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carlier | gebauer is pleased to present new works by South Korean artist Kyungah Ham.

At first glance, Kyungah Ham’s embroidered canvases are beautifully seductive. From afar the
works seem to be brightly coloured high-resolution prints. It’s only up close that one sees
the tightly woven stitches, like millions of tiny pixels that make up the detailed
embroidery. And after a deeper investigation, the stories behind the works begin to surface,
washed up by the tides of history.

For her first comprehensive solo exhibition in Europe, Seoul-based artist Kyungah Ham presents
three different series: What you see is the unseen / Chandeliers for Five Cities; Abstract
Weave / Morris Louis; and the SMS Series.

Ham’s Embroidery Project began in 2008 and has unfolded into several different series.
Through a complicated, lengthy and dangerous process, Ham uses an intermediary to smuggle the
blueprints of works she wants embroidered into North Korea through middle countries where
they eventually, but not always, make their way into the hands of the artisans. The process
is often fraught with obstacles: the work becomes an abstract embodiment of the tension and
conflict between the two sides of the divided Korean peninsula, making a forbidden meeting
temporarily possible.

In her Abstract Weave / Morris Louils series, Ham borrows the artworks of Morris Louis, a
leading abstract artist in modernist formal abstraction. All the elements, both the Internet
news articles and poems, were embroidered like secret codes in the “pure” form and “flatness”
of the modern abstract style. Ham once said that Morris Louis’ paintings seem to
symbolically reveal the reality of a divided Korea. In other words, color stripes flowing
from each side of the canvas — which look similar but dissimilar at the same time — towards
the center are reminiscent of North and South Korea, and the empty white space at the

center reminds us of the DMZ. Although the bisected color stripes cannot meet in the frame of
the artwork, their direction implies the possibility they will meet outside the frame. Put
another way, Ham is indicating that North and South Korea can communicate with each other by
overcoming the ideological barrier of politics.

For her SMS Series in Camouflage, she diversified the content and images she was sending into
North Korea even more as she tried to make contact. This included text message contents
revealing her personal feelings(“Are you lonely, too?”) or lyrics from a popular song (“Thou,
if you are like me”). The works recall a kind of postmodern narrative painting, mixing
decorative and psychedelic imagery, and blurs the personal and political by re-contextuali-
zing the ideologies of the past to establish alternative interpretations of the wvalue
hierarchies that govern everyday life.

Installed in a dark room, the series What you see is the unseen / Chandeliers for Five

Cities depict giant chandeliers. The luminous threads glinting in the artificial exhibition
light make the large-scale woven chandeliers seem alive—animated, flickering illumination and
the complexity of the stitch work against its black background. They appear to sparkle and
reflect, swinging and falling into a dark abyss. But although the works bear Ham’s name, these
panels are not the work solely of one artist, rather they were sewn by numerous unseen and
unknown craftspeople in North Korea. Ham’s ongoing ‘Embroidery Project’ is as conceptual and
political as it is beautiful. The image is not the primary point: it is the story that lies
in the making of the work that makes them powerful, controversial and political. The process
is part of their meaning.*

Kyungah Ham (b. 1966, Seoul) received her BFA from the Seoul National University and MFA
from the School of Visual Arts in New York. She has participated in exhibitions in South
Korea and internationally, including at the Kunstmuseum Bonn; Kunsthalle Diisseldorf;
Charlottenborg Exhibition Hall, Copenhagen, Denmark; and the Museum Moderner Kunst Stiftung
Ludwig Wien, Vienna, Austria. Her work can be found in numerous public collections, among
them, Victoria & Albert Museum; Leeum, Samsung Museum of Art, Seoul; MMCA, Museum of Modern
and Contemporary Art, Korea; and the Seoul Museum of Art.

* With excerpts from Diana d’Arenberg’s conversation with Kyungah Ham, OCULA, 28 July 2016. In collaboration
with Kukje Gallery, Seoul and June Young Kwak, curator at Leeum, Samsung Museum of Art, Seoul, South Korea.
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