
Ruminating on the Value of Peace in Jeju Island and DMZ 
 

Inspired by the successful residency program in Mexico City, 2011, Andrew Shire 

Gallery holds another residency program in Jeju Island, Korea this fall. Representative 

Korean sculptors and Southeast Asian artists, including Ahmad Zakii Anwar and Kow 

Leong Kiang from Malaysia, Choi Tae Hoon and Han Yong Jin from Korea, and Heri Dono 

from Indonesia, participate in the project, which will provide a valuable chance to show 

the result of artistic exchange and communication transcending regional boundaries. 

     

In spite of sharing the apparently common geographical area that is Asia, history, 

culture, and tradition of Malaysia and Indonesia must be still unfamiliar to Korean artists. 

This accounts for the characteristic of Korean art that was rather negligent in exchange 

with Southeast Asian art compared with its excessive interest in the western 

contemporary arts which centered on U.S.A. and Europe. I tried to find what similarity or 

common feature can group these five artists who are internationally renowned but have 

different background and are involved in the specific locality from each other. 

Considering the proposition that art expresses an individual vision, it may sound strange 

to attempt to find their similarity. However, one similarity that the three countries all 

experienced colonial rule in their modern history emerged.  

 

While Korea experienced the rule of Japanese imperialists from 1910 to 1945, Malaysia 

and Indonesia were governed by the British and the Dutch respectively. Malaysia, whose 

territory lies from the Malay Peninsula to the Island of Borneo, has shaped its history and 

culture characterized by the influence of various countries such as India, Indochina, China, 

Japan, and the Middle East and Europe overseas. The Kingdom of Malacca was 

established in 1403 as the first Muslim country in the region settled under the influence 

of Muslims, who were actively involved in trade with the Southeast Asian region in the 

10th century. However, Portugal occupied Malacca in 1511, and then the Dutch people, 

led by the Dutch East India Company, colonized the region. As Great Britain expanded its 

power over Southeast Asia, Malaysia was handed over to Great Britain through the treaty 

with the Netherlands. Indonesia, consisting of a lot of islands, boasts diverse races and 

cultures. After the colonial rule by the Dutch that started with the establishment of the 

Dutch East India Company in 1602, the whole Indonesia became the crown colony of the 

Netherlands in 1824 after the treaty with Great Britain. Starting the Pacific War with the 

bombing of Pearl Harbor in 1941, Japan occupied Malaysia and Indonesia as well as 

Indochina and ruled the region till 1945 when the Japanese were defeated. Under the 



title of ‘Greater East Asia Co–prosperity Sphere’ on the surface, Japan to all intent 

invaded Southeast Asia in order to procure and exploit resources to manage the war. 

After World War II came to an end, Singapore and Malaysia gained independence from 

Malaya Union, and Indonesia also became an independent country after dissolving the 

federation with the Dutch unwilling to lose the privilege over the region. Meanwhile, 

Korea was divided into North and South Korea after its liberation from Japan in 1945. 

After three years of U.S. military rule, South Korea established the Republic of Korea in 

1948, which was destined to go through the Korean War for three years starting in 1950. 

Korea went through division of the territory, dictatorship, and democratization and 

economic development. Similarly Malaysia and Indonesia have focused on economic and 

social development despite their rapid social and political changes to emerge as new 

stars in Asia.  

 

Located in the area where seaborne trade was active among Indians, Chinese, Japanese, 

and European people, Malaysia and Indonesia developed their own unique tradition and 

culture in spite of foreign cultures. However, these two multicultural societies 

experienced conflicts between the western and the native customs, between the tradition 

and the modern in their colonial period respectively. For example, Heri Dono, from 

multicultural Indonesia with lots of islands, chose waywang kulit, traditional Indonesian 

puppet play, as his tool to present political and social issues of contemporary Indonesia 

in a humorous or satiric way. His <Trojan Horse> drew a lot of attention at 2006 

Gwangju Biennale. His works that hybridize human and the god, or human and the 

animal parody various social problems of Indonesia humorously and rudely but seriously. 

He will give a chance for the audience to consider yesterday and today of Indonesia, 

unfamiliar to Korean people.  

 

Contemporary arts of Malaysia rapidly developed due to the economic boom of the 

1990’s, producing many artists who tend to resist categorization and seek liberation 

rather than to be overwhelmed by the ‘burden of the history.’ In contrast to the young 

generation of artists who pursue the conceptual and deconstructive style, Ahmed Zakii 

Anwar is classified as an artist who faithfully adheres to the principle of representation. 

Zakii came into spotlight with his charcoal painting in photorealism and reinterpreted the 

conventional portraiture. For example, whereas conventional portraits reflect the aesthetic 

taste of the time on the object’s character, social status, costume, and props, the 

portraits of Zakii try to catch the psychological state as well as the appearance by using 



the technique of close-up. His portrait does not refer to a specific place if there is any 

background or is deprived of any background at all. Instead, the huge portrait, which 

appears floating in the space without background, dramatically expresses diverse 

psychological states despite the neutral black-and-white tone.  

 

Kow Leong Kiang, born in 1970 and graduated from Kuala Lumpur College of Arts in 

1991, emerged as a representative young artist of Malaysia after he received the Grand 

Prize of ASEAN Art Awards given by Philip Morris in 1998. While representing the 

outward appearance of human being as Zakii does, he is more concerned about soft and 

warm representation unlike Zakii’s cool, rationalistic representation. By blurring outlines 

of figures, he gives his paintings an elevated poetic quality. This is the result of practicing 

his faith in ‘the rebirth of painting’ in an era when ‘the death of painting’ was declared.   

 

On the other hand, Korean sculptors are more into material and concept, sticking to 

the characteristics of the genre of sculpture. Han Yong Jin, born in 1934 during the 

Japanese colonial rule of Korea, experienced the war in his youth, and later majored in 

sculpture at the College of Arts, Seoul National University. He belongs to the generation 

of people who suffered the fetters of modern and contemporary Korean history. I met 

him in New York in 2009, and through conversing with him, I found him an optimistic 

and cheerful artist who is faithful to every matter. His sculpture reveals his naturalness. In 

other words, his sculpture does not have any ‘affectation.’ He does not abuse stone to 

make a shape, nor gives in to it. His material of choice is mostly granite, the most 

common stone in Korea, but sometimes he works with a mass of stone, or ‘rubbles’ he 

spotted and picked up. This attitude makes us think about the state of his work in which 

he plays with the material instead of confronting it. The phrase “Too much is as bad as 

too little” from the Analects, an East Asian classic, would be appropriate to understand 

Han Yong Jin’s work. His work is not excessive and complicated, nor insufficient. The fact 

that he may trim stone, but he respects its quality indicates his optimistic character as 

well as his faith in ‘the art that adjusts to nature.’ He may attempt a metaphysical 

interpretation of the form, which is terse but heavy, simple but not frivolous. However, 

his work even empties such meanings. On the other hand, Choi Tae Hoon’s work is the 

outcome of many hours’ labor. He may be named as a descendant of blacksmiths who 

dealt with fire and steel, for he has shown extraordinary passion in metal and created 

works using the technique of welding. His work process, in which he welds small metal 

pieces or erodes the metallic surface by plasma-arc welding, enables us to conclude that 



sublime labor creates sublime works of art. His imagination not only crosses the 

boundary between civilization and nature but extends to the cosmic space in order to 

express it into his sculpture.   

 

The artists with a different personality and the unique language of expression will get 

together in Jeju Island. What kind of artistic inspiration will Jeju Island give them for such 

short span of time? Jeju Island is an internationally renowned place for the beautiful 

scenery and natural environment. It would certainly be meaningful to feel the natural 

beauty of the island. The volcanic mountain of Halla, Lake Baekrokdam on its crater, and 

lava tunnels are sufficient to produce a variety of legends and folk culture there.     

However, we cannot turn a blind eye to the history of this beautiful island. Back in the 

Joseon period, residents of Jeju Island were prohibited from leaving the island so they 

could not but suffer the exploitation of the government or the Japanese pirates. 

Therefore, Jeju had become a thoroughly isolated place of political exile for aristocrats. 

For example, in 1840, Kim Jeong Hee, a famous scholar of the late Joseon period, was 

banished to Jeju and lived in a house surrounded by thorn bushes. Then the island 

became the site of tragedy in the modern and contemporary history of Korea. If we do 

not pay attention to this history, Jeju will only be remembered as a beautiful tourist 

attraction. 

 

During the Japanese imperialist occupation, Japan built military facilities among them 

airfield and hangars for the navy and anti-aircraft battery positions for the invasion to 

China. At the last stage of the war, as many as 75,000 troops were stationed in the island 

to keep the U.S. forces from landing on the mainland Japan, and even the base for 

“kamikaze” torpedo boats was built by carving the caves under the coastal cliffs. The 

tragic history of Jeju Island culminated in the 4·3 Jeju People’s Uprising in 1948. The U.S. 

military government sent the Korean police and young men of the rightist Northwest 

Youth Organization out Jeju to control the uprising, and even commanded the army to 

put it down. Resistance of the socialist South Korean Labor Party and Jeju residents 

continued, for they were enraged at the exploitation and suppression of the central 

government. President Rhee Syngman and his regime regarded the uprising as the 

defiance against the legitimacy of the central government, and dispatched forces from 

mainland to the island. The government forces evacuated residents to the coastal areas, 

and burned villages in the mountainous areas. The large-scale search and destroy 

operation in April 1949 destroyed major points of resistance army, however, the residents 



moved into the mountainous areas launched the guerilla warfare until 1954. The 4·3 Jeju 

Uprising was the tragic outcome of ideological conflict between the leftists and the 

rightists anticipating the outbreak of Korean War of 1950 as well as the disaster caused 

by the ruthless and violent suppression by mainlanders toward residents of Jeju Island.   

The instinct of self-preservation makes people tend to erase painful memory. Silence 

and forgetting may be the outcome of this defense mechanism. Therefore, to recollect 

the painful memory of the past might bring a negative effect to strengthen trauma. 

However, we need to restore memory so that we can heal the wound. Especially those 

artists who have a keen eye to see their time and society would not look away from the 

history. They plan to visit DMZ after the short residency in Jeju Island, and will recognize 

Korea as a divided country.  

 

I hope the foreign artists can have a new understanding of Korea during their stay and 

visit to Jeju Island and DMZ. To find the dark past of Korea with the ravages of the war 

that was hidden with economic development and democracy, will be a sufficiently 

meaningful fruit of this project. Jeju Island and DMZ will ask the artists to appreciate the 

value of peace and to face reality to keep it.  

 

Choi Tae Man 

Art Critic, Professor of Kookmin University 

 


