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<Ahn Chang-hong Solo Exhibition> | 5.20 - 6.28 Savina Museum of Contemporary Art

OIXF=. AHNCHANG-HONG

QIEIR BrEE] BUE
Interviewer Park Seong-tae Editorial Director

1. Self-portrait: after 33 years, acrylic on canvas, 2002
2.Bed couch 1, acrylic on canvas, 400 x 210cm, 2008
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3. Installation view at Savina Museum of Contemporary Art, 2009
4, Leather sofa, acrylic on canvas, 122 x 45¢cm, 2009
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Ahn Chang-hong is persistent. Since he made his debut in
art circles through a joint exhibition with Jung Bok-soo at
Hyundai Gallery in Busan in 1976, he has determinedly
retained his own characteristics, and he has done so for
more than 30 years. He led the emergence of the trend of
figurative art in Busan with his decadent and
autobiographical, all-natural color paintings. Moreaver, he
has not lostinterest in people as subjects, as shown by his
depictions of dark and gloomy human figures. Ahn, who has
long held the “honorable title” of the most non-commerecial
artist, has established an unrivaled reputation as such in
Korea's art circles, which are clichéd and predictable. The
shadow of death had been a theme since his early works,
and he himself has been face-to-face with death after being
diagnosed with lung cancer; yet, he has managed to hold
consecutive solo exhibitions this year at the Busan
Museum of Modern Art and at the Savina Museum of
Contemporary Art in Seoul. He has set up a studio
independently in Yangpyeong, Gyeonggido Province, and
has been there for 20 years, contrary to the predictions
that he could not stand it to be there even for a week. Space
has visited him in his studio for an interview.

Your solo exhibition titled “Portrait of the Times” was held at
the Busan Museum of Modern Art from February 28 through
May 5,2009. Your major works since 2004, including the
serial works of “Natural History Museum,” and the serial
works of “Meditation of 49 Persons,” “Spring Days Gone,”
“Broken Face,” and “Bed Couch” were on display.

It was a magnificent exhibition. As far as | know, it was the
largest exhibition in the nation’s public art museums, and
the first time for an artist of my age to hold a solo exhibition
of this scale. It was neither a retrospective exhibition, nor
did it feature old works | worked on a long time ago.
I'selected 170 works for the exhibition from among ones

I painted over the past four years.

You seem to hold a lot of exhibitions in a steady manner.
There would be no artists of my age who have held as many
solo exhibitions as | have. If | don't have any other
committments, | work on my paintings for more than 10
hours a day. The size of my works is getting bigger, somy
workload is not easy to cope with. The largest paintings
were 450x250cm, and | produce 10 such paintings a year.
Iwork on them while climbing up and down the ladder
hundreds of times.

In 2007, you were diagnosed with lung cancer. Fortun ately,
the cancer was detected at an early phase. As soon as you
finished an anti-cancer treatment, you held ajoint
exhibition with Jung Bok-soo at the Gallery Artside in Seoul.

Have you completely recovered from your lung cancer?
The doctor says, as far as diseases go, people become
patients after surgery. As for myself, | did not look like
apatient even after the surgery. Life and death are not
something that | can control. Patients should take full rest
afterasurgery, yet | came to my studio and started my
work rightaway. | am healthy now.

What did you think about while you were in hospital?
When Iwas lying on the hospital bed after the cancer
surgery, | was confident, yet at the same time | also felt
insecure. In such a state, | was contemplating about myself.
Until then, I had lived an overly confident life, believing that

3

my painting was the best. However, when | looked back on
the past days while Iwas lying in the hospital bed, there was
no single painting which | deemed worthy. | deeply reflected
on myself, believing that | had been painting sham
paintings. However, when | was discharged from hospital
and recovered, | came to think again that my painting was
nice after all, so | did not get rid of a single painting of my
works. | think people can be really moody,

Your works for the exhibition are slightly different from
your previous work. Did you try to portray people around
you as the main characters?

The models of my works this time are people who are
ordinary and whom I know relatively well. Regardless of

whether theyare a farmer or a successful businessman,
they are physically restricted, and thus they tend to dream
about deviation. So, when | talk to them, they are a little bit
passive atfirst, yet they approach me in a proactive and
voluntary manner, as they can see themselves in a different
way through my paintings. The person in the painting is
definitely the person himself, yet a completely different
person is also seen. This is probably because of the fact that
uncovering the person finally reveals the person inside.
Afterall, the figure in the painting not only reveals the
person, but also reveals my existence. | reveal my desires
through painting, so they are overlapped with the models.

In fact, one of your painting’s characteristics is the vivid
colors, to the point of being crude.

That's true in away. | have intentionally continued to
produce colorful works. However, when | go back to my past
paintings, | used to paint black-and-white paintings during
the military dictatorship of Chun Doo-hwan. My “Family
Portrait” was produced at that time. | was painting black-and
white paintings relentlessly at that time, but then | stopped.
And the black-and-white painting is now back again,

This seems to be a kind of self-awareness on stress. | am
avery sensitive artist, so | achieve a sort of catharsis while
I'am using colors. However, for paintings for this exhibition
| produced black-and-white paintings, reflecting on
restrained emotions. The reason why my paintings are so
large is that | wanted to reveal the fundamental beauty and
sublimity of humans. | felt that people who have
continuously survived the harsh realities of Korea and will
continue to survive were heartbreaking and at the same
time beautiful. | also fought against disease at the
crossroads of life and death, and all of these factors were
combined, producing the latest paintings. At any rate, it is
not my typical style, but this time | had an intention of
approaching work starting from fundamental beauty.

The physical human body portrayed in your painting is
beautiful and decadent.

I'am not a very logical and conceptual artist. I'm more of an
emotional and realistic artist. Yet, | also have a slight
tendency toward being rebellious. | want to be liberated
through my painting, while at the same time | do not wish to
turn my back on the fragrance of life of humans. Qverall, all
of these aspects are entangled. And while working, | pick up
materials for my painting from the sea of the world.
Whether it is a maggot or a human, each of themis a
respective boat floating on the waves of the sea called life.
Imerely paint people who are identified by perceptions.
This time also, | did not intend to select specific models. At
any rate, l intend to focus on what | want to say, regardless



of what kind of people | portray.

At the same time, a dark and gloomy atmosphere is also
detected.

Afterall, painting is all about communication. Even
masterpieces become worthless without communication.
| think that painting exists to convey the intentions and
ideas of the artist. That is why | think about how to
effectively convey my ideas. | reveal suchintentions
through colors and other means, and the ability to combine
them most appropriately depends on the talent of the
artist. You can consider the dark and gloomy atmosphere
as Ahn Chang-hong. Itis not easy to both be satisfying to
myself and at the same time to convey what | feelin my
heart to the other party.

You possess a unique position in Korean art. Does it have
any relationship with your life experience?

| believe that life and art are totally inseparable. The
barometer of life is art. That is why | delve into things and
people that reflect life, smell them, discover them, get
along with them, and talk with them. It is asif to smell their
life and fragrance. | also read novels and watch films, and in
doing so, | get the help of all my senses.

You seem to be disinterested in commercial success.
Somebody said that there are two artists in Korea who are not
interested in money, and one of them is me. In the past, even
when | lived on instant noodles, not being able to affordrice,
there were gallery owners who refused to buy my paintings.
Because of that, | became arrogant, in a way: | opted for my
self-pride rather than money, and | think that is why my lack
of interest in commercial success has survived untiltoday to
this extent. Of course, | have experienced a lot of hardships.
But | thought that it was better than to be, say, mentally
impaired. | was happy even when | could not afford meals.

Where does such strength come from?

I think being rebellious or having guts is something that is
inborn. Isn’t it true that everybody sets their principles
when they are young? People set principles and then
nibble away at them, little by little. Then, finally the
principles are all disintegrated. | have never blamed
anything on the world. Rather, | ruthlessly pushed myself.

| am the type of person who makes things hard for myself
when | forget my principles. I have my own principles that

| have to live by because | am an artist. They are really naive
principles | set up when | was very young. But then they are
at least genuine. Things about justice and truth that people
dream about and thought about when they are young are
the genuine thing. Though they are gradually becoming

polluted and forgotten. They become dirty to justify
self-excuse. | tried not to change like that, at least. When
people reach my age, patience and persistence are
required even when painting. Itis in factarduous to become
an artist who conscientiously paints, exerting himself. | do
not want to deviate from the principles | have set up.

You also painted flowers.

| experimented with flower painting and they sold so well
that | stopped painting them. | held a flower painting
exhibition around 1396 and all the paintings were sold.
Actually, | wanted to convey so many messages through
the flower paintings: It is one of the themes | want to get

involved in more fully. | planto do this in a different way.

Whatever | paint, | intend to convey my messages
consistently in my painting,

When | view every single piece of your work, it seems that
they have dark allusions.

My painting has energy and | paint it. The reason why | look
happy and positive is that | am doing what | want, and my
perceptions and ideas are in fact like the end of a needle.
Itis a needle hidden in an appearance thatisas softasa
sponge. This is also the suffering of my life. | have poignant
criticism and sympathy about the world, and | have issues
on the absolute loneliness and death that people face.

| have thought about death for a long time, as of a shadow.
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Itisan everlasting riddle, regardless of whether the person
is ascientist, a prophet, oran artist. Itis like an intangible
and hidden rock in the ocean, conveying a sense of
insecurity, like air that is impossible to define or measure.
And thatis why humans should have hope.

Do you paint self-portraits to release the suppression of
yourinnerbeing?

Mostly lonely artists draw self-portraits. | draw them while
looking at myselfin the mirror. When | am drawing

a self-portrait, | enjoy placing myself in a confrontation with
myself - namely, myself and my reflection in the mirror.
When people do self-portraits, they normally do them by
looking at their images in pictures. When you see my
self-portraits, my left hand is painted. Until my self-portrait
is completed, | endlessly look at my eyes in the mirror.
Another model resembling me is standingin the mirror. In
such a confrontational structure, | literally hack myself into
pieces and explore myself and find out parts of me or of my
smell that are cast ina different world.

Since 2000, you have been using different mediums more
boldly.

The 1990s started the process when | sorted out several
internal problems and inferred myself; and | became more
confident about what | have been doing since 2000. Based
on such confidence, | went into a full experimental mode
that formed the backbone of my work. | canducted a more
proactive exploration of photographic series. [t was also
atime when | worked on painting in different styles. Needless
to say, the destination all the experimentations pursue is the
same. |t could be said that | am stepping up a stairway by
endless experimenting to reach a single destination.

What would the destination be like?

Itis exploration about human existence. They could include
themes about freedom and resistance, about the artist
himself, and life and values of ordinary people.

Do you have interest in other fields?

Painting is not a completely spiritual expression. In fact, it
is unstable. | once thought about producing things that
cannot be depicted in paintings in the form of films. | want
to make films with stories, like my paintings.

5. Contemplation of 49 people, acrylic and photography on wooden panel,
?6x110cm, 2004
6. Contemplation of 49 people, acrylic and photography on wooden panel,
76x110cm, 2004




