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I.

In the late 1990s, a new group of artists were born in Korea. Free from 

the ideological conflicts that had bound the previous generations for 

nearly half a century, they produced works that experimented with 

unconventional media, which portrayed their unique personality and 

originality. The liberal minds of these young, carefree artists became 

the frequent subject of discussion in the art field under the title, Meeting 

the new generation. Their artwork included ordinary objects such as 

a journal with personal notes, imaginative perspectives of everyday 

items, as well as satirical works that ridiculed the seriousness of the 

previous generations’ artwork, which led to heated debates as to what 

truly defines art. The old and the new generations were therefore split in 

two; the latter being either lauded as “the birth of a new sensitivity” or 

harshly criticized for its “absence of genuineness in art.” 

Considering her age alone, Ha Won, 39, belongs to the “new 

generation” of artists, but she is not a so-called 386 Generation 

(a socio-cultural Korean word that refers to people born in the 60s, 

who went to university in the 80s, and were in their 30s in the 1990s). 

Most of her former classmates and fellow students would currently be 

working in the art field; a few of them being prominent artists presenting 

their works at international biennales and art fairs. But Ha remained 

unaffected by the trends of the times or by the works of other artists 

about her age. The fact that she earned her tenure position at the 

University of Ulsan in her late 20s could be the main reason, but her 

works carry a heavy weight that is closer to that of a philosopher than 

an artist who are usually noted for his or her sensitivity of the trends or 

for one’s bright ingenuity [than for a certain philosophical idea]. 

Among Ha’s works, “Square Leaves” (2001) is an experimental work 

on the texture of tree leaves and branches casted with hanji (Korean 

mulberry paper), and it is reminiscent of the post-war experimental art 

period. Her video work with the images of the sky and the forest seems 

connected to the earlier video art to me. If that was all to Ha’s art, 

my relationship with her would have remained on a formal artist-and-

curator basis. What took me a step further to take more interest in 

Ha’s work was not a fancy, technical or aesthetic interpretation of her 

work, but her unique point of view and genuine attitude towards art. 

Ha’s philosophical introspection on humankind and the world was not 

literally religious but could easily be regarded as so.

The conversation I had with Ha in her atelier-office at the university she’s 

currently working soon carried us back in time, years before the late 20th 

century when avant-garde structural experiments were introduced, and 

art met with technology: that is, long before man started to abuse the 

knowledge he earned from nature, and started to rule the world; when 

he still sought knowledge to discover and to learn the principles of the 

world; the ancient times when nature and the human mind, the East 

and the West were still unanimous.

Known as a scientific failure but a poetic success, alchemy is indeed 

the byproduct of that era. Standing halfway between science and 

metaphysics, alchemy here does not stand for the method that man 

sought to obtain pure gold by mixing various chemical substances 

together, but it is a type of philosophy, science, and religion that granted 

a mind to the materials, that is a field of studies that materialized 

the mind. Through alchemy or hermetic art, the people in Ancient 

discovered the general thought embedded in the cycle of nature, the 

laws of creation that moves the universe of all living things, and they 

tried in various ways to put their findings into practice in real life. 

II. 

Upon first meeting Professor Ha, one finds her to be a quiet person, even 

slightly too modest. While introducing her portfolio, she didn’t assume a 

haughty air citing classical literature nor boasted her knowledge of art, 

but she gave a clear explanation of her works. Admiring them, I could 
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understand the general flow of her thoughts, as though cruising along a 

river one came upon completely different scenery passing each valley. 

During the past decade, Ha has dealt with various kinds of materials, 

such as casting using Korean paper, experimenting with digital images, 

adapting silk screen, and projecting video images. Therefore, it is easy 

to mistake her work for the products of formative experiments, but the 

main themes of her art lie somewhere else: namely, the flow of time 

and subjective time, unique and at the same time general identity, the 

part and the whole, the basic elements of nature, and the state of self-

oblivion. These keywords are all eternal philosophical propositions of 

the Ancient Greek and the Taoist philosophers that will continue to be 

discussed till the end of history. Creating digital images using modern 

technology makes Ha’s work contemporary, but the context that she 

wishes to express using the modern form and medium contains the 

most basic and universal thoughts of mankind that transcend time and 

space.  

From the new millennium, Ha mainly produced works of castings or 

silk screens, and reproduced plain or 3 dimensional figures of nature 

subjects, such as tree leaves or branches. “Fossil -Tree” (2000) is a 

structure of three, transparent cubes that are silkscreened with the 

shape of a rearranged and transformed tree, and the unique texture of 

the soft and translucent casted paper that turns hard once it meets air 

and dries up is explored as the surface of the paper traces the shape or 

pattern of the object it had been wrapped around. Ha’s journey starts 

from such interest in the materiality to reach a conceptual destination 

that crosses between an object’s reality and its illusion. At that point 

Ha introduced the philosophical thoughts behind her work: an image 

recording one point in time—time that continues to pass by —is at once 

a halted time as well as a recorded time. The materials she chose were 

that very leaf or the unique characteristics of a certain tree, but also the 

general concept of all tree leaves or trees.

Artist Ha calls her paper-casting work Sculptural Print, as it combined 

the printing technology to reproduce images with sculptures made by 

papercasting. The materials and the medium that the artist uses are 

closely related to her research on the solid and the plane, and reality and 

illusion. In this aspect, since her personal exhibition “Roaming the edge 

of time” in 2002, Ha has produced many works using video images, 

which naturally led her to tackle the theme of time as suggested by the 

title of her exhibit. Such thoughts of Ha take form from the materials of 

the four basic elements, air, fire, earth, and water, which according to 

the ancient alchemists created the world. 

III. 

Air

“The Forest” (2002) is a video image of trees softly blowing in the 

wind, the leaves making a crispy sound; the pixels gradually blow 

up creating a hazy image, eventually turning the screen to a huge, 

plane green. “Waves” (2002) is a video image of a river projected on 

a large screen, which then divides into 24 small TV monitors. These 

two pieces of work contain a personal and subjective experience 

of a certain time and space that contradict the laws of time defined 

by modern physics bas they assemble and dissect units of time 

and space. The cold and fresh air one could almost feel in the “The 

Forest” image changes to a scorching hot sensation of the fiery 

sun,  “Breathe” and “Digital Eclipse”.   

Fire

In “Breathe” (2002) and “Digital Eclipse” (2004), the artist focused 

not only on the digital video images but also on the physical 

texture of the screens in order to express the daily cycle and 

the unimaginable heat of the sun. In “Breathe”, Ha chose to use 

a curtain of white duck feathers, and in “Digital Eclipse”, that of 

finely weaved cotton strings hung closely together in place of a 

plain screen. In “Digital Eclipse”, a sun is gradually covered by the 

moon, and the sun temporarily disappears. Physically the sun is 

still there, but visually, it is not there—resulting in an existing but 

at once non-existing sun. Registering the physically approach of 

visitors, a motion sensor triggers the sound of a gong bell which 

wakes the mind, and brings one back from the surrealistic moment 

to the real world. 

Earth

“A Drop of the Sky” (2005) contains an image of the sky but it also 

includes the earth that conceptually goes together with the sky, as 

in the verbal expression Heaven and Earth. When the sound of a 

gong bell sends a soft water ring over the puddle shaped mirror 

on the floor, reflecting in scattered images the sky image projected 

onto the ceiling, Heaven and Earth are no longer opposite terms 

but one, sharing each other’s characteristics. 

Water

Ha also enjoys tackling the dynamic nature of flowing water. The river 

Fossil - Tree, 2000

Tree, 2000

Flying, 1997



images that reappeared in Ha’s works upon her solo exhibitions held 

in 2005 and 2007 dealt in detail the theme of the passing of time: the 

invisible and impalpable time that flows continuously, yet what seems 

to have a cycle of its own. In particular, “Drifting through the boundless” 

(Xiao Yao Liu, ), which cites the quotations of ancient Chinese 

Taoist, Zhuangzi, and projects a stream of text passing freely like the 

current of a river over some white pebbles (folded paper boats) spread 

across a riverbed, symbolically demonstrates the endlessly cycling 

nature of water that hopelessly flows to the lower reaches of a river 

and to the sea. 

IV. 

Through the process of making a simple substance called gold by 

mixing the two most opposite materials, hot sulfur and cold mercury, 

the ancient alchemists wished to understand and to react the almighty 

creation of God who made the whole universe. The alchemists’ belief, 

which is understood as a sort of mysticism or hermeticism, continues 

to be studied in many fields of philosophy and art both in the East and 

West. Just like efforts of early abstract painters who strived to obtain 

the purest universal mind by taking away the image of reality, led to the 

pure aesthetics of the modernists. 

It is noteworthy that Ha’s work is mainly images of nature but the way 

the materials are reduced to an extremely simple form result them 

to resemble modernist practice. Interestingly, there is no sign of the 

narrative, which stood out as one of the most important elements in 

video art, especially since the late 20th century. This clearly suggests 

Ha is not interested in the pure aesthetics that influenced the minds 

of artists of her previous generation, but with a focus on natural 

phenomena and ontological arguments that existed since the birth of 

mankind. Along with the man appearing in her work, Ha came on a long 

journey in search of the four basic elements, air, fire, earth, and water, 

the materials that created the world, and which laid the foundation of 

the human mind. And she also is in search of the fifth element, the 

quintessence. 

In her most recent exhibition, “Lighting Wish” (2009), a new element 

made appearance: “man” in the form of the visitors’ participation. 

Revealing each other’s desires that were kept deeply hidden to oneself, 

one discovers an aspect of him or herself in another person. Leaving 

small bits of traces, man becomes part of the work, and gives a new 

source of energy, vitality, in the communication between the artist, the 

work, and the visitor. That fact that man, defined as the investigator and 

messenger of the universal mind, appears in her work may be a natural 

thing that was to be expected. That is because, after all, the study of 

the principles of life starts from the study of oneself. 

Forest, 2002

Tree I, 1998
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Wish Flow, viewer folding the paper boat 
in the gallery, 2008



I.

20 90

objet

1971 HaWon

89 386

30 20 80 20 60

386

30

casting Square 

of Leaves, 2001

avant-garde 20

II.

HaWon

10 HaWon casting digital 

image silk screen

2000 HaWon

Fossil-Tree 2000

HaWon

Lighting Wish, 2009

Lighting Wish, 2009

Lighting Wish, Detail, 2009

HaWon
/



HaWon

HaWon

2002

HaWon

III.

2002

24 wave 2002

Breathe 2002 digital eclipse 2004

2005 Drop of Sky

Hawon 2005 2007

IV.

HaWon

20

narrative HaWon

quintessence

Lighting wish 2009

HaWon

ReYAMAGUCHI, view of alternative 
space, Machibako, 2008

ReYAMAGUCHI, artist participated in the 
project explains her work, 2008

ReBUSAN, 2008

ReBUSAN, 2008



TREE

LEAVING THE CONTINUOUS TIME FOR A MOMENT

Her works exist in the border of inside and outside, and real and unreal. She intends to stand 

outside the flow of time by showing the tranquil state, which exists in-between. As a result, a 

sense of suspended time is provoked. Her work makes the audience forget the before and the 

after since it cuts off their perception in time. The imprint of a tree transferred onto paper transcend 

the hollowness of time and space and the surroundings of paper create a quiet forest filled with 

fresh air. 

Extract from Cho Whan Hi's critic 2000



In the <paper casting> technique, Ha wraps the tree trunk with wet pulp, which is then peeled off 

after it dries. The cast object transforms the presence into a virtual entity. The hollow paper cast is 

a skin of existence, which is also a reminder of past memories. Furthermore, bits of tree barks have 

been taken off, attached to the underneath of new skin. The materiality of an original is envisaged 

with the bark bits intact; sometimes she turns it inside out to show them conspicuously. 

Memory of Forest

2000
Papercasting
54x71cm



Memory of Forest – Tree II 

2000
Papercasting
140x35cm each



Memory of Forest – Windows

2000
Papercasting
27x27cm each



Memory of Forest - Tree III

2000
Papercasting
81x81cm



Four types of attem
pts frDetail from Flying | 1997 | Papercasting | 40X40x25cm

“While concentrating on the concept of tracing images from plate within the process of casting, I 

could avoid the artificiality of image making. I replaced the plate-making with choosing the stump 

of a tree which contains the order of nature, the aeration.”



Tree - Fragment

1998
Papercasting
Dimensions vary



<Arranging in repetition > efficiently negates the individuality of each image and accentuates 

the whole structure. Repeatedly arranged, tree trunks become objects put in orderly array. The 

fragmented images of tree barks get to bring out a logical meaning through the repeated system. 

Although the disassemble and assemble of divided units do not necessarily imply an narrative, 

they adhere to the Gestalt theory that the whole is more than a combination of units.

Fragments | 1999, Gallery Sang | Papercasting | 40x30x20cm each



Detail from Fragments

1999
Papercasting, plexiglas
40x30x20cm each

Fragments

1999
Papercasting, plexiglas
40x30x20cm each



Fossil

2001
Papercasting, plexiglas
200x40x50cm



Contemporary Korean Print on Hanji – Man & Woman, Father & Daughter

2002, Columbus College of Art and Design, Columbus



Quienscence

2001
Papercasting, stainless steel
80x80x80cm each



Quienscence

2001
Papercasting, stainless steel
80x80x80cm each



Square of Leaves

2001, Dayton Visual Art Center, Dayton
Papercasting, stainless steel
40x40x40cm each





Square of Leaves

2001
Papercasting, stainless steel
40x40x40cm



<Hangs objects in the air> so as to represent tree as a symbol of a sort. The illusory volume of tree 

is floating in the gallery space, defying gravity. According to Ha, it refers to an idea of 'still time' or 

'expanded space.' As the bits and pieces of fragments have been transformed into hollow, light 

objects, they put on a show of psychological gestures like pantomime actors. At the same time, 

the shadows cast on the gallery walls and floor amplify the three-dimensionality of the deliberate 

space. This is why Ha's work has a quality of installation. 

Forest - Fragments

1998, Gallery Boda, Seoul
Papercasting, cheeze cloth
Dimensions vary





Detail from Forest - Fragments

1998
Papercasting, cheeze cloth
Dimensions vary



Tranquility

1998, Gallery Boda, Seoul
Papercasting
Dimensions vary



Tranquility

1997,Tyler Hall, Philadelphia
Papercasting
Dimensions vary



The fragile paper objects float over the space. The tranquil state and the emptiness of her works 

also seem to be linked to the philosophy of Taoism or Buddhism. Let’s forget the changes of time 

in this fast-moving material world and pause in front of her tranquil works for a moment. 

Flying

1997, Temple Gallery, Philadelphia
Papercasting

Dimensions vary



Flying

1998, Gallery Hyundai, Seoul
Papercasting
Dimensions vary



FOREST
LEAVING THE CONTINUOUS TIME FOR A MOMENT

To her, tactile quality is a primary factor that exists in her whole works. The fine texture of grains of 

a tree on papers, the waves of wind through the hollow paper objects, and <Waves> constituted 

of numerous tiny shapes; they all display the flow of delicate changes in nature. Although they 

are not seen visually, they are alive and prove the movement of life. To contain such delicate 

movements and differences she chooses a method of repetition. The repetition also represents an 

attribute of printmaking in that it produces many pieces from one plate. However, she focuses on 

the differences by juxtaposing slightly different pieces, rather than the same pieces. 

Extract from Cho Whan Hi's critic, 2000



The air fills the tree trunk casted with handmade paper. In spite of the similarity of the shape, the 

cast paper has another kind of substantiality by the materiality of the paper, such as its emptiness 

and the lightness. The tree trunk casted with paper is 3 dimensional mass similar to the original, 

on the other hand the photo image of the tree branch printed on the flat surface make a contrast.

Tree

1998
Papercasting, silkscreen, plexiglas
62x55x20cm



Fossil - Tree

2000
Papercasting, silkscreen, plexiglas

60x50x50cm each



Forest

1998, Gallery Icon, Seoul
Papercasting, silkscreen
Dimensions vary



Tree

2000
Digital print, plexiglas
41x41x41cm each



Exhibition view from Time on Paper II 

1998, Gallery Icon, Seoul



Fragments

1998
Silkscreen
120x120cm each



Windows

2001
Digital print,clear film
80x80cm each











Window

2001
Digital print, clear film
180x120cm



Memory of Forest-Shadow I 

2000
Digital print
75x60cm

Memory of Forest-Shadow II 

2000
Digital print
75x60cm





Tree-Wind

2002
Digital print
60x90cm

Forest (front page)

1999
Silkscreen
55x83cm

Forest-Wind

2002
Digital print Hanji
110x180cm



Still cuts from Forest

2002
Digital print
30x40cm each



Viewers can walk through 3 big screens that are patched with frosted mylor. Images of trees 

swaying in the breeze are projected onto each screen. They gradually change into pixels and finally 

turn into an abstract color fields. Then, the abstract image changes back into the image of trees. 

The whole process is repeated again and again. The sound of the wind connects these images 

as a whole.

Forest

2002, Kumho Museum, Seoul
Video installation (3 projectors, 3 screens, sound)
Dimensions vary



Still cuts from Forest

2002



Forest

2002, Kumho Museum, Seoul
Video installation (3 projectors, 3 screens, sound)
Dimensions vary



WAVE

THE GAP BETWEEN THE REAL AND THE VIRTUAL

Under the present conditions that our everyday lives are dominated by, such as advanced new 

media and technology, her works are based on ‘the structure of modules and arrangement’ 

that is widely known as the basic make up of digital images. Digital images are identified with 

arrangements of bit, as printed images are constellation of dots. Build upon the structure of the 

images her works do not need narrative array of subject. The landscape as the subject function 

as tools for revealing perceptual system while oscillating between ‘the real and the virtual.’ In the 

abstraction process of real landscape into myriad squares, thus, viewers’ eyes encounter the virtual 

nature of video image. ······ By experimenting between natural landscapes and color fields or by 

repeating procedures of an image’s deconstruction and completion regularly, Ha creatively utilizes 

a visual mechanism that loops around the real and the virtual what she has pursued continuously.

Extract from Kim Young Ho’s critic2002

······



Composed with twenty-four TV monitors arranged horizontally on the floor and one huge projected 

image of sea onto the wall, the video installation piece is located at the gallery. What is significant 

in this piece is that the entire images are fractioned with square units in the same matter with the 

other work, <Forest>(2002). The image on wall is programmed to display sea landscape split 

into twenty-four parts, and these image parcels repeat a procedure of fading away one by one 

per second and flocking together to create the original image. Then, each of twenty-four images 

appear on the twenty-four TV screens on the floor and each of them demonstrates the repetitive 

cycle of sea image’s construction and deconstruction abiding by binary system of ‘on and off’. In 

addition, electric circuits between monitors and resonance of regular blink of switches generate an 

atmosphere of mechanical manipulation to viewers.  

Wave

2002, Kumho Museum, Seoul
Video installation (1 projector, 24 monitors)
Dimensions vary





Wave

2002, Kumho Museum, Seoul
Video installation (1 projector, 24 monitors)
Dimensions vary



In the middle of the long, narrow hallway, the screen is showing a purple flag fluttering in the wind. 

The purple image is made from two projectors, which are placed at opposite ends from each 

other. They both are equally distant from the screen. One projects only blue image, manipulated 

out of an original purple flag film, while the other projects red one. As a result, they meet at the 

screen as purple.

 By passing through the screen, viewers can see their shadow on the purple flag. When they block 

the red light, they see their shadow in blue, and vice versa.

Purple

2003, Arko Museum, Seoul
Video installation (2 projectors, both-side screen, sound)
Dimensions vary



Purple

2003, Arko Museum, Seoul
Video installation (2 projectors, both-side screen, sound)
Dimensions vary



On the gallery ceiling, clouds drifting in the sky are projected. A water ring starts over the sky 

splashed with clouds and sun lights. On the floor mirrors shaped as clouds are displayed. Viewers 

walking around mirrors are reflected with the sky or the surface of the water reflecting the sky.



A Drop of Sky

2005, Gallery A&D, Ulsan
Video installation (1 projector, sound, mirror)
Dimensions vary



Still cuts from A Drop of Sky

2005



A Drop of Sky

2007, Gallery Bundo, Daegue
Video installation (1 monitor, plexiglas, sound)
120x80x25cm



Breaking Waves

2005, Gallery A&D, Ulsan
Video installation (1 projector, sound, 48 mirrors)
Dimensions vary



The image of breaking waves are projected on 48 mirrors installed on the wall. Each mirrors slightly 

tilted in different angles are reflected the parts of the whole frame onto the walls and the ceiling of 

the gallery space. It changes the white cube into the dynamic space filled with breaking waves.

Breaking Waves

2005, Daegue Culture and Art Center, Daegue
Video installation (1 projector, sound, 42 mirrors)
Dimensions vary



Breaking Waves

2005, Daegue Culture and Art Center, Daegue
Video installation (1 projector, sound, 42 mirrors)
Dimensions vary



Steps of Wave

2007
Digital print, stainless steel mirror
80x150x20cm



Circling Waves

2007
Digital print, stainless steel mirror
120x120x20cm



ZHUANGZI - XIAO YAO YOU

In the Northern Ocean there is a fish.

The name is Kun.

Kun is too big to know how many kilos it covers in the 

size.

It changes into a bird,

the name of Peng.

The back of Peng reaches far in extent.

When this bird rises and flies,

its wings are like clouds all around the sky.

The bird is about to move Southern Ocean.

The Southern Ocean is 

the pool of Heaven.





Xiao Yao Liu

2007, Gallery Bundo, Daegue
Video installation (2 projectors, sound, white pebbles)
Dimensions vary



Detail of Xiao Yao Liu

2007, Gallery Bundo, Daegue
Video installation (2 projectors, sound, white pebbles)
Dimensions vary



XIAO YAO YOU OR XIAO YAO LIU

The visitors to Ha’s exhibition were asked to write their wishes on a piece of paper, and to fold it 

into a paper boat, then leave the paper boat at any place in the exhibition hall that they wanted 

to. The many number of paper boats tightly filled a floor space, like pebbles on the riverbed, are 

actually void substances, containing nothing.  

One of the Outer Chapters of the Zhuangzi Text (Waipian), “The Tree on the Mountain” (Shanmu) 

is a famous allegory with the metaphor of “an empty boat (xuzhou).” Yet the meaning of the 

metaphor, “empty boat”, can be said to be truly a thought of Zhuangzi. An empty boat has nobody 

riding on it. But because it is empty, it is also completely open to everything, and it can transport 

anything. It is like a vast wasteland or the universe that can accept any piece of wood, even if 

useless. Therefore, an empty boat can be said to have reached the state of “Drifting through the 

boundless”, Xaio Yao You. And just like the empty boat, it seems the empty folded paper boats of 

“Wish Flow” can also accept any wish. The empty boats, carrying neither a person nor a parcel, 

carry the wishes—that is, the projected characters—of those who folded them, their creators. 

That is, the only passengers of these boats are not actual beings, such as people or materials, but 

rather characters, short phrases that are people’s wishes. 

Although they are not actual beings, the characters as intangible subjects are beamed from 

the projector fixed on the ceiling on to the paper boats which take the place of a screen. The 

characters’ shadows pass by over the screen resembling the image of a river flowing. Since the 

screen is three-dimensional, the characters’ shadows do not bear a clear silhouette. Overlapping 

with the fading shadows with dim edges, the shadows of the characters drift by, floating in various 

ways according to the shape and the arrangement of the paper boats.

Extract from Kiyoshi Okutsu’s critic 2008



Wish Flow

2008, Creative Space Akarenga, Yamaguchishi
Video installation (1 projector, sound, paper boats)
Dimensions vary



Detail of Wish Flow

2008, Creative Space Akarenga, Yamaguchishi
Video installation (1 projector, sound, paper boats)
Dimensions vary



Wish Flow (viewer folding the paper boat in the gallery)

2008, Creative Space Akarenga, Yamaguchishi
Video installation (1 projector, sound, paper boats)
Dimensions vary



LIGHT

AN OPEN ARENA FOR MACROCOSMOS

Since 2002, Ha Won has progressively attempted to give more active roles to viewers in her works; 

the most significant change from her early works done with molded papers from tree trunks or 

leaves is that she stops creating a ‘space’ with main objects and controls her own artistic activity 

to create a ‘situation’ with sound and image and to make viewers involve in the works. Such 

an approach to make works developed not by resolute space but by viewer’s participation is to 

“make viewers engage into works” as she says. Still, her interest in natural motives such as tree, 

leaf, shadow and wind and her refined handwork using wet paper are consistently reflected on 

her current works; as she started using digital media, moreover, her handcrafted tendency to 

put together paper pieces or feathers seems rather more strengthened. In addition, her work 

transformed into an environment where viewers should walk in from an object that they should 

look at.

Extract from Cho Eun Jung's critic 2004



Breathing sound and heart beats are echoing in the gallery space. Hanging diagonally, the white 

feather screen is gradually dyed into red. When the whole screen is filled in red, it starts turning 

back to white. While this process is repeating, the viewers feel surrounded with deep and heated 

breath.



Breathe

2002, Arko Museum, Seoul
Video installation (1 projector, sound, screen with feather)
Dimensions vary



Breathe

2002, Arko Museum, Seoul
Video installation (1 projector, sound, screen with feather)
Dimensions vary



When you encounter an installation piece at Ha Won’s show <Digital Eclipse>(Mokkumto Gallery, 

2004), you initially would feel like being thrown into the void where there is no datum point. As you 

walk down stairs to exhibition hall, you are absorbed into a dark space; inside this dark space, 

completed with black floor and ceiling and white walls, numerous thin white strings are densely 

hung from ceiling down to floor and create several layers of screens, standing in rows and drawing 

gentle arcs. A crimson sun imaged from a projector at the end of gallery rises from floor, passes 

through screen and sinks into ceiling, and a black sun of solar eclipse from a projector at the other 

end also repeats passing through floor, screen, wall and ceiling. Inside the dark space surrounded 

with sound effects of bell-ringing, wind, waterfall or throb of earth, it may feel vain and meaningless 

to watch sun slowly rising and sinking in every three minutes. Most of all, you would feel puzzled 

where to stand to appreciate properly, since it is not easy to perceive the primary element inside 

this unclear space where ‘artwork’ and ‘background’ are not separated.

As skenographia is completed when actors involve in it, her works seem to become existences 

required to be experienced not isolated objects as well as parts of macrocosmos.

Then, who are the actors in space of <Digital Eclipse>. How the artist and the viewers who are 

experiencing artificial eclipse created by the artist can meet each other. Some among the viewers 

try to comprehend the artist’s intention and others remind their own personal experiences from the 

work. Also, one may be interested only in sophisticated shadows of themselves within the crimson 

sun and the bluish eclipse, and the other one may pass through the work without knowing his/her 

moves affect sound and reflection of light. However, the important thing is that the experiences of 

viewers, standing in the center of the image of sun repeating encounter and separation with their 

own shadow, connect and respond to the artist’s act of invisibly controlling the environment and 

sending stimulation toward them.

From Cho Eun Jung's critic 2004

Digital Eclipse

2004, Mokkumto Gallery, Seoul
Video installation (2 projectors, 6 screens, 5 interactive sounds)
Dimensions vary



Digital Eclipse

2004, Mokkumto Gallery, Seoul
Video installation (2 projectors, 6 screens, 5 interactive sounds)
Dimensions vary







The audiences are asked to write down their wish on the various color ribbons and tie them onto 

the lights displayed in the gallery space. The lights on display are programmed to blink by the 

sound made by the audience and from the video work. The audiences leave their trace by the 

color of the ribbons and their hand writing and the choice of placement. The exhibition is getting 

multi colored by the participation of the audience. Through the wish that people left we can see 

the present their wish tells, in addition, the past and the future exposed.

Lighting Wish

2009, Gallery H, Ulsan
Installation (2 projectors, interactive lights, sound, ribbon)
Dimensions vary



Detail of Lighting Wish

2009, Gallery H, Ulsan
Installation (2 projectors, interactive lights, sound, ribbon)
Dimensions vary





MAN

TOWARDS THE POETICS OF HERMETIC ART

It is noteworthy that Ha’s work is mainly images of nature but the way the materials are reduced 

to an extremely simple form result them to resemble modernist practice. Interestingly, there is no 

sign of the narrative, which stood out as one of the most important elements in video art, especially 

since the late 20th century. This clearly suggests Ha is not interested in the pure aesthetics that 

influenced the minds of artists of her previous generation, but with a focus on natural phenomena 

and ontological arguments that existed since the birth of mankind. Along with the man appearing 

in her work, Ha came on a long journey in search of the four basic elements, air, fire, earth, and 

water, the materials that created the world, and which laid the foundation of the human mind. And 

she also is in search of the fifth element, the quintessence.

A new element made appearance: “man” in the form of the visitors’ participation. Revealing each 

other’s desires that were kept deeply hidden to oneself, one discovers an aspect of him or herself 

in another person. Leaving small bits of traces, man becomes part of the work, and gives a new 

source of energy, vitality, in the communication between the artist, the work, and the visitor. That 

fact that man, defined as the investigator and messenger of the universal mind, appears in her 

work may be a natural thing that was to be expected. That is because, after all, the study of the 

principles of life starts from the study of oneself. 

Extract from Lim Jade Keun Hye’s critic 2009



The project ReBUSAN was hosted by the Busan Museum of Contemporary Art for its 10th 

anniversity. The project was composed with diverse results from the survey conducted to the 

citizens of Busan. Two questions were given; 

ReNEW: Which place you wish to be developed?

ReSERVE: Which place you wish to be reserved?

The survey consisted of documenting film, running the internet blog, and inducing participation of 

the viewers in the museum. The result introduced the diverse opinion crossing over and exposed 

the present aspect of Busan by the citizens’ thought on the past and the future. 



ReBUSAN-ReNEW/ ReSERVE 

2008, Busan Museum of Art, Busan
Mixed media
Dimensions vary



Which place needs to be developed for the identity of Busan? The reason why? Which place needs to be reserved for the identity of Busan? The reason why?



ReBUSAN-ReNEW/ ReSERVE 

2008, Busan Museum of Art, Busan
Mixed media
Dimensions vary



ReBUSAN-ReNEW/ ReSERVE 

2008, Busan Museum of Art, Busan
Mixed media
Dimensions vary



The public art project “ReYAMAGUCHI” hosted by Yamaguchi Institute of Contemporary Art was 

conducted in two parts. The artists and the citizen of Yamaguchi were participated in this projects 

to re-boost the Centeral Market. First, the citizens were interviewed with two questions about the 

identity of Yamaguchi city; where to reserve/ where to develop. In the other, people asked to make 

their own art works with the materials they found from the Central Market and to show and sell 

them in Machibako, the alternative space.



ReYAMAGUCHI-ReNEW/ ReSERVE

2008, Machibako, Yamaguchishi
Mixed media
Dimensions vary



ReYAMAGUCHI-ReNEW/ ReSERVE

2008, Machibako, Yamaguchishi
Mixed media
Dimensions vary



ReYAMAGUCHI-ReNEW/ ReSERVE

2008, Machibako, Yamaguchishi
Mixed media
Dimensions vary





Wish Map

2009
Carved plexiglas
112x120cm

Wish Ribbon

2009
Digital print, ribbon
100x210cm





CRITIC



Ha Won records the accumulated time of an aged tree, the flow 

of time that can be found within the growth of a tree. She traces 

the passing time in her paper work by casting the weathered 

tree with layers of paper or pulp. 

‘Time on Paper’ was the theme of her solo exhibitions in 1998. 

She casts the shape and surface texture of a tree with various 

papers such as Korean paper and pulp. Sometimes, the casted 

tree shape is transformed into the opposite form by turning 

the cast paper inside out with added moisture. The result is 

a reversal of inside and outside. The inside of paper object is 

empty even though it represents a bulky and heavy tree. The 

solid entity of a tree becomes the shell that holds air inside. 

Leaving the continuous time temporarily Her works exist in the 

border of inside and outside, and real and unreal. She intends 

to stand outside the flow of time by showing the tranquil state, 

which exists in the in-between space. As a result, a sense of 

suspended time is provoked. Her work makes the audience 

forget the before and after since it cuts off their perception in 

time. The marks of a tree transferred onto paper transcend the 

hollowness of time and space and the surroundings of paper 

create a quiet forest filled with fresh air. 

To cast an object with wet papers is similar to the method 

of traditional Korean wet-frotage. It also reveals its quality as 

printmaking. She explains, ‘while concentrating on the concept 

of tracing images from plate within the process of casting, I 

could avoid the artificiality of image making. I replaced the plate 

with the stump of a tree which contains the order of nature, the 

aeration.’

In other words, she excludes an artificial process by imprinting 

the ‘plate’ of a tree. The papers are made from wood and they 

have a flexible quality; they become smooth when wet and firm 

when dried. Considering they are originally made from trees, we 

find that she is copying the texture of a tree with the attribute 

of a tree. The reason she uses papers is because she feels 

comfortable with the nature of paper and it is delicate enough 

to grasp the very details of a tree. In this way, she ceaselessly 

experiments with the limitations and possibilities of papers in her 

works. 

With her paper works, she also produces print works that 

represent the silhouettes of branches of a tree on the translucent 

papers. And a silkscreen piece called <Waves> expresses a 

rhythmic feeling with using only primary colors. Her print works 

are based on red, blue, yellow, black and white colors; these 

colors resemble the traditional five colors of Korea. 

Since her attempts reveal the essential and conceptual nature 

of a tree and, at the same time, the limited colors generate a 

very strong feeling contrasted with the natural colors of paper 

pieces. In her solo exhibition at Gallery Icon in 1998, she put 

together the prints of a tree and placed them on the three walls 

that surround paper objects. Therefore, her intention to create 

a composition of contrast between three-dimensional paper 

objects and colorful artificial prints in the same space was 

completed. 

Following the flow of delicate changes To her, tactile quality is a 

primary factor that exists in her whole works. The fine texture of 

grains of a tree on papers, the waves of wind through the hollow 

paper objects, and <Waves> constituted of numerous tiny 

shapes; they all display the flow of delicate changes in nature. 

Although they are not seen visually, they are alive and prove 

the movement of life. To contain such delicate movements and 

differences she chooses a method of repetition. The repetition 

also represents an attribute of printmaking in that it produces 

many pieces from one plate. However, she focuses on the 

differences by juxtaposing slightly different pieces, rather than 

the same pieces. 

The subjects and concepts of her works lead to the calm sense 

of the East. Especially, <Tranquility>, completed with repetition 

and minute differences of leaves, shows such character clearly. 

Made from repetition of silent and subtle changes, the fragile 

paper objects float over the space. The tranquil state and the 

emptiness of her works also seem to be linked to the philosophy 

of Taoism or Buddhism. 

Let’s forget the changes of time in this fast-moving material 

world and pause in front of her tranquil works for a moment.

Tracing Time on Paper   

Cho Whan Hi / Art journalist of monthly magazine Art
Young Artist in art/ 2000, February addition 



Since the art scenes in Korea are pretty much tuned to seeking 

the essence and value of art, artists are called on to experiment 

for various styles and media. Although this might just seem like a 

temporary phenomenon, it seems inevitable, taking into account 

the fact that the cultural society in Korea is undergoing a rapid 

change. Especially young artists are more likely to rely on these 

experiments as a means to establish their own identity in the 

midst of an illusion of cultural globalism, for they have grown up 

being exposed to ideas representing the western hemisphere. 

Therefore, all in all it does not seem that worrisome. 

Ha Won is one of the emerging artists, who have been steadily 

building her own idiom of expression after she returned to Korea 

upon completion of her graduate studies in Philadelphia. As 

she experienced two different cultures, she has continued to 

work on her art, which interprets nature on a conceptual level 

based on existentialism. She also demonstrates an attitude of 

realist, who reacts to her cultural, societal surroundings. For this 

reason, one can easily find the traces of speculation, manifested 

in a lyrical fashion in terms of style and medium. Her work, thus, 

has a quality of dichotomy which mirrors the two realms of 

concept and experience.

Ha's art ranges from paintings, three dimensional installations, 

silkscreen to digital media. No matter what medium she 

chooses, she sticks to a consistent paradigm, which questions 

the idea of ‘realness and illusion’. Through various techniques 

-- <paper casting> <arranging in repetition> <hanging in the air> 

<boxing> -- she visualizes her main ideas for art.

In this exhibition (Contemporary Korean Print on Hanji – Man 

& Woman Father & Daughter, 2002), she shows the series of 

tree casts that accounts for experimentation. It is remarkable 

not because the paper cast is faithfully representing the original 

state of the subject matter but because she employs various 

ways to elevate the value of tree trunk to another level. At this 

point, we need to focus on the 4 tactics of Ha's; which are 

mentioned above. The common thing about them is that the 

objects have lost their fundamental meanings and functioned as 

a device to transform and conceptualize what is original. They 

also well attest to the artistic sensibility of Ha. 

In the <paper casting> technique, Ha wraps the tree trunk with 

wet pulp, which is then peeled off after it dries. The cast object 

transforms the presence into a virtual entity. The hollow paper 

cast is a skin of existence, which is also a reminder of past 

memories. Furthermore, bits of tree barks have been taken off, 

attached to the underneath of new skin. The materiality of an 

original is envisaged with the bark bits intact; sometimes she 

turns it inside out to show them conspicuously. One has to pay 

particular attention to the fact that paper, which comes from 

tree, is shown in a tree figuration again, triggering viewers to 

examine the stipulation that is essential and conventional. In 

other words, Ha's paper-casting is about the issue of 'presence' 

and 'absence' beyond that of 'presence of tree represented'. 

<Arranging in repetition > efficiently negates the individuality of 

each image and accentuates the whole structure. Repeatedly 

arranged, tree trunks become objects put in orderly array. 

The fragmented images of tree barks get to bring out a 

logical meaning through the repeated system. Although the 

disassembled and the assembled of the divided units do not 

necessarily imply a narrative, they adhere to the Gestalt theory 

that the whole is more than a combination of units. Ha continues 

her experimentation with the series of attempts in her works, 

including display of objects d'art on the floor or in acrylic boxes, 

piling of silkscreened images on the gallery walls, and digital 

image pieces. 

Ha <hangs objects in the air> so as to represent tree as a 

symbol of a sort. The illusory volume of tree is floating in the 

gallery space, defying gravity. According to Ha, it refers to an 

idea of 'still time' or 'expanded space.' As the bits and pieces of 

fragments have been transformed into hollow, light objects, they 

put on a show of psychological gestures like pantomime actors. 

At the same time, the shadows cast on the gallery walls and 

floor amplify the three-dimensionality of the deliberate space. 

This is why Ha's work has a quality of installation. 

Lastly, <boxing> is a way of executing a dual device for 

categorization. The paper cast is already placed in a confined, 

box-shaped space called gallery. Ha sees the need to fortify 

the segregation of art from viewers thus restricts the overlapped 

space so as to enable the object to transcend from a present 

space into a system that is rather multi-functional. On the surface 

of the transparent box, printed are the tree images, which, in 

integration with the paper cast of tree trunks placed inside the 

box, make up a third entity. To represent the tree, she utilizes 

two illusory images in a construct in which the clash of two-

dimensional image and three-dimensional object is generated. 

In short, Ha's work questions the idea of realness and illusion 

of a being, and executes it accordingly. Consequently, her 

experiment originates from tree, part of nature, and its image 

but traverses over the boundaries of realness and illusion freely 

with her diverse attempts, which are the pathway to determine 

one's existence. One of the distinct features in Ha's work is that 

she expands the possibility of traditional Korean paper, dakji, to 

a greater degree. At the same time, it is a great pleasure of mine 

to see her produce works of a consistent theme with a delicate, 

unique artistry; therefore, I would like to keep my expectations 

high for her future career as a promising artist. 

Four Types of Attempts for <Skins of Existence>  

Kim Young Ho / Ph.D. Art history, Professor, Chung-ang University



Ha Won has provoked questions on ‘the real and the virtual’ 

within her previous works, series of silkscreen tree images or 

pieces of paper casting. For this solo exhibition (Roaming the 

Edge of Time, 2002), Ha expands her method of expression 

toward digital images and video installation. The extension of a 

medium means the change in representational tool or method 

of an artist however it does not always related with the change 

of the artistic perspective of an artist. Rather, artist’s artistic 

perspective can be polished and improved through experiences 

of diverse methods of expression. Today’s art calls young 

artists for breaking away from dichotomy of two-dimension and 

three-dimension and exploring various new media. Under this 

circumstance, some artists actively bring the concept of time 

and the issue of space in their works. 

In both Ha’s paper casting pieces and video installation pieces, 

a coherent subject resides; that is, something that can be 

summarized in a phrase of ‘a question on the real and the virtual 

and its creative realization’. In fact, the questions on the real and 

the virtual in art had been raised long ago along with the concept 

of mimesis. And such a concept transformed according to the 

arrival of modernists who deconstructed the illusion, the peel of 

object, and drew attention to objectness of canvas. However, 

the question on the real and the virtual - the question on the 

optical/perceptual nature of objects – still seems effective for us 

in the 21st century. That is because the way to respond to the 

question cannot be concluded by certain ideologies and styles 

but it is constantly redefined itself according to new philosophy 

and trends. For instance, the Cubists revealed the meaning of 

optical/perceptual nature in process of objects ‘deconstruction 

and assembling’ and the Surrealists found it in the break 

between ‘dream and reality’. 

Ha’s experiments in recent works are attention-grabbing since 

they display a certain mechanism that can be described as a 

perceptive pattern of the contemporaries. Under the present 

condition that our everyday lives are dominated by advanced 

new media and technology, her works are based on ‘the 

structure of modules and arrangement’ that is widely known as 

the basic makeup of digital images. Digital images are identified 

with arrangement of bits as printed images are constellation 

of dots. Build upon the structure of images, her works do not 

need narrative array of subject. The landscapes as the subject 

function as tools for revealing perceptual system while oscillating 

between ‘the real and the virtual’. In the abstraction process 

of real landscape into myriad squares, thus, viewers’ eyes 

encounter the virtual nature of digital moving images. 

For this exhibition, Ha created two video installation pieces. 

And the title of the exhibition, <Roaming the Edge of Time>, 

encloses her interests in the flow and the repetition of time. 

In the first room of the gallery, three big screens are installed 

on the left and right, and in the mid-center and fluffy images of 

forest with leaves shuddering by winds are projected onto these 

screens. With the closer look, viewers would find the tree images 

are slowly destroyed by digital handling and they are completely 

converted into the big square color fields. And each of screens 

displays the reversed transformation between real landscape 

and geometrical forms and holds opposing images each other 

as well. While walking around the gallery, viewers also interrupt 

the projected images on screen with their shadows created by 

lights from projector and this viewers’ intrusion is intended to 

involve viewers into the images. Besides, the square tracing 

papers attached onto the whole screens are notable point 

of the piece since they respond emotionally to waving leaves 

while minutely fluttering following to current of air caused from 

viewers’ movements. 

Composed with twenty-four TV monitors arranged horizontally 

on the floor and one huge projected image of sea onto the whole 

right wall, the other installation piece is located at the second 

room. What is significant in this piece is that the entire images 

are fractioned with square units in the same matter with the 

other work. The image on wall is programmed to display sea 

landscape split into twenty-four parts, and these image parcels 

repeat a procedure of fading away one by one per second and 

flocking together to create the original image. Then, each of 

twenty-four images appear on the twenty-four TV screens on 

the floor and each of them demonstrates the repetitive cycle of 

sea image’s construction and deconstruction abiding by binary 

system of ‘on and off’. In addition, electric circuits between 

monitors and resonance of regular blink of switches generate an 

atmosphere of mechanical manipulation to viewers.  

Thus, the identical quality between two installations lies in ‘the 

structure of modules and arrangement’, the nature of digital 

image. By cruising between natural landscape and color 

field or repeating a procedure of image’s deconstruction and 

completion regularly, Ha creatively realizes a visual mechanism 

that loops around the real and the virtual – what she has pursued 

continuously. 

 Here, we need to ask one question. From where is her interest 

in structure of digital image stemmed? To raise such a question 

can help us understand the relationship between cultural/social 

condition and artist’s artistic perspective. Of course, it is the artist 

who is responsible for the answer. In the contemporary life that 

is controlled by digital media, however, we know that our values 

and knowledge are based on digitally programmed information; 

in this sense, it may not be so difficult to comprehend her works 

as a procedure of active acceptance or rejection regarding 

virtual reality. 

To some who do not want to be concerned about concepts 

such as digital media, virtual reality, information image, spectacle 

and etc. in front of her works, the implication of modernist 

history from representational realism to non-figurative abstract 

art is also feasible to appreciate her works. Or, just having a 

quiet meditative time with her artistic sense, expressed in dimly 

vibrating leaves and lyrical sea landscape, is enough to enjoy 

her works. 

Aperture Between the Real and the Virtual
- Ha Won’s Video Installation

Kim Young Ho / Ph.D. Art history, Professor, Chung-ang University



When you encounter an installation piece at Ha Won’s show 

<Digital Eclipse> (Mokkumto Gallery, 2004), you initially would 

feel like being thrown into the void where there is no datum point. 

As you walk down stairs to exhibition hall, you are absorbed into 

a dark space; inside this dark space on the third floor, completed 

with black floor and ceiling and white walls, numerous thin white 

strings are densely hung from ceiling down to floor and create 

several layers of screens, standing in rows and drawing gentle 

arcs. A crimson sun imaged from a projector at the end of gallery 

rises from floor, passes through screen and sinks into ceiling, 

and a black sun of solar eclipse from a projector at the other 

end also repeats passing through floor, screen, wall and ceiling. 

Inside the dark space surrounded with sound effects of bell-

ringing, wind, waterfall or throb of earth, it may feel vain and 

meaningless to watch sun slowly rising and sinking in every 

three minutes. Most of all, you would feel puzzled where to 

stand to appreciate properly, since it is not easy to perceive the 

primary element inside this unclear space where ‘artwork’ and 

‘background’ are not separated.    

However, this puzzling circumstance is not unfamiliar at all within 

art scene after the 20th century when the installation grew to 

be one of the main artistic expressions. Artist’s efforts to make 

viewers participate in artworks were presented as attempts to 

get together art work’s space with viewer’s space, and at the 

same time, their efforts allowed more freedom and power to 

viewers than before. Art works in various forms, painting works 

inside frames, sculptural works on supports or within walls, visual 

works projected onto screens and etc., were able to become 

the worlds as micro-cosmos and also could remain independent 

and keep distances from viewers. On the other hand, viewers of 

contemporary art often needed to ponder about “relationships” 

between work and artists and space and themselves, rather 

than think about the work itself. This is because the awareness 

– an artwork is only a fraction of diverse compositional elements 

of macrocosmos the whole universe – was widely spread out. 

A viewer who wants to ‘look at’ <Digital Eclipse> has to stand 

at one corner of gallery or move along walls, but such his/

her approach to keep certain distance from work soon goes 

away. Screens composed of strings with metal pendulums at 

the bottom slightly wave as viewers walk by, and consequently, 

the image of sun on them also sways softly. And viewers would 

experience their shadows create another solar eclipse, in 

addition, some viewers who try to produce more dramatic forms 

could recognize their moves around projector have an effect on 

sounds inside gallery. In the world made with simple sounds and 

images that change slowly, viewers are able to acknowledge 

vividly changes according to their movements.

Since 2002, Ha Won has progressively attempted to give more 

active roles to viewers in her works; the most significant change 

from her early works done with molded papers from tree trunks 

or leaves is that she stops creating a ‘space’ with main objects 

and controls her own artistic activity to create a ‘situation’ with 

sound and image and to make viewers involve in the works. 

Such an approach to make works developed not by resolute 

space but by viewer’s participation is to “make viewers engage 

into works” as she says. Still, her interest in natural motives 

such as tree, leaf, shadow and wind and her refined handwork 

using wet paper are consistently reflected on her current works; 

as she started using digital media, moreover, her handcrafted 

tendency to put together paper pieces or feathers seems rather 

more strengthened. In addition, her work transformed into an 

environment where viewers should walk in from an object that 

they should look at.

Ha’s previous works and exhibitions, including <Roaming the 

Edge of Time> (Kumho Museum, 2002): images of woods and 

river and blinked them on and off, <Breathe> (Arko Museum, 

2002): a creation of a crimson sun on the big screen made of 

feathers, and <Between 0 & 1> (Sungkok Museum, 2004): a 

camera obscura work that sceneries of field and riverbank 

appear and disappear repetitively from two monitors, resemble 

the ‘skenographia’ the background picture of theater stage. As 

skenographia is completed when actors involve in it, her works 

seem to become existences required to be experienced not 

isolated objects as well as parts of macrocosmos.

Then, who are the actors in space of <Digital Eclipse>. How 

the artist and the viewers who are experiencing artificial eclipse 

created by the artist can meet each other. Some among the 

viewers try to comprehend the artist’s intention and others 

remind their own personal experiences from the work. Also, one 

may be interested only in sophisticated shadows of themselves 

within the crimson sun and the bluish eclipse, and the other 

one may pass through the work without knowing his/her moves 

affect sound and reflection of light. However, the important 

thing is that the experiences of viewers, standing in the center 

of the image of sun repeating encounter and separation with 

their own shadow, connect and respond to the artist’s act of 

invisibly controlling the environment and sending stimulation 

toward them.

In this exhibition, many different thoughts are coming up from 

philosophical examination of birth and death of an existence to 

simple technological curiosity how she could suspend all these 

shoelaces to the ceiling. Thus, this exhibition provides us a good 

opportunity to think back to the fundamental questions on art 

such as what is artist’s role, what is viewer’s, and how are the 

interrelationships among work, artist and viewer.   

Digital Eclipse - An Open Arena for Macrocosmos    

Cho Eun Jung / Ph.D Art history, Professor, Mokpo National University



Upon giving a lecture on her work at Creative Space Akarenga 

in Yamaguchi, Japan, 2008, Professor Ha Won described her 

installation piece, titled ‘Wish Flow’, as follows: 

”Have you heard of the ancient Chinese Taoist philosopher, 

Zhuangzi (Chuang-Tzu, 369—298 BC)? For this work, “Wish 

Flow”, I was inspired by Zhuangzi’s philosophical thought that is 

translated as “Wandering through the boundless” or “Wandering 

beyond” (Xiao Yao You, ). The three Chinese characters 

literally mean “to wander”, “far” or “faraway”, and “to travel” 

or “to enjoy”. Here, however, I changed the last character to 

a homonym in Korean that stands for “to flow”, and placed 

thousands of folded paper boats closely together to represent 

pebbles on a riverbed, and then projected a video image of 

Chinese characters from Xiao Yao You on the paper boat laid like 

pebbles, which made the human eye believe the letters passing 

by looked like the current of a free-flowing river.” 

The phrase, “Wandering beyond”, speaks of a way to enjoy life 

of leisure in a free, unfretted, and flexible world. That was the 

Utopian state in Zhuangzi’s mind.   

In the modern interpretation, this “wandering” can be thought 

of as enjoying a walk, conscious of stepping each foot on the 

ground, and heading towards anywhere without a specifically 

set destination, just following one’s heart. However, that is not 

all there is to the phrase. Zhuangzi’s “wandering” is closer to 

an image of floating in mid-air or drifting on water rather than 

walking in the forest, and treading on the ground. 

In the last episode of “Wandering beyond”, Zhuangzi introduces 

the idea of “use” (yong, ) as in “no use” (wu yong, ), giving 

as example a story of his laying eyes on a man who sighed while 

carrying a heavy tree that is of no use. Zhuangzi says to the man, 

“how come you do not think of planting that tree in an empty 

plain where nothing exists, and then admiring the tree?” Adding, 

“if you are satisfied after planting that tree there, and you wander 

freely around the place, then lie down and fall sleep, wouldn’t 

that be great?” Sleeping freely on the Earth’s surface, floating in 

mid-air and drifting on rivers is described as “wandering freely”. 

It is interesting to note that coincidentally a scholar studying 

Zhuangzi’s philosophy made a most suitable interpretation of 

“Wandering” (Xiao Yao) as “leave it up to the heart.” 

Meanwhile, Zhuangzi’s “Wandering beyond” (Xiao Yao You, 

) also was published as a separate supplement, but using 

one different last character that means “to cruise” or “to drift” 

(Liu, ), instead of the character that means “to wander” or 

“to entertain” (You, ). The existence of this second volume is 

recorded in the Textual Explanations of Classics and Canons 

(Jing Dian Shi Wen, ). What’s more, a word used at the 

time to describe “wandering about in a hazy, hallucinatory state” 

was “enraptured wandering” (Huang You, ), however, that 

would be written as “enraptured floating” (Huang You, ) in 

parts of “Wandering beyond.”

The two characters for “wandering” and “drifting”,  and , 

both have a same meaning, and they are both pronounced as 

‘you’ in Chinese. These characters are read as ‘yu’ in Korean, 

which are also a homophone with the character for “to flow” 

(Liu, ). The radical root of “drifting” ( ) is water (Shui, = ), 

which can be clearer in meaning than “wandering” ( ) to depict 

the image of a happy and carefree person who has left his body 

entirely to the “flow” ( ) of a river. As such, Ha Won’s idea to 

engage in a pun using the two ‘you’s is interesting, as this may 

tacitly connect her work with Zhuangzi’s philosophy and the 

essential substance of Being at a more profound, and unknown 

place.

The visitors to Ha’s exhibition were asked to write their wishes on 

a piece of paper, and to fold it into a paper boat, then leave the 

paper boat at any place in the exhibition hall that they wanted 

to. The many number of paper boats tightly filled a floor space, 

like pebbles on the riverbed, are actually void substances, 

containing nothing.  

One of the Outer Chapters of the Zhuangzi Text (Wai Pian, ), 

“The Tree on the Mountain” (Shan Mu, ) is a famous allegory 

with the metaphor of “an empty boat (Xu Zhou, ).” Many 

scholars had suggested that in this particular chapter there are 

quite a few areas where the text does not match Zhuangzi’s 

ideas. With its secular story and utilitarian purpose, the story 

does fall short to delight the reader and to take him or her to 

Zhuangzi’s unique, unworldly setting. Yet the meaning of the 

metaphor, “empty boat”, can be said to be truly a thought of 

Zhuangzi. An empty boat has nobody riding on it. But because 

it is empty, it is also completely open to everything, and it can 

transport anything. It is like a vast wasteland or the universe that 

can accept any piece of wood, even if useless. Therefore, an 

empty boat can be said to have reached the state of “Drifting 

through the boundless”, Xaio Yao You. And just like the empty 

boat, it seems the empty folded paper boats of “Wish Flow” 

can also accept any wish. The empty boats, carrying neither 

a person nor a parcel, carry the wishes—that is, the projected 

characters—of those who folded them, their creators. That is, 

the only passengers of these boats are not actual beings, such 

as people or materials, but rather characters, short phrases that 

are people’s wishes. 

Although they are not actual beings, the characters as intangible 

subjects are beamed from the projector fixed on the ceiling 

on to the paper boats which take the place of a screen. The 

characters’ shadows pass by over the screen resembling the 

image of a river flowing. Since the screen is three-dimensional 

(because the folded paper boats makes up the screen), the 

characters’ shadows do not bear a clear silhouette. Overlapping 

with the fading shadows with dim edges, the shadows of the 

characters drift by, floating in various ways according to the 

shape and the arrangement of the paper boats.  

The structure of this installation piece brings to mind another 

famous Zhuangzi anecdote, The Penumbra asked the Shadow. 

There the Shadow is an actual shadow, and the Penumbra, 

a partial one that forms a light, dim silhouette around the real 

shadow. The imperfect shadow is merely a shadow of a real 

one, but not knowing well of itself, it scolds its actual being, 

the Shadow, for not having an identity. Now, a shadow moves 

along with its actual being: it moves when the subject moves, 

and stops when the subject stops. A shadow cannot stand 

up or sit down by itself. It isn’t too surprising, therefore, if the 

Penumbra, which has no choice but to follow the movements of 

the Shadow, cries in dissatisfaction that it has “no constancy.” 

It wouldn’t be strange for the Shadow to ask the actual Subject 
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the same question that the partial shadow had asked him. But 

the Shadow’s answer would be different from that of the partial 

shadow:  

The Penumbra asked the Shadow, saying, “Formerly you were 

walking on, and now you have stopped; formerly you were 

sitting, and now you have risen. How is it that you are so without 

stability?” The Shadow replied, “I wait for the movements of 

something else to do what I do, and that something else on 

which I wait waits further on another to do as it does. My 

waiting: is it for the scales of a snake or the wings of a cicada? 

How should I know why I do one thing, and not do another? 

The Shadow is clearly aware of its situation that some force, 

the Subject may be responsible for moving it, and that that 

force may itself be relocated by some other force of another 

dimension. But it isn’t up to the Shadow to worry why it is or why 

it isn’t so. That is because the Shadow merely leaves itself to the 

law of nature. The Shadow can be the Penumbra, the Subject, 

or neither of them. The Shadow can be said to be “drifting in a 

boundless world” that Zhuangzi set as the ideal utopia.  

One other work by Ha Won, “A Drop of Sky”, was also inspired by 

the most well known text of Zhuangzi, the “Dream of a Butterfly”. 

Zhuang Zhou (the original name of Zhuangzi) dreamed he was 

flying happily as a butterfly, and upon waking up from that 

dream realizes he is no longer a butterfly, but Zhuang Zhou who 

asks himself whether in reality it isn’t the butterfly dreaming that 

it has become Zhuang Zhou. Owing to the original imagination, 

the allegory of a butterfly’s dream became a popular quotation 

and subject of interpretation in both the East and the West. 

Zhang Chao, (1650-1707?) a novelist of the Qing era, wrote 

an interpretation of the story in his Hades Dream Shade as, “If 

Zhuangzi turned into a butterfly in his dream, that is Zhuangzi’s 

blessing, and if the butterfly turned into Zhuangzi, that is the 

butterfly’s misfortune.” Zhang is differentiating Zhuangzi and the 

butterfly, saying that it is bad luck for the butterfly to become 

Zhuangzi, as that is returning to the secular world. Renowned 

French psychoanalyst, Jacques Lacan (1901-1981) interpreted 

the story in a way that Zhuangzi caught a glimpse of the abyss 

of the unconscious the minute he suspects that he may not 

be the butterfly. However, neither Zhang nor Lacan are close 

to Zhuangzi’s intensions. The dream of the butterfly is one of 

the anecdotes that follow The Penumbra asked the Shadow, 

and the dream well describes the state of “wandering or drifting 

freely in a boundless world.” There, Zhuangzi is his own self, the 

butterfly, or he is neither of them.  

Likewise, visitors are perplexed as to what they are seeing when 

they first come across a sky that is projected on the ceiling, and 

a surface of water that is reflected on a mirror on the floor. But 

such perplexity as this can be accepted as the confusion that 

it gives. When one appreciates the works by Ha Won, he or 

she can mindfully enjoy the philosophical world of wandering 

and drifting freely, traveling to an unknown place with no 

predetermined destination.  
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