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SOMETHING IN COMMON

1. Introduction. Modern Asian 
Conditions which brought about 
Avant-garde Performance Art

Recently, there was an exhibition titled Awakenings: 
Art in Society in Asia 1960s-1990s.1 After World 
War 2, throughout Asia, there was a transformation 
of the established social structure caused by drastic 
changes such as industrialization, urbanization 
and democratic movements. Coinciding with the 
Zeitgeist of this period, the form and function of 
art also changed. Having identified the resonances 
between the radical and experimental art practices 
of each Asian country, the curators of the exhibition 
presented the keyword ‘awakening’ which refers 
not to awareness through external (Western) 
intervention, but to the emergence of political 
awareness, new artistic attitudes, and a newfound 
sense of subjectivity as the driving force behind 
the change of the art practice paradigm. Under 
this premise, the exhibition dismantled the 
distinction between ‘Social Realism/Activism’ 
and ‘Experimental Art/Conceptualism,’ and 
incorporated these into the radical art practices 
triggered by the ‘awakening.’2

As the exhibition revealed, radical art 
trends recognized as ‘avant-garde’ emerged in 
Asian countries after World War 2. ‘Avant-garde’ is 
a concept related to the attitude toward art rather 
than its form, and its essence is the deconstructive 
criticism of modernity and the re-connection 
between life and art. Therefore, ‘avant-garde,’ whose 
core is not an external form but a relationship 
to practical life, was the concept that enabled 
postwar artists, who had internalized Asian hybrid 
modernity, to bring criticism to the fullest extent, 
and to present more autonomous contemporary art. 

At this point, I will briefly mention the 
ACC (Asia Culture Center) Archive and Research’s 
‘Performance Art in Asia’ Archive to elaborate 
the modern conditions of the Asian avant-garde. 
This project highlighted performance art as the 
front line of avant-garde based on the similarity 
of sociocultural conditions as Asian avant-
garde appeared when each country commonly 
experienced the instability of domestic politics, 
rapid economic growth, and the aspiration of 
democratization with the growth of cultural 
consciousness. Namely, Asian avant-garde art 
emerged based on new subjectivities that appeared 
in the transitional period and performance art, 
especially, is a significant index to understand it.
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Based on these backgrounds, I will deal with 
Korean performance art from the 1960s to the 1980s 
as an example of Asian avant-garde performance 
art, specifically, seen in the context of the trajectory 
of the democratization of the country as a significant 
driving force of avant-garde (performance art).

2. Korean Modernity and South
Korean Democratization in the
Twentieth Century

2-1. Korean Modernity as a case of Asian 
Modernity 
Okwui ENWEZOR claimed that it is necessary to 
approach petit modernities considering localities 
away from grand modernity which is Western-
centered, and in order to practice it, new perspectives 
and methodologies are required to escape from the 
structure of the grand narrative.3 In this context, 
he suggested the concept of “the four domains of 
modernity” to examine how modernity has worked 
in the hierarchical layers of its construction, and 
how it has especially been revealed in the domains 
of cultural and artistic practices. Among the four 
categories of today’s modernity, the East Asian 
modernity is designated as ‘developing modernity/
andromodernity’ which is a subordinate modernity 
derived from ‘supermodernity.’4 This form of 
modernity is “a hybrid form of modernity, achieved 
through a kind of accelerated type of development, 
while also devising alternative models of 
development” and an obsessive modernity in 
development pursuing “the accoutrements of 
a modern society.”5

These characteristics of the Asian modernity 
are linked with the discourses on Korean 
modernity. To explain the Korean modernity, 
the philosopher Eun-Joo CHANG presented the 
concept of a ‘Confucian modernity.’6 This is a hybrid 
modernity combined with the secular Confucian 
culture of the Chosun Dynasty (1392-1910). It  
features ‘the absence of individuality’ (in that it 
puts priority on the values of groups) and ‘worldly 
materialism,’ which brings about fetishism. 
This distinctive modernity is the background of 
Korean capitalist development, which pursued 

collective values and suppressed individuals in 
a period of the country’s development when the 
people were mobilized to achieve national goals 
and materialistic abundance. In addition, the 
sociologist Suk-Jung HAN suggested the concept 
of ‘Manchurian modernity,’7 which explained 
that the origin of Korean developmental regimes 
sustained for twenty years since the era of Chung-
Hee PARK is related, specifically, to Japanese 
colonialism and Manchurian experiences. Behind 
the Korean military regime’s rapid industrial 
development and city construction which flaunted 
masculinity, there was a modern spirit which 
originated from Manchukuo. 

These theories explained the fundamental 
characteristics of the Korean society in the era of 
the military dictatorship. In the political, social and 
cultural environment built on the peculiar Korean 
modernity, Korean avant-garde artists, specifically, 
performance artists tried to resist the oppressive 
systems with ‘their bodies’ in accordance with the 
aspiration of democratization. 

2-2. A Brief History of South Korean 
Democratization in the Twentieth Century
As Korea’s political tradition lacked experience 
in liberal democracy, soon after the nation’s 
independence, it quickly degenerated into the 
authoritarianism of Syng-Man RHEE’s patrimonial 
rule (1948-1960).8 In 1960, there was widespread 
dissatisfaction with extensive election fraud and 
the poor state of the economy. In particular, most 
Koreans complained about the corrupt government 
practices. In that year, the April 19th Revolution 
broke out against President RHEE’s dictatorship. 
Eventually, RHEE resigned as he was “confronted 
both with intense domestic pressure to resign and 
with loss of support from the United States.”9

However, due to the succeeding 
government’s failure to control the political 
turbulence created by the Revolution, a coup took 
place in 1961. This coup was a historical turning 
point to end political struggles between diverse 
forces that sought to achieve different objectives 
of ‘nation building’ in the newly independent 
country. “In this struggle, the military’s alternative 
– capitalist industrialization combined with 
authoritarian control – gained supremacy and 
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dominated the Korean society for some time.”10 
The leader of the military coup was Major General 
Chung-Hee PARK. While serving in the Japanese 
army during colonial period, he was affected by 
a doctrine of the Japanese military, which was 
“characterized by a belief in strong, centralised 
management of the economy and by a strong 
nationalism.”11 In 1972, PARK’s regime declared 
the Yushin (Revitalizing Reform) Constitution. 
He employed “the ideology of security” based on 
the assumption of a threat from North Korea. In 
terms of the systematic use of security threats as 
a means of mobilizing and controlling civil society, 
the Yushin system had similar characteristics to 
the pre-war militarist system of Japan. The Yushin 
system eventually ended with the assassination of 
PARK in 1979.12

After the brutal struggles between military-
authoritarian and civilian-democratic forces from 
1979 to 1980, the New Military group centering 
around Doo-Hwan CHUN eventually took 
power.13 But his rule faced stronger opposition, 
which was better organized, greater in size, and 
ideologically radical, which was a consequence of 
social diversification and a long history of political 
resistance. CHUN dismissed President Kyu-Ha 
CHOI and expanded martial law across the country 
on 17th May 1980, igniting a confrontation with 
pro-democracy activists. Matters came to a head 
on May 18 when the city of Gwangju was taken 
over by the Gwangju Democratization Movement 
who held it by force of arms against the military 
for 10 days. During the battle to take the city back 
from the protesters, hundreds of civilians were 
brutally massacred, beaten and tortured by the 
military. The brutal suppression of the Gwangju 
Democratization Movement only strengthened 
the opposition to the regime.14 The nationwide 
uprising in June 1987 ended CHUN’s dictatorial 
rule. The June Democracy Movement was an 
entirely new achievement in that it initiated 
a democratization process that has continued 
until today without experiencing reversals 
such as any further military takeovers.15 As the 
ongoing struggle for democracy resulted in the 
victory of the pro-democracy movement, the year 
1987 can be treated as a turning point in culture 
and society for Korea.

In the later 1980s, the meaning of avant-
garde art as resistance to the system built on the 
Korean modernity shifted. Therefore, I will re-
examine the avant-garde performance art from 
1967 (when the first performance art was presented 
in Korea), to the turning point in 1987. 

3. The History of Korean 
Performance Art in the Trajectory
of Democratization 

3-1. Korean Performance Art in the ‘4/19 
Generation’ in the late 1960s and 1970s
At the time when the informel art of the Korean 
War Generation started to lose its vitality in the 
art world, three young artistic groups Mu(Zero) 
Coterie, Sinjeon(New Exhibition) Coterie, and 
Origin Coterie, collaborated to hold the Union 
Exhibition of Young Artists (1967). These 
groups presented objects, installations, and 
performance art as new attempts to escape from 
the two-dimensional nature of abstract art. 
Among these attempts, there was a performance 
art piece Happening with a Vinyl Umbrella and 
Candlelight,16 which has been considered as the 
first performance art in Korean art history.17

In 1967, President PARK began steps to 
strengthen national security by suppressing the 
activities of the democratic camp. At the same 
time, his regime started the second five-year 
economic plan. In conjunction with the rapid 
economic development, the mass media was 
developed, spreading Western popular culture and 
individualistic ideas. Performance art appeared 
in Korea when the society was being infused with 
Western economics and culture, but the thoughts 
and actions of Koreans were oppressed in the 
name of anti-communism and national security. 
When South Korea had just begun to embrace 
modernization and industrialization, Western 
society was already trying to overcome modernist 
ideology and had started the post-industrial era. In 
particular, youth groups challenged the “economic, 
cultural and epistemological systems of older 
generations.” In this same context, Western artists 
were producing avant-garde art challenging the 
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authority of abstract modernist art. Therefore, as 
Soo-Jin CHO pointed out, Korean performance art 
was born from the cultural exchange between the 
two different worlds – Korea which only then began 
modernization in earnest and the West which was 
already on its way to post-modernity.18

The initial period of Korean performance 
art can be divided into the era of ‘happenings’ led 
by radical performance art from the late Sixties 
to 1970, and the era of ‘events’ led by conceptual 
performance art from the mid-Seventies. Most 
heroes of Korean performance art history in this 
period belong to the ‘4/19 Generation’. These people 
had witnessed the April 19 Revolution and the May 
16 Military Coup when they were in high school or 
college and experienced the Yushin dictatorship 
when they were in their 20s and 30s. Further, they 
were the first generation that had grown up under 
the influence of American pop culture. Their thirst 
for democracy, which developed while experiencing 
the Revolution, motivated their will to be the 
main agents of the new culture together with the 
individualistic attitude as a ‘way of living.’19

Until around 1970, these people presented 
radical ‘happenings’ to express their resistance to 
the ideals of the older generation. In 1967, some 
artists who participated in the Union Exhibition 
of Young Artists held a street protest in the 
downtown of Seoul. They picketed with signs 
criticizing artistic institutions and demanding 
new cultural policies. This can be regarded as the 
first political demonstration as activist art in the 
history of Korean art.20 In 1968,  Kuk Jin KANG, 
Chanseung CHUNG and Kangja JUNG presented 
a ‘happening’ titled Murder at the Han Riverside 
as a criticism against the established culture and 
art circles. 

In June 1970, The 4th Group was formed 
centering on Kulim KIM and the young elites in 
their 20s and 30s. All cultural areas including art, 
theatre, fashion, music, film, and religion were 
gathered in this group.21 By the time when this 
group was active, most Koreans were suffering from 
“both the oppression of a military dictatorship and 
the alienation of the developing capitalist system.” 
The government controlled the citizens’ physical 
bodies through strict regulations, and their bodies 
were denigrated as machines for modernization.

Performance artists who presented the 
early ‘happenings’ revealed people’s inherent 
physical and sexual desires. For instance, The 
Transparent Balloons and a Nude (1968)22 
attacked the patriarchal objectification of women 
by exhibiting a female artist’s body, and in Condom 
& Carbamine (1970), Ku-Lim KIM, Chan-Seung 
CHUNG and Tae-Su BANG handed out condoms 
to the students of Seoul National University. At 
the 1st Seoul International Contemporary Music 
Festival (1969) directed by Ku-Lim KIM, Chan-
Seung CHUNG and Myung-Hee CHA simulated 
sexual intercourse. They addressed sex as the 
most basic desire to challenge the Confucian moral 
standards in Korean culture and the stoicism 
of the military regime as well as to criticize the 
commodification of the body.23

The moment signalling the climax and end 
of the ‘happening’ era is Funeral for the Established 
Art & Culture by The 4th Group. This performance 
was staged on Korea’s Independence Day as 
a symbolic ritual to bury the established art and 
culture. They marched along the street carrying 
a coffin decorated with flowers and the Korean 
national flag but were arrested by the police in the 
Gwanghwamun area. At that time, the leader of the 
group Ku-Lim KIM was interrogated all night in 
a police station. Less than two months after forming 
the group, he had no choice but to disband it.24 The 
dictatorial government oppressed avant-garde art 
such as ‘happenings’ because it was linked to the 
younger generation’s pop culture and subculture, 
which were regarded by the state as ‘decadence’ or 
‘rebellious ideas,’25 thereby suppressing its critical 
meaning to the society. 

Around the beginning of the Yushin system, 
performance art began to disintegrate because 
it was considered ‘immoral’ and ‘riotous.’ The 
mainstream art circles became more conservative. 
Despite this atmosphere, performance art re-
emerged as ‘events,’ a process that was led by the 
S.T. Group.26 This group was active for more than 
a decade in the 1970s. This period was an ‘era of 
a vacuum’ because the late Sixties’ youth culture 
movement entered a lull and the avant-garde art 
movements that expressed social messages became 
extinct.27 Against the backdrop of the time, the S.T. 
Group placed emphasis on theoretical activities 
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and logic. By publishing newsletters and holding 
seminars, the group introduced and studied 
contemporary art theories. They were particularly 
influenced by Ludwig WITTGENSTEIN’s theory of 
the critical power of language, Joseph KOSUTH’s 
linguistic examination of art. The theories of 
U-Fan LEE combined the phenomenology of 
Maurice MERLEAU-PONTY with the philosophy 
of Nishida KITARO.28

Overall, the activities of the S.T. Group can 
be divided into two periods. From 1971 to 1974, its 
members mainly presented objects or installation 
art under the influence of U-Fan LEE’s theories, 
and from 1975, they mainly presented ‘events’ that 
were explicit and concise performance art.29 This 
changeover to performance art was the result of 
their acknowledgement of the ‘body’ as the most 
critical element in works after researching the 
contemporaneous philosophies and art theories.30 
More directly, in April 1975, when  Kun-Yong 
LEE presented the first ‘events’ titled Indoor 
Measurement and Equal Area, he seemed to 
have begun performance art after getting some 
information about Japanese avant-garde art 
trends from Kulim KIM as well as experiencing 
performances when he participated in the ’73 Paris 
Biennale.31 The first ‘events’ revealed U-Fan LEE’s 
theory to transcend the objectively targeted view 
of the world and to encounter the world through 
‘events’ based on phenomenological ‘rhetoric,’ 
which were related to the previous objects and 
installation works. However, in October that year, 
he presented several ‘events’32 such as Drawing 
Lines, Biscuit Eating, Ten Round-trips, Age 
Counting, and Round Trip of Two People which 
were different from his first ‘events’ in that the 
logical inevitability of action and its consequences 
were emphasized in these works.33

From around 1975, Yong-Min KIM, Neung-
Kyung SUNG, Suk-Won CHANG, and Jin-Sup 
YOON along with Kun-Yong LEE presented 
numerous ‘events.’ LEE explored ‘the logical event’ 
as ‘the artistic act as reasoning of the body instead of 
the mind’ and coined the term ‘logical event’ to refer 
to the performance art of the S.T. Group.34 These 
‘events’ featured repetitive and controlled bodily 
acts which were common in the artist’s daily life. 
LEE argued “the events of Event-Logical inspiration 

could not escape the boundaries of the art system, 
which differentiated them from ‘real’ actions that 
were subject to coincidence and uncertainty.” The 
concept of neutral logic in the ‘Event-Logical’ theory 
stemmed from the body’s attempt to contemplate 
the world through a linguistic structure.35

The artists of the S.T. Group revealed the 
analytical attitude of the artist as the subject of 
an action through their ‘events,’ which by itself 
had resistance-related meanings in the collective 
discourse of the Seventies.36 In the exhibition 
Event-Logical (1976), three artists (Kun-Yong LEE, 
Neung-Kyung SUNG, and Yong-Min KIM) staged 
‘events’37 in accordance with strict procedures and 
ruling out improvisation or accidental situations. 
Like the ‘events,’ from The Fourth ST Exhibition 
in 1975, the ‘event’ of the S.T. Group was refined by 
casting off dramatic elements, excluding symbols 
and allegories, and the repetitive acts that were the 
distinctive characteristics of their ‘events.’38 The 
‘events’ of the S.T. Group were conducted based 
on logical processes by contemplating ‘what art 
is’ in the Cogito-style self-reflection. Particularly, 
Kun-Yong LEE’s Body Drawing(The Method of 
Drawing) series39 is a strong index of the subject. 
Only the changes of his body position or the level 
of body restraint, which he had planned, decided 
the lengths and curves of the drawings revealing the 
apparent existence of the body as a subject. In the 
Seventies, Korean society pursued collective ideals 
such as nationalism, suppressing individualism. 
However, the ‘event’ artists of the S.T. Group 
focused on their bodies and actions. All the actions 
they presented related to the sense, judgment and 
indicative decision of the ‘I’ that controls the body. 
In that sense, their ‘events’ caused ruptures in the 
collective ego of the authoritarian era as well as 
struck back at the utilitarian industrial system 
through meaningless acts.40

In addition, according to Kun-Yong LEE, the 
‘event’ was an avant-garde strategy “to subvert the 
mechanism of control” and by exhibiting the body’s 
internalization of the pressure of a totalitarian 
system, the ‘events’ sought to “expose and resist the 
encroachment of political power onto the body of 
an individual.”. Many ‘events’ featured compulsive 
repetition or strictly regulated actions, which were 
reminiscent of factory labour or military drills.41
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In the context of criticism of contemporary 
society, Neung-Kyung SUNG’s Newspapers: 
Newspapers: From June 1, 1974 (1974) was 
a relatively direct criticism of the dictatorship. He 
was interested in the informational quality of press 
media and the political nature of everyday life. For 
this work, he cut out the articles of a newspaper 
every day, put them in an acrylic container, and left 
the newspaper with images and advertisements. 
The work “mocked the violent political censorship of 
the military government by punning on the popular 
phrase, ‘the truth can be read between the lines.’”42 
Two years later, by further developing this work, he 
presented an event titled Reading Newspapers in 
which he cut out the articles after reading them out.

Furthermore, performance art as a social 
outcry kept being presented even in this rigorous 
period on a few occasions. Jum-Sun KIM’s work 
Mourner’s House of Hongs43 (1975) is an example. 
This happening on the theme of a funeral was staged 
at a graduation ceremony at Hongik University. The 
artist perceived the graduation as a symbolic death 
when entering society that was full of anxiety under 
the martial law. Chanseung CHUNG Hair Cutting 
Happening (1978) also had a sense of criticism 
of the regime which even regulated the citizen’s 
hair styles. In this happening, he gave out his hair 
strands to the audience, and recited ‘Aesthetics of 
Long Hair’ after shaving his head.44

In 1976, the National Museum of Modern 
and Contemporary Art sent an official letter to art 
organizations in accordance with the instructions 
of President PARK. The official letter prohibited 
‘artistic acts of violating public order and morals 
as in outdoor happenings’ as well as ‘pseudo-art 
disguised in avant-gardness.’ As this letter implied, 
they lived in such illogical times, so they pursued 
‘the logic’ in their ‘events.’45

3-2. Performance Art and Art 
Activism in the Democratization 
Movements of the 1980s

Although PARK’s dictatorship ended with his 
death, the political repression of the dictatorship 
lasted until the late 1980s as a new military regime 

emerged. However, the civil society’s resistance also 
became more active and better organized. The issue 
of socially engaged art also emerged as a major 
agenda in the art circle. The dark era of the Seventies 
which was characterized by political oppression 
and labour struggles led to the development of 
political avant-garde art, Minjung Art(People's 
Art) in the early 1980s.46 In art activism in which 
artists and citizens used art practices in real politics, 
there were some cases that can be dealt with in the 
context of performance art. The unique declarative 
aspects of performance art were incorporated into 
the collective and political festivals in minjung 
art. Before talking about these aspects, I will focus 
on the performance art of the Eighties that was 
developed based on the legacy of the avant-garde 
art of the Sixties and Seventies.

The dissolution of the S.T. Group’ in 1980 
led to the suspension of the presentation of ‘events’ 
and performance art developed without receiving 
significant attention until the mid-Eighties.47 In 
this period, performance art was more active in 
other regions than in Seoul. In 1980, the artists of 
the ‘Daejeon 78 Generation’ presented ‘field events’ 
near Shintan riverside. In the same year, The 1st 

Geumgang Contemporary Art Festival was held at 
Gongju. This festival also had the characteristics 
of an outdoor art festival. In addition, the YATOO 
Outdoor Art Research Group was formed around 
Gongju in 1981. This group focused on creating 
art that sympathized with nature.48 Their art 
practices in the natural environment were mainly 
installation and performance art. In 1981, The 1st 
Winter, Daeseongri 31 Artists Exhibition was also 
held on Bukhan riverside in Gapyeong, near Seoul. 
The young artists that participated in the art event 
were fed up with the oppressive society and the 
authoritarianism of the mainstream art circle. The 
artists of Dansaekhwa (monochrome abstraction), 
which was the mainstream art trend, insisted that 
their art practices were a process of self-discipline 
to reach absolute spiritual freedom by unifying the 
object and the self. They tried to reach a state of being 
consistent with the essence of the original nature. 
This ideal came from the traditional thoughts and 
they chose abstract ‘nature’ as an artistic ideal to 
establish Korean identity. Unlike this, the artists 
in The 1st Winter Daeseongri 31 Artists Exhibition 
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or YATOO Group chose real ‘nature – outdoor’ to 
challenge the mainstream art and to present a new 
place for performance and installation art. For 
them, ‘nature’ is not an ideal but a real place for art 
practices that served as an alternative to the existing 
art institutions and art markets centering around 
the city. Furthermore, comparing the Gukpung 81 
cultural festival organised by CHUN’s government 
with The 1st Winter Daeseongri 31 Artists Exhibition, 
the contrasting meanings of these events were 
revealed. The former was a political event49 to 
distract college students in order to weaken the 
resistance to the military regime shortly before the 
first anniversary of the suppression of the Gwangju 
Democratization Movement. However, in the latter 
event, the avant-garde artists who wanted to create 
an open space for an audience to experience their 
art works were creating the democratic publicness 
through their art activities in ‘outdoor-nature.’50

Until the mid-Eighties, most performance 
artists did not have the chance to present their 
works in the downtown of Seoul. However, after 
CHUN’s government won the bid to host the 1986 
Asian Games and the 1988 Summer Olympics 
(Seoul was chosen in 1981), the government 
began to take a partial conciliatory stance to show 
stability and order to the international community 
as a response to the criticism of the dictatorship. 
For instance, they lifted the curfew, abolished 
school uniforms and loosened hair styles in 1983, 
and implemented the ‘car-free street’ policy on 
weekends in Daehangno of Seoul in 1985. This 
‘car-free street’ was a complex cultural space 
for the public as the local government allowed 
people to hold cultural events there. Some artists 
held the ’86 Here is Korea street exhibition there. 
These artists actively sought to communicate 
with the cultural public through installations 
and performance art in outdoor public spaces.51 
In the Korean performance art history, this 
exhibition was a significant inflection point 
because performance art pieces were presented 
in the downtown of Seoul for the first time since 
the disbandment of The 4th Group.

In 1986, when performance art returned to 
the public space in the city, a large-scale exhibition 
of performance art, the ’86 Performance and 
Installation Art Festival, was held at the Artcosmos 

Museum in Seoul.52 In the exhibition, there 
were numerous performance art presentations 
by participants. Through this, performance 
artists across the country were able to meet 
each other, and this meeting became a catalyst 
to many forthcoming art events organized by 
artists themselves. At that time, the exhibitions 
of performance art increased drastically. In 1987, 
there were around 30 performance art exhibitions. 
Particularly, in the exhibition ’87 Batang, Flow – 
The Nine Day Funeral, artists from various fields 
such as literature, fine art, theatre, films, dance, and 
Korean folk music participated in one theme.53 As 
this implies, the performance art of the Eighties is 
characterized as a phenomenon of fusion. Artists 
with diverse backgrounds were involved in creating 
collaborative pieces, although most experiments 
were done by performance artists with backgrounds 
in fine art. In addition, some of these art practices 
also took their techniques of expression from 
memorials, funeral ceremonies, physical restraint, 
and so on to express the oppressive atmosphere of 
the time. For example, at this festival, Young-Seong 
SHIN’s performance titled Aqur’s Prayer dealt with 
the deaths of youths which occurred in the course 
of constitutional abolishment and hard-fought 
democratization. He was a member of Nanjido 
which was one of the small groups of the 1980s that 
were searching for a new language of expression 
between the two big discourses of formalistic 
modernism and social realism.54 They newly 
developed the issues which had been previously 
addressed in the avant-garde art of the Sixties and 
Seventies by denying the abstract, uniform and 
material-centered aesthetics.55 These young artists 
began presenting performance art as an alternative 
to contrast with the two big discourses after meeting 
the old generation through the performance art 
exhibitions in the late Eighties. Other artists from 
the small groups of the 1980s that presented 
performance art were Keun-Byung YOOK in 
TARA, Yong-Sok HA in Nanjido, and Bul LEE 
in Museum and so on. This reveals the lasting 
continuity of Korean performance art until the 
late 1980s.56

Meanwhile, after the June 29th Declaration 
in response to the people’s calls for democratization 
and a direct presidential election system, the 
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Daehangno road became the space for ‘street 
politics’ because opposition social groups and 
citizens used the ‘car-free street’ as the venue for 
political rallies. In this atmosphere, performance 
artists also revealed social criticism in their works. 
For instance, in 1987, Jin-Sup YOON’s Performance 
Group presented The Big Eye in the ‘car-free street,’ 
which indirectly hinted at the suffering of the 
citizens under the control of dictatorial power.57

In the year 1986, from this turning point, 
the orientation of performance art drastically 
began changing. Performance art, which had 
emerged through the introduction of the temporal 
attributes of performing arts as an avant-garde 
strategy, re-emerged as a new ‘total art’ by actively 
adopting the attributes of other art genres.58 In the 
late 1980s, tendencies in performance art became 
more varied, and performance art as an art genre 
was being established and revitalized within 
the cultural and artistic circles in a postmodern 
atmosphere. In 1988, the Korean Performance 
Artist Association was formed.59

As mentioned in the beginning of this 
chapter, some art activities presented by minjung 
artists can also be highlighted in the context of 
avant-garde performance art. Many Asian political 
art organizations comprising social realists showed 
“activism as collective actions linked to the social and 
political contexts.” The political art organizations 
of social realists actively participated in political 
protests or engaged in community activities, 
performances and rallies in association with 
workers, farmers and student groups.60 As a case, 
minjung art flourished between the Eighties and 
the mid-Nineties in South Korea. It pursued social 
participation through art with critical perspectives 
on the reality of its surroundings. Minjung art can 
be understood within two discursive frameworks, 
which are ‘critical modernism’ and the ‘minjung 
cultural movement.’ While the first framework 
puts stress on “’minjung art’s self-reflexive inquiry 
into the South Korean modern art scene during the 
1970s and 80s,” the second one “reveals the ways in 
which minjung art sought to take part in the radical 
social revolution and serve its political agenda.”61 
Minjung artists adopted various activities and 
expressions to dismantle the boundary between art 
and daily life, attack artistic institutions, and reject 

the union between art production and commodity 
production systems.62 With these avant-garde 
characteristics, some art practices can be treated as 
performance art. In this paper, I will present several 
minjung art practices that can be discussed in the 
context of performance art with the hope of future 
study on this issue. 

According to Wan-Kyung SUNG, the 
minjung art movement can be divided into three 
periods, which are the beginning period (1980-
1984), the middle period (1985-1989), and the 
final period (1990-1998). In 1979, the Gwangju 
Free Artists Council was formed in Gwangju and 
Reality and Utterance was formed in Seoul. During 
the first period, small-scale collective activities 
flourished, the artists of these groups pursued 
‘art as communication’ paying attention to the 
visual culture of the industrial society.63 Following 
these first generation groups, one of the second 
generation groups, Durung, which was led by Bong-
Jun KIM, was formed in 1983. This group used the 
Aeogae little theatre as the main space for their 
activities. Since this theatre was also used by other 
groups of traditional performing arts, Durung was 
influenced by the traditional performing arts.64 In 
particular, they adapted sinmyung (the vital energy 
and convivial spirit) which was originally developed 
in theatres and performances of the Sixties and 
Seventies minjung cultural movements.65 Like 
Durung, some other artists in suburban and rural 
areas recreated the images and themes of folk 
traditions as an activist form of minjung. The artists 
collaborated with artisans and performers in mask-
making, woodcut printing, and performances, so the 
traditional theatrical style called madangguk was 
improved. In particular, Bong-Jun KIM expanded 
the aesthetic qualities of madangguk theatre, 
emphasizing its unique relationship between 
artists and audiences as well as art and communal 
festivals.66 These activities such as the madangguk 
of Durung can be interpreted as performance art led 
by visual artists who were influenced by traditional 
performing arts and its symbiotic productions. 

From the year 1985, minjung artists began 
to methodically engage in social movements and 
work with the ‘audience’ that was discovered while 
addressing political issues through their art.67 The 
minjung artists presented their art activities and 
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works in everyday spaces. Their main media were 
woodcut prints, gulgaegrim (enormous banner 
paintings), murals, cartoons, posters and flags as 
these could be produced quickly and copied in 
large quantities.68 As the oppression of CHUN’s 
regime became severe, the wave of radical social 
movement against the dictatorship quickly rose. 
The explosive social movement brought on 
“the massive emergence of socially engaged art 
productions at the protests” while encouraging 
the artists “to organize themselves as activists and 
subjugate art under the logic of social reform.”69 
From 1987, the street became the main stage of 
art activism as the artists stepped out into the 
street where citizens called for democratization 
and used powerful images of citizens’ requests 
while drawing with them. In this period, the art 
activism, which artists and citizens presented 
together in the public struggle site, was the core 
of minjung art.70 Specifically, minjung artists 
contributed directly to resistance movements 
as the blueprints for massive rallies, marches, 
festivals, and public funerals. For example, 
Byung-Soo CHOI, who was famous for his 
gulgaegrim, planned, designed, and directed the 
visual and performative details of major political 
events such as the June Resistance and July-
August Labour Struggle of 1987, and the funeral 
procession for Han-Yoel LEE. He also “mapped 
a march through the city, acutely sensitive to the 
visual dialectics of time and space” for the funeral 
of Kyung-Dai KANG.71 These activities can also be 
interpreted newly in the context of performance 
art, which were realized through the participation 
of the masses.

4. Conclusion. How Avant-garde 
Artists Resisted the Authoritarian 
Regimes with their Bodies in the 
Conditions of Korean Modernism

In the exhibition Awakenings: Art in Society in 
Asia 1960s-1990s, the curators believed that the 
driving force of Asian avant-garde art was rooted in 
three trajectories: democratization, decolonization, 
and anti-modernism.72 When the dictatorial 

governments in Asian countries suppressed 
the people’s political activities and freedom of 
expression, the pro-democracy movements were 
triggered and a new awareness of subjectivity began 
emerging among the citizens. They considered 
these changes as the trajectory of democratization. 
The democratic movements throughout Asia were 
an influential driving force to change the form and 
the function of art.

Focusing on South Korea, the past decades 
from the 1960s to the 1980s, when the avant-garde 
art trends emerged and developed, were a period 
of social absurdities and conflicts, interwoven with 
the industrialization led by the military regimes 
and desire of citizens for democratization. South 
Korea had a long and fervent history of democratic 
movements against the dictatorship. The struggle 
for democracy resulted in the victory of the pro-
democracy movement around 1987. 

The past 30-year authoritarian regimes built 
on the unique form taken under Korean modernity 
were indirectly and directly criticized by avant-
garde artists. The Korean avant-garde performance 
art in this period was not performance art as a genre 
but an artistic experiment and a challenge to the 
existing artistic institutions, and the meaning of this 
challenge often extended to the social criticism. 

Most artists, who led the initial period of 
Korean performance art, belonged to the ‘4/19 
Generation.’ Under PARK’s military dictatorship, 
the young artists, who had already experienced the 
democratic spirit through the April 19th Revolution, 
used ‘happening’ “as a political weapon to restore 
the subjectivity of the individual and to reform 
society through self-expression of the desiring 
body.”73 The social order of the authoritarian 
regime based on the Korean hybrid modernity 
(Confucian modernity or Manchurian modernity), 
had the potential of being shaken by the subjectivity 
of the artistic ‘happenings’ being organised at this 
time, so the regime suppressed the avant-garde 
artists participating in them. 

Under the government’s censorship and 
the negative perception of avant-garde art in the 
Yushin period, performance art re-invented itself 
as ‘events’ mainly through the activities of the 
S.T. Group. They grasped that the body was the 
most essential element in the contemporaneous 
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discourses and presented ‘events’ insisting that 
their actions only referred to the internal issues of 
art without any sociopolitical meanings. Kun-Yong 
LEE insisted that the Event-Logical events’ could be 
validated within the art system. Nonetheless, their 
performance had several layers of meanings related 
to political resistance. Firstly, in the mid-Seventies, 
the ‘events’ featured repetitive and controlled bodily 
acts that were common in the artist’s daily life. These 
compulsive repetition or strictly regulated actions 
of the ‘events’ exposed the body’s internalization of 
the pressure of a totalitarian system by subverting 
the mechanism of control. In this context, Neung-
Kyung SUNG’s Newspaper Events are important 
works in that his repetitive actions of cutting out the 
articles of a newspaper every day not only imitated 
daily actions subversively but also contained 
relatively direct criticism to the violent political 
censorship of the regime. Secondly, the artists of the 
S.T. Group through their ‘events’ sought to reveal 
the analytical attitude of an artist as the subject of 
an action which by itself had meanings relating 
to resistance at the time when “increasing state 
surveillance and propaganda exhorting citizens to 
put the nation before the self fatally compromised 
the idea of personal space or sovereignty.”74 In the 
period when individualism was suppressed under 
collective ideals, the ‘events’ of the S.T. Group 
attributed to the sense, judgment and indicative 
decision of the ‘I’ that controlled the body. In that 
sense, their events caused ruptures in the collective 
ego of the authoritarian era as well as struck 
back at the utilitarian industrial system through 
meaningless acts.75

Although the happenings of the 1960s 
and the events of the 1970s had different forms of 
action and concepts from each other, both trends 
were presented by the ‘4/19 Generation’ who had 
experienced the democratic revolution and had 
the desire for individual freedom in the oppressive 
society. Centering around the body, their strategy 
to subvert the authoritarian society was different. 
The ‘happening’ directly interrupted daily life and 
dealt with more instinctive desires related with 
pop culture to attack the existing system. The 
‘event’, however, sought to prove the ‘I’ which was 
the subject of an act within the art institutions 
through a logical reasoning of the body. In a certain 

sense, both strategies can be considered as an act 
of presenting an alternative subjectivity to the 
oppressive society of their time.

In the 1980s, when the resistance to 
the military dictatorship of the Fifth Republic 
and the aspiration for democratization reached 
a boiling point, minjung art, which is a practical art 
movement, emerged to overcome social absurdities 
and stood against modernism76 In this atmosphere, 
performance art based on the legacy of the avant-
garde of the Sixties and Seventies was developed 
more actively in Daejeon and Choongnam province 
than Seoul in the early 1980s. In particular, the 
artists of the Daejeon 78 Generation and the YATOO 
Outdoor Art Research Group led the development of 
performance art in the regions. Their artistic activities 
were often presented in the natural environment. 
In 1981, there was another outdoor art event titled 
The 1st Winter, Daeseongri 31 Artists Exhibition 
in Gapyeong. The young participants in this event 
chose real ‘nature – outdoor’ to present a new place 
for performance and installation art seeking to 
create the democratic publicness near Seoul where 
the government-inspired arts events were held to 
weaken the people’s resistance to the regime. 

In the context of the democratic publicness, 
the sociocultural changes of the mid-1980s were 
important. Before the hosting of the 1986 Asian 
Games and the 1988 Summer Olympics, the regime 
implemented some policies to show stability and 
order to the international community. Specifically, it 
instigated a ‘car-free street’ policy in the Daehangno 
street of Seoul. This ‘car-free street’ became a public 
space where people could hold cultural events. In 
this venue, the exhibition ’86 Here is Korea was held 
by some performance and installation artists who 
sought to communicate with the cultural public. 
From the year 1986, the number of exhibitions of 
performance art increased drastically. In the late 
Eighties, artists from various art fields were involved 
in collaborative performance art pieces. This boom 
of performance art reflected the sociocultural 
changes around 1987. In a way, performance artists 
of the Eighties took performance as an alternative 
art practice to overcome the two big discourses 
(‘abstract modernism’ and minjung art). From 
the turning point in year 1986, tendencies in 
performance art became more varied, and with its 
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diversity, performance art as an art genre was being 
established and revitalized within the cultural and 
artistic circles. 

The performance art of the 1980s was based 
on the legacy of the avant-garde art of the previous 
two decades. The legacy was valid for the young 
artists of the Eighties because they needed to find 
alternatives to the two big art trends which were 
‘abstract modernism’ isolated from the reality and 
minjung art embedded in political messages. They 
presented performance art as alternative answers to 
the questions on art. Their new art practices could 
be an alternative subjectivity to the South Korean 
society of the Eighties, where people were still 
isolated by both the authoritarian oppression and 
the contradictory structure of capitalism.

Meanwhile, in the same period, the minjung 
art movement was more actively involved in social 
reality. Although minjung art was hegemonic 
in nature, by serving a political purpose, it not 
only had political but also aesthetic avant-garde 
characteristics in that it adopted various activities 
and expressions trying to “transcending the 
existing binaries between art and life, art and 
history, and art and society.”77 Related to these 
aspects of minjung art, there were some activities 
of minjung artists that can be highlighted in the 
context of performance art. Minjung artists actively 
participated in political protests or engaged in 
community activities, performances and rallies. 
For instance, one of the minjung artist collectives, 
Durung was influenced by the practices of Korean 
traditional performing arts along with the Eighties’ 
folk culture movements. Some minjung artists 
including the members of Durung worked with local 
community activists and performers of traditional 
arts. The place of Madangguk in the minjung art 
of the Eighties was the result of the collaboration 
with the artisans and performers of traditional folk 
arts. It can be interpreted as performance art led 
by visual artists who were influenced by traditional 
performing arts and its symbiotic productions. In 
the middle period (1985-1989) of minjung art, the 
art activism, which artists and citizens presented 
together in the sites of public struggle, was the 
core of minjung art. For instance, a minjung artist 
Byung-Soo CHOI contributed directly to resistance 
movements by providing the blueprints for massive 

rallies, marches, festivals, and public funerals. These 
activities can also be considered as performance art 
which the participation of the mass realized.

At this point, we can reconsider the historical 
origin of minjung art. Minjung art, specifically the 
activism artists’ combatant spirit and optimism 
have their origin in the minjung cultural movement 
of the Sixties and Seventies that began with the April 
19th Revolution.78 This revolution is historically 
significant in that a new historical subjectivity had 
emerged. The students or workers, who successfully 
forced President RHEE to resign as the result of it, 
became individuals undergoing a monumental 
event with “an eye-opening experience.” The ‘4/19 
Generation’ that shared this experience was the 
main agent to prompt “a moment of awakening, 
especially about the question of freedom and liberty 
– and the possibility of achieving them.”79 Thus, at 
this point, when considering the minjung artists 
who did their art practices based on the legacy of 
the ‘4/19 Generation’ along with the Sixties and 
Seventies performance artists who were of the ‘4/19 
Generation,’ we reach the point where the youths 
of the ‘4/19 Generation’ shared the experience 
of ‘awakening,’ although their ways of resistance 
against the authoritarian regimes were different. 

In the trajectory of democratization in South 
Korea, avant-garde performance artists resisted the 
authoritarian regimes with their bodies, and their art 
practices usually seemed to suggest another way of 
living against the dominant collective ego. I believe 
that the Korean performance art, developed around 
the ‘body’ that emerged as a powerful place of 
existence, was a practical presentation of alternative 
subjectivities challenging the existing systems – the 
military dictatorships - formed in the conditions of 
modern Korea.
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