kim 
Chang-hun’s SHINE: Gwangju Soundscape 
brings to Venice sounds from major sites 
of the 5.18 Democratization Movement—
the old Jeollanam-do Provincial Office, the 
commercial agent’s office, and Chonnam 
National University—Park Hwayeon 
channels Gwangju residents’ memories of 
the movement through a reconstruction 
of the square in front of the old Jeollanam-
do Provincial Office in the exhibition space. 
Meanwhile, Suh Dasom highlights the history 
of Gwangju residents who made individual 
contribution to protect their community 
from the cruelty and horrors of May 1980 
by sharing meal boxes, which recollect the 
significance of riceballs then.

Alongside the exhibition, the Korean 
Cultural Center in Italy has organized 

an educational program that includes a 
discussion with novelist Han Kang for The 
participants of Korean culture and history. 
Students who participate in the program 
will get to introduce the spirit of Gwangju to 
exhibition visitors from a local Italian point of 
view. 

Having historically experienced that 
progress comes at a price, people pursue 
communal happiness and prosperity while 
contemplating from their own perspectives 
how to put the lessons of history into 
real practice. At a time when humanity is 
facing various challenges accompanied 
by increased discrimination and hate, the 
5.18 Democratization Movement Special 
Exhibition to where the flowers are blooming 
will serve as an opportunity for us to share 
our thoughts and seek future directions with 
artistic language and imagination as our 
media.

 

To where the flowers are blooming, Introduction
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1 Koreans refer to the May 18 Gwangju 
Democratization Movement as 5.18 (O-il-pal, or “five-
one-eight”), the date of the uprising. The term “uprising” 
or “democratization movement” is often used to officially 
refer to the incident, but the reason many Koreans still 
prefer to say O-il-pal is perhaps because they understand 
it as an ongoing event under open investigation that 
cannot yet be defined.

In the Republic of Korea, 5.181 (O-il-pal, or 
“five-one-eight,” in Korean) refers to the civil 
uprising that took place in Gwangju from 
May 18 to 27, 1980, in protest of military 
violence under martial law. During this time, 
over 160 people were killed regardless 
of their age and gender, over 80 went 
missing, and some 5,000 were injured. The 
uprising was contained by soldiers, but the 
accounts of the massacre could not be 
suppressed. Many people risked their lives 
and even died to make what had happened 
in Gwangju known, and the various cultural, 
artistic, and political practices carried out 
in the spirit of the resistance culminated in 
the June Struggle (1987), which enabled 
Korea to achieve democracy, overthrow the 
dictator, revise the constitution, and hand-
elect its presidents. As a way of establishing 
“transitional justice,” Koreans have fought to 
expose the truth about the incident, penalize 
those responsible for the killings, restore the 
honor of those involved in the protest, and 
receive compensation and an apology from 
the state. As a result, 5.18 is now mourned and 
commemorated on a national level.

As a historical event, 5.18 is no longer 
solely associated with Korea. The tribute 
song March for the Beloved, written in 
commemoration of the incident, is sung in 
numerous Asian countries and at rallies for 
democracy, human rights, and peace. Written 

1979
16 Oct 
Bu-Ma Democratic Protest, students of 
Busan and Masan were suppressed by 
airborne troops
26 Oct 
Dictator Park Chung-hee were assassinated, 
Martial law declaration to whole country
12 Dec New military force led by Chun Doo-
hwan staged a coup to take over the military

1980
15 May 
About 70,000 students from 30 universities 
in Seoul held street demonstrations late into 
the evening.
18 May 
Martial law had expanded throughout the 
entire country, banning political activities and 
shutting down universities. The Gwangju 
Uprising started. Protests against excessive 
use of force escalated. 
Jeonbuk Nationl University student Lee 
Sejong was killed by martial army. 
19 May 
Kim Kyungchul, the hearing-impaired, were 
beated by martial army to death (first victim 
among Gwangju citizens)

21 May 
Special warfare troops opened fire. The militia 
took control of the Provincial Government 
Office.
22 May 
Having declared “Liberated Gwangju,” 
citizens continued to hold mass rallies daily.
27 May 
About 20,000 troops took control of the 
Provincial Government Office and other parts 
of the city through a bloody operation.
29 May 
The 126 deceased from the persecution 
were buried in Mangwol-dong Cemetery. 
30 May 
Kim Euigi from Sogang University sacrificed 
himself to let people know about facts about 
Gwangju (Seoul, death from a fall)
27 Aug 
Chun Doo-hwan was elected the nation’s 11th 
president.

1982 
18 March 
An arson incident at the American Center in 
Busan. Investigating the truth of the Gwangju 
incident, claiming responsibility for the U.S.

and photographic records documenting the 
processes of the military suppression, civil 
activities, and investigations were added to 
the UNESCO Memory of the World Register 
in 2011 to be preserved as part of the history 
of humankind. Nevertheless, it is difficult 
to say that “transitional justice” has been 
fully served with regard to the uprising. As 
there have been no confessions or genuine 
apologies from the perpetrators, families who 
lost their parents, children, and siblings still 
suffer from the distorted narratives of history, 
and people who were robbed of normal life 
due to social stigma still suffer from trauma. 
The person who ordered for the soldiers 
to open fire and the names of the missing 
persons are yet uncovered. As such, for 
Korea and Asia at large, 5.18 isn’t an incident 
of the past but an ongoing event, or rather, 
a vision for a just future that can be recalled 
and stepped into at any time. The last verse 
of March for the Beloved sings as follows: 

“We are marching on; keep faith and follow 
us.”

5.18 as a Historical Event History of Korean Democratization 
Movements
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1985
5 May 
The first edition of Beyond Death, Beyond 
the Darkness of the Age, a book about the 
movement, were all confiscated
23-26 May  
Students ended the occupation of the U.S. 
Information Service in Seoul.

1987
14 Jan 
Seoul National University student Park Jong-
chul was tortured to death during a police 
investigation.
9 June 
Yonsei University student Lee Han-yeol, who 
was hit by a tear gas shell during the June 9 
demonstration, died.
10 June 
A total of 3,851 students were detained by the 
police after pro-democracy demonstrations 
swept through 18 major cities nationwide. 
The demonstrations became known as the 
June 10 Pro-Democracy Movement.

1997
17 April 
Chun Doo-hwan received a life imprisonment, 
and Roh Tae-woo was sentenced to 17 years 
in prison on the conviction of amassing illegal 
funds.
29 April 
May 18 was designated as a national 
commemoration day.

2002
27 July 
The Mangwol-dong Cemetery for the victims 
of the 5.18 Democratization Movement 
bacame a national cemetery under the 
Special Act for the victims of the Gwangju 
Democratization Movement.

2011
25 May 
Registered the 5.18 Democratization 
Movement records for world records 
heritage in UNESCO

1988
8 July  
The Special Committee on the Investigation 
of the 5.18 Democratization Movement in 
the National Assembly were formed and 
holding a hearing to find out the facts on the 
Movement. (The investigation lasted until 30 
Dec, 1988.)

1991
26 April 
Myongji University student Gang Gyeong-
dae were killed by riot police troopers during 
a demonstration.
26 May 
About 200,000 people attended the funeral 
of Park Seung-hi, a Chonnam National 
University student who burned himself to 
death. A total of 13 people had died during 
pro-democracy demonstrations and 
incidents in May. 

1995
19 Dec 
The National Assembly had passed 
the Special Act on the May 18 Gwangju 
Democratization Movement.

History of Korean Democratization MovementsHistory of Korean Democratization Movements

2017
12 Jan 
Bulletmarks were found to prove midair 
fire(on Jeonil building, around 270 marks)

2019
27 Dec 
The 5.18 Democratization Movement Fact 
Finding Committee was launched

2021
26 Oct 
Death of Offender Roh Tae-woo
11 Nov 
Death of Offender Chun Doo-hwan
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Yoo Kyoungnam, research curator

      
Cold Death, Warm People: 
Where are You Going Now?

Archive Section1

Cold Death
In the face of a historical event, we often 
inquire “why.” Catastrophic, violent, and 
painful events in human history in particular 
are ridden with facts that are difficult to 
understand from a present-day point of 
view. These include soldiers firing guns at 
the people of their own country, humans 
inflicting brutal violence on other humans 
(especially the socially disadvantaged, 
including children, women, and seniors), or 
people choosing to put the interests of others 
in front of their own, even sacrificing their life. 
Our understanding of 5.18, an extraordinary 
event in modern Korean history during which 
all of these unlikely happenings occurred 
at once, involves many challenges, which is 
why we boil it down to select keywords that 
make the “incomprehensible” event more 
comprehensible from today’s perspective. 
And the most important keyword to 
understanding the uprising has always been 
“death.”

government began to emphasize official 
documents such as postmortem reports 
and military operation logs as its “evidence.” 
These official documents in the government 
archives, much like the tombstones in the 
national cemetery, record the deaths of 5.18 
in a cold and unfeeling manner. The idea of 
reconstructing the narrative of 5.18 around 
official documents is flawed as it preserves 
the event within the limited spacetime of 
1980. The government marginalizes human 
beings, muffles the voices of the past to sever 
their relationship to contemporary people, 
and turns the event into history or mythology 
through quantified official language and 
canonized narratives.

Warm People
Words like “fear,” “panic,” and “guns” written 
by a little girl in her diary not only transport 
us to the scene of May 18, but also paint a 
picture of the people there. The record of 
May 27, 1980, by a 16-year-old girl who was 

It was through photographs from 
the time—images of a child Sangju (chief 
mourner in a funeral) carrying his father’s 
portrait, the graveyard where the dead were 
buried at the time, and mothers writhing 
in grief—that people without firsthand 
experience of May 18 began to understand 
the event. In this process, they would always 
and inevitably face “death,” prompting 
questions like, “Why did these people die, and 
who killed them?” As evidence, the images 
of soldiers chasing civilians with bayonets 
and beating them with cudgels, as well as the 
unspeakably horrendous images of cadavers, 
eventually revealed the reality of the violence 
and the identity of the perpetrators. The 
narrative of 5.18 as constituted by these 
images harbors a kind of power that mediates 
“death” as the cause and outcome of the 
event; this power ultimately drove Korea’s 
democratization. 

But in the process of formalizing the 
event post-democratization, the state/

accidentally embroiled in the vortex of the 
uprising is filled not with the details of how 
the uprising failed, but with anger towards 
oppression and aspirations for the survivors. 
The pamphlets left scattered around the sites 
of street demonstrations are soaked with the 
musty smoke of tear gas as well as the tears, 
sweat, and hope of the protesters. The photo 
albums and videos that were kept hidden 
from state censorship and surveillance 
capture the survivors and the deceased, who 
now remain only in records, fighting together.

It was those who experienced, 
witnessed, and remembered 5.18 and 
practiced its spirit that made Korea’s 
democratization possible and have kept 
5.18 alive and relevant. Therefore, 5.18—as 
something that is understood, questioned, 
and answered—is simultaneously a 
historical event that took place in a particular 
spacetime, and a spirit unbound by time and 
space that still affects people today. (And 
what would this be if not art?) This is the 
very reason why the archival section of this 
exhibition focuses on diaries, photographs, 
pamphlets, and other records produced by 
the people of that time. While these records 
may sometimes be hyperbolic, they embody 
the kind of human warmth that cannot be 
found in official documents. 

The empathy, grief, and fraternity felt 
for those who lost their family and friends 
have survived through and among people and 
their inquisitive practices. The world that the 
people of Gwangju sought to achieve cannot 
be realized just by building monuments, 
designating cemeteries, and holding 
commemorative events. Just as humans are 
the agents of memory, we are also the agents 
of questions and answers that derive change. 
In the end, it is us humans that create the 
world where flowers bloom. 
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      BAE Young-hwan2
Pop Song: March for the Beloved, ver.2 
1997–2021
mixed media installation,
dimension variable.
Commissioned by Gwangju Biennale 
Foundation

Pop Song: March for the Beloved, ver. 2 quotes 
a song that was written in 1981 for the spirit 
wedding of activist Sang-won Yoon—who 
died during the May 18 events—and Gi-soon 
Park—a labor rights activist, who passed 
away years before him. Pop Song: March for 
the Beloved exists in at least three variations. 
All of them feature the song March for the 
Beloved (1982), together with a video and 
pavements blocks. The blocks were given to 
Bae by Gwangju Municipality, when a street 
that had been completed in the early 1980s 
underwent reconstruction. Bae carved a 
letter from the lyrics of the popular Gwangju 
protest song into each block. During each 
carving, Gwangju citizens’ hair was also 
embedded into the blocks. One version was 
presented in Scar, a satellite exhibition of the 
third Gwangju Biennale in 2000, and included 
footage of the uprising. Another version has 
stacked televisions showing growing grass, 
which for the artist symbolizes grassroots 
movements. The version presented in 
Spring of Democracy also includes footage 
of growing grass, this time alluding to the 
collective care, effort, attention, and patience 
required by the continued process of making 
democracy work.

The song March for the Beloved has 
recently returned to public consciousness. 
It was sung by protesters that gathered at 
Seoul Plaza to demand the resignation of 
president Park Geun-hye in 2017. It was also 
adapted and sung during the Hong Kong 
protests in 2019.

Bae Young-hwan, Pop Song: March for the Beloved, 2021; installation view at 
the 5.18 Democratization Movement 40th Anniversary Exhibition MaytoDay, 
2021. Courtesy of the artist and Gwangju Biennale Foundation
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      HONG Sung-dam3
May Popular Revolt Print Book-Dawn
1989 (reprinted in 2022), 
silk screen print on paper, 
70 × 54.5 cm.
Courtesy of the artist

Hong Sung-dam is a noted minjung artist 
who participated in the 5.18 Democratization 
Movement. His works of art have been 
presented in the previous Gwangju Biennale 
5.18 Democratization Movement Special 
Exhibitions. The woodcut prints, produced 
during and after the uprising, are the most 
notable body of work. Hong was among 
the artists who focused their energy on 
producing posters and street art to support 
civilian efforts during the uprising. Hong’s 
prints attempted to capture the lived reality of 
the moment. 

His woodcut prints were widely 
presented worldwide, from Japan to Europe 
and across the United States. The prints were 
also used on book covers and a variety of 
projects related to the 5.18 Democratization 
Movement. In particular, Torchlight 
Parade(1983) has graced many academic 
and popular book covers on the uprising and 
has become a symbol for the democracy 
process in South Korea. 

Hong was among the artists that 
focused their energy on producing posters 
and street art to support civilian efforts 
during the events of the 5.18 Democratization 
Movement. His prints attempted to capture 
the lived reality of the moment.
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      AHN Chang Hong 4
Arirang 2014’1
2014,
oil, ink, mixed media on canvas, 
250 × 362 cm.
Courtesy of the artist

Ahn Chang Hong’s serial work Arirang 
presents images of ordinary people left out 
from historical documentation and public 
attention, prompting viewers to reflect on 
aspects of Korea’s turbulent history. The 
artist sees the grassroots movements and 
figures erased amidst the exploitation and 
sacrifices of the past as the protagonists 
of history. The title Arirang is derived from 
the eponymous Korean folk song, a piece 
collectively composed by everyday people 
rather than an individual. The song embodies 
the joys and sorrows of daily life, and is 
therefore in line with the context of the work. 

Having collected film from the 
modern and contemporary periods from 
antique stores, Ahn develops, prints, and 
paints over the photographs or transforms 
the photographic images in a painterly 
manner. He has long been fascinated with 
photographs because, he explains, they 
embody sociality, independently and in and of 
themselves, beyond the personal moments 
and stories of the captured individuals (artist’s 
notes, September 3, 2007).

The figures in the faded 
commemorative photo in Arirang 2014’1 all 
have their eyes closed, and small yellow 
butterflies flutter around them. Gazing at the 
figures with grief and sorrow, viewers may 
feel as though they are walking into their inner 
selves. This is how the artist prompts viewers 
to ruminate on the history of upheaval in 
which the figures in the photograph lived. 
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Yoo Kyoungnam, research curator
Yoo Kyoungnam, research curator NOH Suntag 

Forgetting Machines
2006–20,
archival pigment prints,
56 × 80 cm (6), 108 × 158 cm, 108 × 108 cm.
Courtesy of the artist

Forgetting Machines presents re-
photographed funerary portraits found on 
the tombs of those who died during the 5.18 
Democratization Movement, in Gwangju’s 
old cemetery. Such portraits are often kept 
outdoors in glass boxes, and have been 
damaged by the weather over time. The 
tombs are those of victims killed by soldiers 
during the Movement, whose remains were 
temporarily buried while the Movement 
was still unfolding. It was not until the end 
of the military dictatorship in 1987 that the 
massacre of civilians was recognized, and it 
took another ten years for May 18 to become 
a national memorial day. It was then, in 1997, 
that a cemetery for the remains of the victims 
of the uprising was finally built. However, 
some families declined authorization to 
move the remains of their beloved to the 
new cemetery until an official apology for the 
massacre was issued.

Noh deliberately selected portraits that 
have faded over the past fifteen years, and 
contextualizes them using different images 
that depict remembrance. These images are 
described in a statement by the artist that is 
part of the installation. Forgetting Machines 
functions as an assemblage of imagery that 
questions what is forgotten and remembered 
in the processes of memorialization and 
commemoration.
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      Jin MEYERSON6
The Politics of Memory

Leviathan, 2010, 
oil on canvas, 
375 × 250 cm. 
Private collection

Sequence 4.0, 2022, 
augmented reality, 
dimension variable.
Courtesy of the artist

Presented are two components, the large 
scale painting Leviathan. 2010, and an 
interactive contextual augmented reality 
overlay, Sequence 4.0, 2022. Originally 
created while the artist was living in Paris and 
transitioning back to Korea after a 30-year 
absence, Leviathan is a neo-religious, post-
propaganda monument to global protests 
sampled from festivals, concerts and political 
rallies. The AR overlay reveals parts of the 
never before seen original source material of 
the Painting along with a 3D LIDR scan from 
the actual grounds of Democracy square 
Gwangju. 

The two components span over a 
decade of time and through a QR code 
invite the audience to engage with the 
ideas of living memorials, memory, public 
protests, locations of place and time, and 
the way in which we navigate our sense of 
history in an age of ubiquitous social media 
usage. Together these components and the 
audiences interactions form.
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      PARK Hwayeon7
Unforgettable Steps and Sounds over the 
Dried Road
2022,
3-channel video on 3 screens, sound, 
10 min.
Courtesy of the artist

Park Hwayeon's Unforgettable Steps and 
Sounds over the Dried Road consists of 
the testimonies of May in Gwangju. The 
work was exhibited in the 12th Gwangju 
Biennale in 2018, where the artist collected 
the stories of individuals on the Democracy 
Plaza in Gwangju, and displayed the texts in 
a fountain structure which is the symbol of 
the plaza. The main characters of the story 
are someone who can be easily encountered 
in daily lives, yet they may be survivors or 
bereaveds. They are also witnesses of the 
Movement, and someone who passes the 
memories to the next generation. The artist 
started from the concept that the stories of 
civilians creates the plaza. 

The artist repeatedly asked and 
recorded questions to the individuals, 
and collected their answers. This 
process happened in the Democracy 
Plaza, the monumental space for the 5.18 
Democratization Movement. Floating words 
without shape fall off the monitors like water 
from a fountain, and randomly collected 
voices are grouped into books and displayed 
as archival records of the Movement. Even 
those who are familiar with or do not know 
about the 5.18 Democratization Movement 
in Gwangju, 1980, stop in front of the work, 
and read the text and can be connected to 
the Democracy Plaza for a while. Encounter 

with the strangers who talk about the past, 
their stories and emotions are repeatedly 
recorded and written. 

Park is a younger generation artist 
who was born after the 5.18 Democratization 
Movement. Her works begin with the interest 
and affection for her neighbors and their 
daily lives. 5.18 is a topic that penetrates 
her work, especially the voice of individuals 
who talks about it. Through Unforgettable 
Steps and Sounds over the Dried Road, she 
collects memories and understandings on 
the Movement in everyday spaces of the 
citizens in Gwangju. Also through the voices 
of individuals, she embodies and connects 
the May Gwangju with the past, present and 
future generations.
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      KIM Chang-hun8
SHINE: Gwangju Soundscape
2019, 
compact disc album,
32 × 16 cm, 60 min. (total)
Courtesy of the artist

Kim Chang-hun reads the landscape of 
nature and city with sound. He works on 
soundscape. Soundscape is a compound 
word of sound and landscape, and refers 
to a sound environment that encompasses 
natural and artificial sounds heard in the field. 

In Gwangju Soundscape, he recorded 
the sound of the stages of May 1980, 
Gwangju. Sangmugwan(Old Commercial 
Agent), where the bodies of victims killed by 
martial law army were placed temporarily, 
the 5.18 National Cemetery, where they are 
sleeping forever, the campus of Chonnam 
National University where young students 
raised their voices for the democracy, the 
former Jeonnam Provincial Office, The 
Democracy Plaza, and Junam Village, where 
an indiscriminate massacre took place by the 
army. 

Kim tried to minimize the artificial 
intervention, and contain the unique vibration 
of space when recording sound. In the 
5.18 National Cemetery, recorded around 
midnight with total silence in May 2018, 
sounds reminiscent of May 1980, such as 
helicopters and crowd buzz like sound were 
recorded. He provides through sounds that 
the flow of time the past and the present is 
never disconnected yet continued.  
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      SUH Dasom8
This Is How I Participate in the Uprising 
2022
documents, photographs, pictures, fabrics,
boxes, ceramics, and mixed media 
installation,
dimension variable.
Courtesy of the artist

Suh Dasom does not separate life from 
practice of art. She observes everyday life 
around her and works according to her 
intuition. Her project Practice Makes Practice 
is process-oriented work of experimenting 
with ‘learning from each other,’ through a 
mediation of making food. The artist believes 
that non-verbal and intuitive actions of making 
and sharing food could lead people to new 
ideas, conversations, what is necessary to 
life, rather than communicating to exchange 
knowledge in prescribed languages. 

This Is How I Participate in the Uprising 
is a serial work of Practice Makes Practice. 
Through the work, Suh shares the process 
of bringing back and absorbing the life of 
citizens of 1980 and their independent 
movement.

The inspiration of work comes from 
written records of Gwangju citizens in 
1980. Despite of unsafe situation, they have 
continued their practice. The artist takes 
these independency into the work and 
practices the tasks that she could do for the 
people who raise their small and big voices 
with sympathy and solidarity. 
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      Kader ATTIA10
Shifting Borders
2018
installation, 3-channel video (color, sound) 
on 4 screens, 7 chairs, prosthetic legs 
and shoes,
dimension variable.
Courtesy of the artist, Lehmann Maupin, 
Galerie Nagel Draxler, and Gwangju Biennale 
Foundation
Commissioned by Gwangju Biennale 
Foundation
Supported by Kolon Group

Collective traumas are the ghosts of all 
modernities. Trauma does not stop with the 
wounding traumatic act itself, it is also what 
persists after the wound—the posttraumatic 
syndrome, which, in the absence of a 
recognition of the pain, continues to 
reproduce and even amplifies it.

What the last surviving victims of 
the massacres in Korea demand is the 
reappropriation of their interior peace on 
behalf of those who have disappeared, 
through the official recognition of the real 
story. Because despite the homages, the 
memorial stones, the abandonment and 
decline into ruin of the places of torture and 
imprisonment—from the former Armed 
Forces’ Gwangju Hospital to the basements 
of the former 505 Security Unit’s Command 
Center—the recognition of their story and 
subsequent recognition of their wounds has 
not yet happened, and perhaps it never will…

Repairing the wounds of individual 
or collective traumas requires accepting 
that they are sometimes unrepairable. The 
influence of history, politics, and social 
injustice on a society and its subjects builds 
the framework of Kader Attia’s work. Attia 
employs multidisciplinary approaches to 
explore traditional structures of healing and 
methods to cope with political traumatic 
experiences. In his work, he gives a voice to 
manifold perspectives, thus presenting the 
various thoughts and methods of different 
cultures to deal with loss and wounds. These 
perspectives also question the complex 
notion of a border that runs between the 
physical and the immaterial, between the 
real and the virtual, the concrete and the 
mystical worlds.

Kader Attia, Shifting Borders, 2018; installation view at the 5.18 
Democratization Movement 40th Anniversary Exhibition MaytoDay, 2021. 
Courtesy of the artist and Gwangju Biennale Foundation
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      HO Tzu Nyen11
The 49th Hexagram
2020, 
2-channel video on 2 screens,  
2.1 channel sound,
Courtesy of the artist and  
Edouard Malingue Gallery 
Commissioned by  
Gwangju Biennale Foundation 
Supported by Edouard Malingue Gallery  
and Hammer Museum (Los Angeles)

Singaporean artist Ho Tzu Nyen’s two-
channel animation The 49th Hexagram draws 
from the history of 革命, the Chinese term for 
revolution. 命 translates as life, destiny and 
mandate; while 革 evoke changes, and carries 
with it a tinge of bloodshed. Etymologically, 
革 refers to animal skin, peeling, and molting. 
In its early oracle bone script form, the 
character 革 evoked the image of a piece of 
flayed skin with the animal’s head, limbs, tails, 
and horns still attached. The earliest known 
appearance of the character is in the forty-
ninth Hexagram of the I-Ching (易經), also 
known as The Book of Changes, an ancient 
Chinese divinatory text and a cornerstone 
of classical Chinese cosmology, which 
significantly influenced, and was in turn 
influenced by, the classical cultures of Korea, 
Japan, and Vietnam.

In this work, the artist considers 
the significance of the 5.18 Democratic 
Movement in Gwangju against the backdrop 
of the numerous uprisings that recurred 
throughout the last century of Korean 
history. Using film stills from the many South 
Korean movies that depicted these uprisings, 
Ho assembled a set of storyboards—a 
sequence of illustrations for the purpose of 
pre-visualizing an animation film.

These storyboards were in turn sent 
to “Screen Breathes Studio”—an animation 

company based in “The Nation of Morning 
Calm”—for production. Due to political 
sensitivities within their own context, the 
animation team was unable to depict any 
incidents that directly referenced Korean 
history. In order to continue the process, 
the artist enabled the studio to replace 
any elements within the storyboards that 
had deemed problematic. This is why the 
identities of the figures in the resulting 
animation work were effaced: people appear 
masked, or wrapped in other skins, as they 
revolt. And this is also why the names of the 
studio and the country had to be altered. 

Following this surrealist game of 
exquisite corpse across geopolitical barriers, 
South Korean artists and musicians Bek 
Hyunjin and Park Minhee produced two 
vocal renditions of the forty-ninth Hexagram. 
The first track is a contemporary take on 
folk tradition while the second draws from 
the tradition of Gagok. These two disparate 
tracks are subsequently brought together by 
the “digital occult” processes of Ryu Hankil, 
through a series of programs that mesh the 
two tracks using parameters derived from 
numerological interpretations of the artwork’s 
themes and concepts.

Ho Tzu Nyen, The 49th Hexagram, 2020, video stills. Courtesy of the artist and 
Edouard Malingue Gallery
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      CHOI Sun12
Butterflies
2014–
ink on canvas, 
160 × 914 cm (2).

Butterflies is an inter-relational on-going 
project organized by Choi Sun since 2014. 
While the piece appears to be a full of blue 
spikes on a white canvas, in fact, each 
individual marks are the traces of human 
breaths. The project has begun as a reaction 
to social issues involving mistreatment and 
ignorance towards some individuals due 
to their social or racial differences. After 
witnessing such tragic news, the artist has 
noticed that all living creatures breathe, while 
it is invisible. Through this project, the artist 
captures and collects people’s breath and 
visualize one’s dignity, which is indifferent 
from any other human being. 

Starting from the city of Ansan, where 
foreign workers are concentratedly live and 
work compared to any other cities in Korea, 
the Butterflies project has toured different 
cities and countries to capture the breaths 
of people in a diverse range of ages, races, 
nationalities, genders, religions, or disabilities. 
It allows participants to blow some drops of 
blue ink on a white canvas, creating similar 
blue marks to one another, and makes 
individuals to notice the strong visual impacts 
of breaths that each has created. As a whole, 
the piece looks like a white field full of flying 
blue butterflies, representing collective 
achievement and honoring the value of each 
individual.

Choi Sun, Butterflies, 2018, installation view at the Kumho Museum of Art, 
Flatland. Courtesy of the artist and the Kumho Museum of Art.



42 43

AHN Chang Hong 
Ahn Chang Hong (b.1953, Korea) captures the lives of 
anonymous individuals to revealed the turbulent history 
of modern Korea. Ahn collects document, especially 
photography, of modern era to reveal the lives and 
tragedies of Korean history. He focuses on the rapid 
development of Korea, and growth of capitalism and its 
impact of Korean society. He pictures the discord of an 
unjust society to ultimately explore existential concerns 
of everyday life of people. 

Kader ATTIA
Kader Attia (b.1970, France) is an artist whose work 
investigates identity policies of historical and colonial 
eras, pointing out perpetual elements of tradition  within 
modernity to the present day, in the light of our globalized 
world. For several years, Attia’s research has focused 
on the concept of “repair” as a constant human nature. 
Whether from culture to nature, gender to architecture, 
or from science to philosophy, all life systems are in an 
infinite process of repair.

BAE Young-hwan
Bae Young-hwan (b.1969, Korea) uses a wide range of 
media including painting, sculpture, installation and video 
work to explore heavy themes that evoke introspective 
responses to civilization theories. Since the late 1990s, 
he has incorporated the double-sided nature of romance 
and resistance of popular music in his works, including 
Pop Song series.

KIM Chang-hun 
Kim Chang-hun (b.1975, Korea) is a sound artist who 
has been working as a sound director of films for 20 
years. He is also a founder of Raon Records, where 
he captures soundscape of nature, cities and people. 
Soundscape – a combination of sound and landscape 
– is a powerful tool to help people relate to their 
surroundings. He has been recording sound of Jeju 
island, DMZ, and Gwangju, and doing so, he resonate 
the history and time of each site.  

Jin MEYERSON 
Jin Meyerson (b.1972, Korea) is known for his 
contributions towards the revival of figurative painting 
in New York City in the early 2000’s where he began 
his career. Recognized as a pioneer of frontier optics, 
Meyerson played an important role in first normalizing 
and then ennobling the inclusion of digital components 
in the painter’s studio, notably through his series 
of “Handovers” that relied on distortion filters and 
randomization software. His large scale immersive 
paintings have been featured in numerous major solo 
and group exhibition’s globally. His most recent work 
spans, installation, painting, video, and augmented 
reality overlays.

NOH Suntag 
Noh Suntag (b.1971, Korea) is a contemporary 
artist working in the mediums of documentary and 
photography. His work explorers the resonances of the 
Korean War on contemporary society and how deeply 
the division of Korea has permeated the daily lives of 
the Korean people. He is interested in examining the 
way in which those with power can interpret history and 
emphasize war and division as fixed chapters in history. 

PARK Hwayeon 
Park Hwayeon (b.1990, Korea) is an artist based 
on Gwangju. She is interested in the stories of the 
marginalized individuals and tracing histories of civil 
resistance, such as the 5.18 Democratization Movement 
and Sabuk Coal Labor Struggle. She also curated 
an exhibition in the Gwangju Foundation for Women 
& Family. Through films, texts, installation works and 
exhibitions, she depicts everyday life of her neighbors 
and their memories. 

SUH Dasom 
Suh Dasom (b.1984, Korea) is an artist and curator 
based in Gwangju and Seoul. Her works are related 
to handworks such as needlework and culinary 
practices. In 2021, she co-curated Before the Law, an 
exhibition to commemorate the 10th anniversary of the 
UNESCO entry of Archives of 5.18 Democratization 
Movement, and involved as a writer in Post 5.18. In 2018, 
she participated as a speaker to present Minjung Art: 
The Power of the Crowds that Go Beyond its Failure, in 
an international conference organized by the May 18 
Memorial Foundation. 

YOO Kyoungnam
Yoo Kyoungnam (b.1981, Korea) is a researcher, whose 
major interest is on the 5.18 Democratization Movement. 
He has been working as a curator at 5.18 Archives 
and researcher at the May 18 Institute(CNU). He is 
currently working on a Ph.D. dissertation on the theme of 
management of the national memory organization, the 
memory movement of the people. He participates as an 
archive research curator in various projects including 
exhibitions with artists and others.

CHOI Sun 
Choi Sun (b.1973, Korea) tries to see himself standing 
at the point where the vertical temporal axis of 
Korean history and the horizontal spatial plane of 
contemporary culture overlap. Based on this, he has 
been contemplating and practicing alternatives that 
deviate from the conventional perception of visual art. 
From 2014, the project Butterflies has been running 
for 8 years to overcome artificial boundaries and 
discrimination through the act of 'breathing', a common 
feature of living humans across all borders and 
differences.  

HO Tzu Nyen 
Ho Tzu Nyen (b.1976, Singapore) makes films, 
installations and theatrical performances that often 
emerge from his engagement with historical and 
philosophical texts and artifacts. His works are often 
populated by metamorphic figures such as the 
“weretiger”(One or Several Tigers, 2017), the triple 
agent (The Nameless, 2015 and The Mysterious Lai 
Teck, 2018) under the rubric of The Critical Dictionary 
of Southeast Asia, an ongoing umbrella project which 
uses the fuzzy outlines of the heterogeneous and 
contradictory region to generate speculations and 
narratives.

HONG Sung-dam 
Hong Sung-dam (b.1955, Korea) is an artist, who took 
part in the 5.18 Democratization Movement against 
Chun Doo-hwan’s military dictatorship and became 
politically active. He established a People’s Art School 
in 1983. He is a renowned member of the Minjung 
Art movement and his woodcut prints have become 
synonymous with the 5.18 Democratization Movement. 
In July 1989, he was arrested for allegedly breaking the 
National Security Act, when he sent slides of artworks 
by South Korean artists to North Korea. Amnesty 
International adopted him as a prisoner of conscience 
and he was released from prison in 1992.

Biographies

Biographies
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