The Ways of Seeing the Familiar

Crack 12, 2013, exhibition view, 2013
Ahn Jheehyoung (Curator)

When something familiar to us like nature itself is recreated as a work of art, artists want viewers to
discover what we have so far overlooked, moving beyond the familiar.

To do this the artists enable the viewers see the familiar from new perspectives through the
distinctiveness of the space a work of art is set in, changes in a physical space between the work and
viewer, and differentiation in the way of concretizing work. Such attempts have been consistently
made in contemporary art.

In the land art that emerged in the 1960s, artists drew nature, the environment, and their elements
into the territory of art. Robert Smithson took viewers outside of the gallery by raising rivers and
wastelands to the level of art; Richard Long drew wood, stone, and earth into the gallery, and
Olafur Eliasson artifi— cially reproduced the sun and air forming the weather in a museum. Lee
Younghee brings the land into the exhibition venue and enables us to see it from a new perspective
by lifting the land that always exists under our feet.

In Lee’s work the land is hung ‘vertically’ on the wall like a painting, and set for viewers?to
appreciate it at diverse levels from steps, departing from its ‘horizontal’ location. What viewers find
in her recent series is the land embodied through differentiated installations. The lands in her series,
have a consistent material feel and sense of color, seem to be an extension of minimalism, and an
application of the adjective ‘modern’ to the lands is in no way awkward. With this simplicity of
their surfaces, each work’s stand out more. The curves of the lands are apparent and abundant, and
due to the curves’ gentle quality, the lands look modern yet warm. While the artist previously
present— ed overlooked life forces in grass sprouting from cracks in the land, in Crack : 12 of 2013
she displays the cracks of the uplifted lands with more dynamic movement, underscoring the roots
lifting the lands.

The land’s silhouettes visible when we change our eye level or distance from the piece create larger
curved lines in her recent works. This gives the land a voluptuous quality.

However, this feeling changes as viewers approach the works. The viewer realizes the land in her
pieces remains rough and dry, and amazingly finds the land is a reproduction of rice husks. It may
be not by chance that the rice husks left after a cycle of rice farming and the land covered with them
brings to mind an old mother’s coarse skin. It is also not difficult to perceive that the land embodied
as a product of farming is not a mere representation of ancient nature but a nature shared with
humankind. Nature in Lee’s work always embraces the traces of civilization from agricultural marks
in series to historic vestiges in her early pieces addressing the theme of excavation.

The materials she has chosen to use to represent nature are also products of civilization. The
material ‘fiber’ often used in Lee’s work is evidence of civilization in which natural products are
processed and used for human life. In her previous series Lee adopted ‘fabrics’ to embody the
surface of the lifted land while in series she used dyed cloth and thread to represent the roots lifting

the land.



The artist has constantly used fabrics such as cotton, hemp, ramie, and thread since she began her
early pieces. Producing or dealing with fabrics has been traditionally regarded?as a woman'’s job.
Creative pieces using these materials have been considered crafts. By the 1970s however, attempts to
raise crafts to the level of art began. In the 1970s Judy Chicago, a precursor of the feminist art
movement used ceramic painting and embroidery for , a dinner gathering inviting great women who
were not unappreciated in history. After this, craft techniques labeled as feminine have been
positioned in the arena of contem— porary art, reversely using this preconceived notion, as seen in
work of Ghada Amer who employed craft techniques to address themes regarded as social taboos
or feminism, and Kim Sooja who raised issues through needle work in which an act itself becomes a
work of art.

In Lee’s works roots underpinning the land are also products of craft material and female la— bor.
These roots made of textile materials such as thread and fabric may signify the traces of the
numerous women who have bustled and supported us throughout history.

It is only now that we realize their presence through cracks, even though the women have always
been there.
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