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Look and See, See and Read
Sung Hwan Kim s Visual Literature

John T, Hamilten

Mrafossor of Comparztive Litaratuse ard Germania | angusages a:
Literatureg, Mew York University

The image that opens Her (2003), a video work by Sung Hwan Kim and @ lady trom the sez (Mina Yuenl, can
b said to stammar: hlack and white foctage from the Karean War shows o cluster of bombs dropping from a
tighter plane, staggered by the syncopations of lieese fisme edils, The voica over, ramarkahly flat in tone,
cormiments on Lthe mage 3 besuly, on tha tact that the imaga tells nothing, We ook, and look to see, but the
viden, 85 Lhe deadpan commeantary reminds us, goes nowhera. The stated lack of direction is, on e one
hand, incangruous with the picture of falling missiles, whose mission is unambigueusly to deliver dasth and
destruction a clear and horific direclion, e say the least. On tha other hand, the stuttering effect, coupled
wilh the monatone comments, goes far to disrupt any referential function, The image is stopped inils lracks,
failing to reach its destination in any substantial signified. From a phenomenologics] point of view, we look,
but there may be nothing Lo see,

The video procesds to build on this tansian batween reference and mezninglessness, The scene culs Lo
the artist, who stands in 2 bare room, back against the wall, The filrmmaler is being Tilmed {subjects, as oftan
in Kimn s work, readily become alyjecls). He raizes Lhe long microphona to his mouth, which barely moves. He
murnbles, lurning his eyes sway trom the camerz. Occasionally, like falling bombs, the flat guistness is
intarruptad by snippets of loud, shrill action: rapid panning, a gil lving on & grassy figld, 5 modal plane cutting
fzst across the scroen. We look, then see: 8 narrative furms, however vaguely. Maanihg is almost procduced.
Fresent images are direcled back to pravicus imagas, now absant We see, and bagin to read. Still, the
fragments tail to cohere. Kim s work has been dubbed wisual literature, but whal s there 1o sea? What is
there to read? To hazard 2 reply, ong most relurn Lo Lhe acl of looking itsalf,

One musl fock in order to sea, and yat--invariably--in order to sea, one must cease fram looking, The act of
sesing implias placing phenameana into a system of reprosentation that produces meaning. 1 gathers the
instances that 2re looked upon inte o conlext, a narralion, a discourse, |t incorparatas items into 3 chain of
signification end therelere requires the intellactual capacity of retention and pretension, memory and
loresight, which relate phenomena ta things no longer or not yet seen, Hence, the negation implicit in
meaningful sesing. To ses is o desisl lrom Inoking, because sasing, strictly spesking, entails the placement
ol whal is prasent in ralation ta what is sheent. In the opening soquence of Her, in erder 1o conneat, say, the
madel plane back to the warplane, one must close one s eyes, One must cassa trom looking at the present
imagae as such, inilsell In the and, the desire to 5ee ar tha desire to know—which in Groclo amountls Lo the
same eidein--requires & violent act of Blinding, Oedipus learmed so much from Tirasias.

Yet, the copacity Lo see—lhe ability to undarstand the images as going somewhere —cannot demy the facl
that it depends on the simple fact of looking. The sovereign accomplishment of sesing cannot renounce the
locking that it nonetheless musl negate. Meres vision s slways poisad to break up or expose any visible oider
that may be constricted. Kim s videos persistently demonstrate how the slammering, almost stubbaorn refusal

to entar into comumerce with what is no longar or not yat wisible opens the field of vision onto something
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autsida systerns of thought The cognitive enargy that configuras and maintains visibility as a feat of
knowwledge is constantly Lhreatensd by the visual, by the ullerly banal Tect of what meets the eye, Where
seeing totalizes, looking fragments; where seaing gives direction, looking stumblas

Thie lension belwsen going somewhere and gaing nowhee, which both motivates and undenmines Kim s
seduencing in generzl, is stressed in A-Da-Da (2002, an earlier plece ostensibly 2bout the classic struggle
betwesn father and son. The overdetermimed ttle stikingly announces the hesitant movement caught
hetwean direction-bound totality and fragments that lead to nanght. If a-da-da is how the Korean language
onomotaopostically sionifies stuttering, it also stages the Dedipal conflict (o Da Da), while rehearsing the
modarnist protest against usatul, bureaucratized language (Bs in Hugo Ball s DADA). Thus, the video s
opening frame: The car is recoptive 1o conflicts only if the body loses its footing.

Strucluraily snalogous o the process of seeing is he act of reading. Inorder tooread for meaning, oog musl
crasa fram lnoking At tha material qualitias of the words, Tha shape of the latters, the color of tha ink, the
physical ferms of weriting all must be renounced. Bather than leoking at the wards, ong must see through their
apzcity. In this way alone can one armive stimmatanal, trsnsparent sense. Looking disrupls modes of
producing meaning: it destrovs plans of both legibility and wvisibility, Writing ahounds in A-Da-Da, most notsily
in the obsessively folded pages of Tined paper, where the student of language, submitting to the dictates of rote
|earning, dramatizes how Bnguage degenerales inte d material existence Lhat esists mesaningful reading. The
same is ohservad in the more recent In the Qoom sares (2006 - 07}, whare sentancas printed antao fransparant
filrm slither from the atist 5 mouth ke a sgmantic tapeworm. Hore, werds become mere things: we can lool at
therm, but wi cannat ses thermn, we cannod plot them into any sigoibang feld,

Fecause wea look, knowlednge stands as something espeacialiy vulnerahla, raady o loses its Tooting.
Knowlodge, even in its most hyporbolic manifestations say, In the cneyolopedia, whers the mind & act of
seeing i@ all-encompassing, all-enclosing--cannot be achisved without some element of loss ar remainder,
And precisely hecause this loss or remnipder never antirely rvanoratas into meaning, bacausa what is [ost
remains an objoct of vision, the visible and legilile ordors show themsclves to be especially wask, hound to
brreak sperl al any roomenl. Kim s video works shove Uhese visual aspects in front of our eves, Toestrating ow
cagnitive attampts of mastery, troubling our sense ot stable subjectiety, and refusmg Lo allow us to forfest
lzoking in favor of sosing. The viewer is conjoined to kaap his or her eyes opan. Pathways 1o a theoratical
slandpoint are blocked. The Toree ol vision in Kim s visual llerature compels us to encounter, if not undergo,
a madnass of Iooking, that is, a vision without sesing or reading.

Compulsion is dramatized in the string of guict but firm imperatives that rmothvate the scenas of Flat White
Raugh Cut (2004), The commands create structures-—mandalas--that nearly form an harmeonic whole, The
dictation conshitutas aninstruction manual that takes us trom tha beginming 1o the gnd. Tha filming, howewvar,
emphasizes the flat pauses that, on the ane hand, are necessary in defining this ismperativa spaca, yat on the
ather hand, dismantle the struclure in the very process of being erected, In this way, Kim stages the failure of
rapresantation. He does so, howawar, not by prasanting the non-reprasentslional or the invisitle--as if that
weore ever passible - but rather, by presenting the visual ftsolf, which takes place bofore the beginning and
after the end of evary representation.

[ty prasents us with images and taxt, which cannot be enterad as avidanca, In a racant intansdaw with
Ahn Soyeon, the artist, in discussing Flat White Rough Cut, speaks about o running intorest in the forms of
an eneyolopadia, which ha describes as the arrogances to cover every phenomeanon of thewordd or the
cosire to cover everything inowhite. Whitowashing difforonce, reducing all abjocts of vision to the lovel of the
Sarne, i3 the will (o design, the intention to schisve seme kind of represertational logie, which ineluctably
falls into noen-homogeneaity. The whipped cream used to efface the abject contants of a plastic chamber pot
desperalely ies Lo idealize, Lo sccomplish an hannonic oeder, but falters by sttempting 1o negate leoking--an
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irnpossible desire.

I &-Da-Da, the blatantly constructed qualities of tha dislogue batween father and son eschew all
naturalisrn and prohibit any sccure reference. The lines that mimesis attempts to draw from representation to
reference are derailed by distraction, Raferancs fails through the very process of making reference. Images
and text confront the viewer with an intense flatness or crudeness. Evidence is torn ta shreds: we are left with
mere vestiges, scenes of disappearance, visions of evanescence. The closing dedication to A-Da-Da is
theresfore apt:. For People without Ulequence. Analogausly, in Her, meaningtul speech, together with all
rnodes of mimesis or rhetoric, is effectively reduced to platitudes: Nina Yuon sings o refrain of identity-- And
that is wlhiy roemantic filens dare dlvways Lthe same — but sulfocatss meaning by placing glass marblas, ona by
one, Into har mauth, distorting speech, making it starmrmer, letting significance dissclve Into mere tone. Thea
desire for the same bocomes an ebject of irony,

[ the end, Sung Hwan Kim arrestingly complicstles the opposition belwesn iconoctasm and wonophilia,
He doss 5o by portraying the iconaphile as the one who desires o see and naglects to look. Kim s iconoclasm
destroys the attempt 1o endow the image with life; iU levels idols with a violent flatness, i rejecls modalities of
geaing by refusing toogive up looking. In briet, iconooclasm becomes scopophilia--2 necessity 1o look, that

invites hoth saeing and reading, while expasing visibility and feqibility a8 painfully unfeasihle.
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