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Responses to Across the Pacific: Contemp-
orary Korean and Korean American Art

Across the Pacific, an art exhibition
caturing the vision and talents of
orean, Korean American, and Korean
“anadian artists, was presented at the
Jueens Museum of Arts in New York
lity from October 15, 1993 to January
. 1994, The exhibit showcased paint-
1gs, sculptures, works on paper,
iixed media, film, and video, and
tplored a wide spectrum of issues
‘ucial to the understanding of how
sth history and contemporary events
{fect the nature of the burgeoning
orean diaspora. The exhibit originat-
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ed in the fall of 1990 when SEORO
Korean Cultural Network first pro-
posed this project to the Queens
Museum. The organizers of Across the
Pacific were Jane Farver and Young
Chul Lee.

Perhaps a good barometer of the
success of an art exhibit is the debate
and dialogue it creates among its
artists, organizers, and viewers.
Certainly, Across the Pacific has gener-
ated much discussion. A number of
mainstream newspapers and art jour-
nals, as well as several ethnic and alter-

native publications, have reviewed and
commented on the exhibit, offering a
wide range of commentaries, both pos-
itive and negative, and often insightful
and at times somewhat inane. For this
issue of SEOROQ, we have asked a
number of people who attended the
exhibit to give us their responses to
Across the Pacific. We hope these
responses will add to the existing dis-
course surrounding not only this par-
ticular exhibit but to the discourse sur-
rounding the global production of
Korean art in general.
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Across the Pacific: Observations

Dae Young Kim

February 1994

What does it mean to be a Korean,
an American, a Korean American?
This is an often asked question among
Korean Americans of my age/genera-
tion. On this recent occasion during an

my parents decided, for better econom-
ic opportunities, to “venture” an immi-
gration "enterprise” to Paraguay, a
landlocked country at the heart of
South America. This country is bor-
dered by the two giant countries of
Brazil and Argentina and by the only

into account, too.

Hence, within an immigrant com-
munity, as a 1.5-generation Korean
Paraguayan A{:‘Lerican male, with a
non-cultured view (meaning not hav-
ing been very much exposed to the cul-
ture of museums and so forth), what 1

exhibit of Korean American and
Korean artists” works at the Queens
Museum, | was particularly struck by
the difference in themes between the
two groups. Most of the Korean
American artists endeavored to
explore one’s search for identity while
the general theme that concerned the
Korean artists was the Korean move-
ments and struggles of the decade of
1980s.

As a member of the lay audience,
my own personal history in this search
for identity would clarify my own bias-
es and experiences. | was born in
South Korea and at the age of eight,
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other landlocked country in South
America, Bolivia. After ten years of
childhood and adolescence in
Paraguay, [ came to the United States
for college in 1987. My parents subse-
quently remigrated to the United
States in 1990. What has all this meant
for me? It is not easy to answer this in
a few paragraphs. Butlfeellam inan
arduous process myself of discovering
and defining what all this means. But
we should have in mind that geogra-
phy and immigration are not at all
definitive of our identity. There are
other important facts of gender and
class background that we need to take

*Peeping(detall)” by Soo-Kyung Lea

Mixed media, 1993

found basic to all the Korean American
artists’ works was the theme of the
assertion of the artists’ respective expe-
riences. The loose term Korean
American cannot encompass the
diverse experiences of these Korean
American artists to form one single
identity of “Korcan American.”
Perhaps this is too obvious of a fact.
However, as illustrated by the work of
Sung Ho Choi, the burned-down
immigrant family grocery store of an
aspiring Korean American family
demonstrates the artist’s own experi-

continued on next page
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ences of hopes, dreams, and frustra-
tions, which have forged his identity
formation into a specific direction
rather than another. In contrast, other
Korean American artists emphasized
other realities within that broader
Korean American category. For exam-
ple, some of their work seemed to be
permeated by a primordial necessity to
assert their individualism which is
very much characteristic of the larger

individualist ideology that pervades
American culture. My own limited
experience may make it less possible or
more possible for me to relate to the
issues and concerns with the works
that these artists in one form or anoth-
er are trying to convey. Artistic appre-
ciation is very much dependent upon
the material, gender, racial, time, and
spatial contexts. Then how much of a
commonality or of a collectivity does

the meaning of being Korean American
carry? Probably the commonality aris-
es out of the recognition that there are
deeply rooted structural barriers in the
form of sexism, racism, classism (all
these isms) within the American soci-
ety. The collective effort is to strive
towards the dismantling of these strue-
tural arrangements without falling into
an essentialist view of Korean
American identity.
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