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ARTASIAPACIFIC: 'Where I Work - Ha Chong-Hyun', by Yujin Min, March 2017



(This page, top)
The interior of one of Ha's four warehouse spaces,
which he converted into a private gallery. Seen
here are paintings from the artist's ongoing
"Conjunction" (t974- ) series, among others, in
varying monotones of whites, grays and blacks.

(This page, bottom)
Another warehouse is used as a storage unit
and is filled with hundreds of the artistt
works, accumulated over the years. A rare,
small-scale painting rests in front of racks that
hold neatly organized stacks of canvases.

(Opposite page, top)
Two recently completed, large-scale,
monotone paintings in blue and gray

lean against the wall, overlooking a small
kitchen space at the back of the studio.

(Opposite page, bottom)
The octogenarian's tiny painting mixins room,
cluttered with plastic buckets and a stockpile
of paint pots, palette knives and tools.

As we near the exit of the
warehouse, an unusual-looking
painting is brought to my attention

-its entire surface is covered with

a collage made of old canvases,

representing four decades of Ha's

practice. ln the work, each of the
paintings is positioned in reverse

on the flat surface and the entire
facade is wrapped in barbed wire,

forming a barricade that seals the
patches off from the world. This
piece, Conjunction (o8-Io7), was

made during the late 2ooos, after

a period of severe burnout due

to overwork.

Despite this period of stress,

Ha's output is remarkable. His

concentrated experimentations

with technique and material produce

new works every year, and he is

constantly prepping for exhibitions

at salleries and institutions in
Korea as well as overseas. I follow
the artist to the rear of the studio,

which is exclusively used for
stocking and mixing paint in neutral

and monochromatic tones. The

damp air is saturated with sweet,

pungent smells of turpentine oil

and mineral spirits. Plain wooden

shelves are lined with a hoard of
shiny metal paint pots, carrying
precious reserves of mono -gray

and mono-blue, the artist's current

choice of palette. Whisks, plastic

bowls, spatulas and stainless-

steel sieves dangle from makeshift
hangers tacked to the walls.

Thick layers of paint cover the floor,

which is crowded with empty pots

and tiny chairs used by the artist
when churning his colors. The
process of this paint mixing is rooted
in Ha's early experimentations in

monotone hues-colors inspired

by the earth, white Joseon-dynasty
porcelains, and the dark, solemn

colors of traditional Korean roof

tiles. These tones represented an

alternative to Western influences

that increasingly pervade South

Korean society, which Ha refuted

by exploring distinctive local

and natural features within his

immediate surroundings. Ha says

these colors cannot be bought
in a can. Even when they are, Ha

replicates and modifies them into

subtle variations of the shade.

Notions of locality and tradition

are also seen in Ha's most recent,

ongoing series. He shows me his

latest hemp canvas paintings-yet
to be titled-that employ a unique

method of scorching the surface

layer of wet paint. Moving a flame

burning from the tip of a wooden

stick back and forth across the

canvas, he alters the pigments and

they become saturated with dark,

powdery soot. He then uses a flat
brush or spatula to smear the paint,

forming a steady stripe composition

that juxtaposes the blackened paint

with the untainted, Iighter layer of
pigment. ln the case of the first
of the two paintings, the charring
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(Top)
A warehouse-turned-gallery is situated -
a spacious concrete courtyard. lnside to
the left is a portrait of the exuberant artis:

(Bottom)
The artist mimicking the action of
scraping the surface of a new burlap
fabric painting in his studio.

method was used with mono-blue,

resulting in a graceful composition

of cool tones and a charcoal-tinted

blue that appears almost black.

According to Ha, the darkened

colors are meant to evoke the

faded and weathered surfaces of
Korean roof tiles. lt is clear that
exploring these delicate, complex

colorations continues to energize

and inspire Ha.

In the last few minutes of
my visit, I take a spontaneous
photograph of Ha posing playfully,

mimicking his scrapins the surface

of a painting. Although it seems

his pace is virtually without pause,

even at his àEe, Ha tells me that
he doesn't rush the process and

meditates on the outcome before

he takes action on the canvas. On

the floor is an unprimed burlap

canvas that will take him several

days or even months to complete.

From afar, it looks raw in its pure

and unprimed condition. But over

the course of time, tiny ripples of
pigments will permeate the back

of the canvas and reappear on the

surface. With this newly created

Iayer of thick paint, Ha's spatula

will begin to form steady marks,

from one end of the canvas to
the other.
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