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1. Introduction 
 

This article is to perform iconological studies of the on-going post-structuralistic 

Feminism Art within the paternity-centered society in Korea since the 1990s in the 

sociocultural context. It implies to analyze patriarchal discourse or idea from the 

standpoint of materialistic Socialism theory, in which femininity is regarded as an ever-

changing thing in the flow of history. But intrinsically speaking, we first of all have to 

leave ourselves to the object of criticism in so far as we are the very product of the 

paternity-centered society. 

 

In fact, it is generally admitted that Feminism has been promoted by Modernism that had 

been introduced into Korea as diversified abstract styles such as Informel, Monotone 

painting, Geometric abstraction by the artists having studied in France and the US from 

1960s to 1970s.
1
 Thus Korean Feminism Art seems to have emerged later, and developed 

in a more lukewarm mood than the US and Europe.  

 

In this era some women artists gathered around ḺPyohyon(Expression)ḻ group active in 

Seoul, 1971. This group was credited or believed as the first that contributed to 

establishing the name of Feminism itself, developing it as a unique genre by including it 

into the mainstream of Modernism in Korea. In this regard Joan Lee paid heed to the 

creation of both this group in Korea and Josei gaka kyokai(Women Artistsô Association) 

in Japan, for she considers the two as the proliferation of artistsô groups formed in 

specific response to the dearth of professional opportunities and community-building for 

women in Asia.
2
 Artists of this group have upgraded women and feminine art 

simultaneously, transforming unaesthetic experience like housework into artistic theme. 

Then they have begun to expand their concern into historicity or sociality through themes 

such as Chuyongga
3
 or Korean soul. 

 

Nonetheless, most of Korean art critics hesitate to appreciate its value as the precursor of 

Feminism, for it failed to proceed its own way owing to other genresô persistent attempt 

of intervention or eclecticism. It is an unavoidable reason that they could not help 

underestimating it as a mere gathering of women artists owing to the uncritical 

acceptance of the existing value system and femininity in spite of their earnest 

propaganda of femininity. Frankly speaking, the very feminine activities of this group 
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were developed not from the critical feminine consciousness, but from feminine self-

consciousness. And this group has directed towards the participation in the process of 

social establishment of femininity by admiring in a literal level a feminine image rather 

than a psychological, existential femininity, i.e., woman as housewife, as mother. In other 

words, by accepting or beautifying the established feminine image or femininity rather 

than criticizing them, this group maintains to adhere to the order of paternity-centered 

society and Confucian tradition.
4
  

 

2. The Background for the Birth of Feminism in Korea 
 

Thus Kim Honghee, art critic of Feminism Art in Korea, insists that the real birth of that 

art form came true on the foundation of Minjung misul(popular art) in the mid-1980s,
5
 for 

which provoked an idea of direct demonstration or radical change in coping with 

womenôs problem. Minjung undong(mass peopleôs movement) by women laborers 

suffering from both hard work and small salary took place against dictatorship or 

capitalism, which finally fired Minjung misul. It, step by step, spread up to the point of 

being likely to overthrow the paternity-centered Confucian society as a whole. For 

example, innumerable demands for a change in womenôs status or value at home from 

passive servant to positive subject have resulted in the reform of Family Law. According 

to renewed Family Law to be enacted from the year of 2008, woman can organize her 

family, using her last name for her children.  

 

There is another factor as a background for the creation of Feminism Art in Korea. The 

dictator Park Chunghee(1917-79)ôs sudden death in 1979 provided a potential but 

inconceivable democratic opening, and students and workers demonstrated for change, 

taking over the city of Gwangju in the central oppressed region of Cholla-do(province). 

He, born in Gyongsang-do, persistently continued to discriminate this province in all 

spheres of national administration for about 18 years. It seems too natural that this city 

uprising catalyzed, radicalized, and cross-fertilized the student, labor, religion, and 

womenôs Minjung undong. Spurred on by womenôs activism in the expanding student 

and labor movements, womenôs art movement took on distinct theoretical, political, and 

organizational forms by the mid-1980s.
6
  

 

As a result, Kim Hongheeôs assertion that the very forerunner of Feminism in Korea is 

ḺYosung and Hyunsil(Women and Reality)ḻ exhibition
7
 is quite persuasive among art 

critics. This exhibition was held on September, 1987, sponsored by Geurimmadang 

Min(Gallery Min), in which she believes that óFeminism Artô different from 'Womenôs 

Art by Themselves' or óFeminism in Artô was first discussed in public within the context 

of the consciousness of Feminism in Korea.
8
 The artworks exhibited were painted in the 

perspective of Social Realism. They accentuated the social consciousness dealing with 

womenôs actual problems, apparently closer to the Socio-cultural Feminism than 

Essentialism, but likely to be entitled as Feminine Popular Art or Striking Feminism Art 

owing to the visualization of women as class, and their consciousness rather than the 

utterance of universal problem such as sex discrimination.
9
  

 

Although the subsequent exhibitions by another women artists under the sponsorship of 

Feminine Art Research Group except ḺYosung and Hyunsilḻ exhibition, were 

continuously held at irregular intervals, it was really hard to find out any exhibition with 

a distinct slogan of Feminism. Thus I pay attention to ḺYosung, Keu Darum and 
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Heem(Woman, Her Difference and Power)ḻ exhibition by Kim Honghee opened at 

Hankuk Art Museum in March and April 1994. I argue that it would be the first display to 

have compiled the stream of Feminism in art and to have suggested that it should be 

positioned in the main current of art in Korea, for this exhibition is noteworthy in that 

women artists in Minjung misul, Modernism, Postmodernism, etc. were gathered under 

the flag of Feminism. 

 

She argued the original state of art as asexual in the Introduction of that exhibition.  

 

From old times, it has been believed that there is no sex in art, for an individual artistic 

imagination functions beyond the boundary of sex. If we discuss it within the sphere of 

culture with no sexual discrimination, this initial interpretation of art could be possible. 

But, all kinds of narrating, creating actions have been performed by masculine language 

in the system of paternal society. Women have accustomed themselves to thinking, 

speaking, drawing by a measure of men. In a men-centered culture, Art=Masculine Art, 

women art could not exist.
10

         

 

Thus she proposes that the road to a recovery of the original state of femininity should be 

paved not from the confrontation with men-ruling art, but from the fundamental insight 

into womenôs nature, especially considering the present socio-cultural context of society. 

It is why she advocates the contemporary Feminism Art movement aiming at mere signs 

within semantic structure. According to her, this kind of Feminism named as Postmodern 

Feminism begins with a concept that women are not those who are given by nature, but 

those who are socio-culturally determined. Within this context, women belong to an 

unfixed category as same as the voluntariness of sign so that they can change any 

philosophy on women by deconstructing that structure itself comprising them.
11

 On the 

contrary, Ra Wonsik, art critic of Feminism Art first trained himself as an artist of 

Minjung misul, points to an inescapable issue that women are treated as a feeblest victim, 

slave of commercial mass culture and patriarchal authoritarianism. Thus he suggests an 

acquisition of the right of work, an alternative for creating a sound feminine culture.
12

 It 

implies that womenôs work does not get a just social appreciation so that the recognition 

as working women has to take deep root into the social relationship.  

 

This comparison makes me to point out a big gap between Kim Honghee and Ra Wonsik 

in the artistic methodology of solving womenôs problems. The former resorts to womenôs 

artistic ideology, but the latter to their social reform. And if I overemphasize the latterôs 

view, I would be apt to deviate from my attempt to iconologically analyze Feminism Art. 

My attitude comes clearer when I accept Kim Hongheeôs opinion, ñNon-modernism style 

that women artists pursued for implies nothing but a women style in Modernism so that it 

must be different from anti-Modernism of Minjung misul.ò
13

  

 

After the mid-1980s new Korean economical, political and social situation functioned as 

a favorable basis for receiving of Postmodernism. Three spheres of internationalization, 

plurality, and democracy offered a momentum for rising up as a framework of 

theoretical, cultural discourses that Postmodernism can make clear different phenomena 

with which Korean society faces.
14

 There happened a big change in art world due to the 

economic development in Korea from the end of the 1980s, that is, sudden increase in the 

number of artists, new opening of private, public galleries and art museums, abundant 

solo and group exhibitions, etc. And the aftermath of the 1988 Olympic Games held in 
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Seoul served not only to expand the horizon of modern art, but also to transform the trend 

of anti-, de-Modernism into Postmodernism. Postmodern feminists of the 1990s began to 

experiment the de-genre, de-medium with a sensibility of de-Modernism. They criticized 

patriarchy, not men themselves, without hesitation that resulted in the paternal discourses 

in the level of civilization. And they paid attention to the problems concerning gender, 

representation, body, etc. from the viewpoint of de-Modernism. After all Korean 

Feminism Art showed various features such as non-, anti-, and de-Modernism. 

 

The introduced Postmodernism was regarded not as contents critical to civilization, but as 

formal eclecticism and aesthetic pluralism. It, for the Modernists, suggested a 

breakthrough for overcoming the formal limitation of Modernism and inhuman 

aesthetics, but it, for the Minjung artists, was nothing but a foreign art movement 

imported uncritically. Thus a trend of separation between Modernism and Minjung misul, 

and a functional relation between such a trend and Postmodernism are the present 

situation of Korean Feminism Art. Feminism has to be regarded as a critical cultural 

phenomenon as well as a Zeitgeist willing to break from dichotomy of metaphysical 

tradition like Postmodernism.
15

 In fact, in the 1980s they were divided into Modernism 

and Minjung misul, and coexisted in the structure of conflict without any dialogue, 

communication with each other. But, in the beginning of the 1990s, Feminism of two 

camps led to pluralism through a partial exchange or meeting in tandem with 

Postmodernism. First of all they preferred realistic form to abstract one. The reason 

reflects upon their characteristic of gender, but in a sense it lies in the very recognition 

that men-centered system of Modernism is widely prevailing in the contemporary art 

world. They all took on the critical attitude toward Modernism.  

 

3. The Patterns of Feminism Art in Korea Since 1990s 
 

Now, I classified the patterns of Feminism Art since 1990s into four, i.e., 

interpreting women as sacrificial being, laborer forerunner, subject of self-disclosure, and 

ecological being according to its iconological change. 

 

1) Interpreting Women as Sacrificial Being 

This is one of the most classical, narrative way to interpret women. The expression 

style was of Realism and collage. 

 

 

Hyun Inja endeavors to decipher mother as sacrificial being in her life. She tells a 

womanôs life by collage of a middle-aged motherôs different images with drooping eyes, 

deep wrinkles, haggard faces, cheap cloths, etc. In <Motherôs Life and Hope, 1992>(Fig. 

1), motherôs ever-changing features owing to the up-and-down situations of her home are 

 
Fig 1. Hyun Inja, Motherôs Life and Hope, Paint on Korean Traditional Paper, 1992. 
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illustrated as a young bride, a housewife, a laborer, a child keeper, and a prayer. Thus, 

until recent times the name of Eomeoni(mother) has been a symbol of unconditional love 

towards her children, to endure or sacrifice all kinds of severe hardships for her family.  

 

 

Similarly, in her <Although Having 10 Hands, 1986>(Fig. 2), Yun Suknam(1939- ) tells 

a motherôs image with heavy tasks in a linear moving-hallucinating drawing. It is an 

abstract, planar, schematic, geometric form. It aims at delivering an only image of mother 

as one weeping in affliction as well as busy with various works like making money, 

soothing or feeding a baby, engaging in trade of fruits, drawing water. She seems to be an 

archetype of farmerôs wife, whose poverty-stricken feature is quite different from that of 

a beautiful bride or woman living in urban areas.  

 

Meanwhile, using a birdôs-eye-view for getting more focus on his theme as in his 

<Housewife II(Return to Home), 1991>(Fig. 3), Jeong Jeongyeub depicts young wives 

busy with contradictory tasks between making money and looking after children. There 

are 16 women carrying their children in the central middle ground of the work, and 

factories, buildings depicted on the round horizontal line in the background. And, there 

are two factors to make us have an illusion that this scene is not a painting, but an 

actuality. One is caused by two women whose bodies are located a little outside of lateral 

 
Fig. 2. Yun Suknam, Although Having 10 Hands, Paints on Paper, 1986. 

 
Fig. 3. Jeong Jeongyeub, Housewife II (Return to Home), Oil on Paper, 1991. 
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boundary. Another is caused by a diagonal shadow of a tile-roofed house with two baby 

washes severely fluttering in the wind hung on the clothesline in the foreground. 

 

 

To bring up children or to make money, that is the question. It needs some money to rear 

children, but there is no much time to rear children if going out to make money. The artist 

seems to admonish women to rear children, letting their husbands make money.  

 

Kim Yongimôs linear, monochrome painting collaged visual images with literal character, 

<My Motherôs Name Is Anxiety, 1989>(Fig. 4), suggests a vision that ruminates a 

motherôs pang by her daughter. There read some sentences in the below of foreground, 

ñMy motherôs name is anxiety. She is anxious about water in summer, briquette in 

winter, rice all the year, making money in daytime, children in nighttime. Anxious, 

Anxious in day and night. My motherôs name is anxiety, but fatherôs name is drunken 

rowdiness. My name is tear and sigh.ò   

 

 

In this the mother is depicted as a stall keeper, carrying on her head a round basket made 

of zinc or pushing a cart or bearing a wooden square box or ascending the stairs with A-

frame carrier full of water under a crescent moon. This moon symbolizes hardship, 

desolateness, for it rises on the sky of winter night.   

 

They show Korean motherôs different images from the past up to the present. This is a 

real story about mother who has undergone all kinds of hardship in order to keep her 

home in the era of industrialization, and at the same time it is a satire urging us to reflect 

upon the traditional, sacrificial image of mother. 

 

2) Interpreting Women as Laborer Forerunner  

     This stage means a self-consciousness of womenôs social role, not restricted to her 

domestic one, and furthermore a sharing with her husband in social activities. The 

expression style was of Social Realism. 

In Jo Jeongtaiôs <Laborerôs Wife, 1992>(Fig. 5), the woman figure is crying out of 

her resentment. The red ribbon fastened horizontally across the forehead is a symbol of 

 
Fig. 4. Kim Youngim, My Motherôs Name is Anxiety, Crayon on Paper, 1989. 
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labor fighting, and a laborerôs wife is in her husbandôs fighting place with an invisible 

baby on her back which is only suggested by a wadded baby wrapper and her hands 

clenching its two bands. Three green panels on her background are the combat policeôs 

shields. This is a woman figure demonstrating on the street due to a labor-management 

dispute. She shows her heart-rending pose out of her husbandôs unjust treatment from the 

company.  

 

There is another painting that accuses of an unfair treatment within the company. It is 

<Mother Laborer, 1989>(Fig. 6) by Doong Ji(Art group implying a nest). On the 

foreground two wild managing staffs are fiercely pushing and pulling the hair, arm, 

breast of a laborer fallen exhausted out of overwork. Contrary to this fight, there is a 

placard hung on the back wall. It says ñLove Laborer Like My Family.ò  

 

3) Interpreting Women as Subject of Self-disclosure  

This stage was influenced by democracy, pluralism, Postmodernism. From this 

expression style, women artists have begun to use complex metaphors, subject-matters. 

Kim Wonsook(1953- ) has exhibited a series of painted wooden box, <Elephant Story, 

1981>(Fig. 7), in order to interpret her personal story with allegory of joy and anger 

together with sorrow and pleasure
16

 and thus to disclose femininity in a more apparent 

way than her rest works. In this work, she has painted several figures on the surface of 

five planes, and put more drawings inside that box. This wooden box is symbolized as a 

story box or bundle. It is very lyric, tranquil.  

 

 
Fig. 5. Jo Jeongtai, Laborerôs Wife, Oil on Canvas, 1992. 

  
Fig. 6. Doong Ji, Mother Laborer, Acrylic on Cloth, 1989.  



International Congress of Aesthetics 2007, ñAesthetics Bridging Culturesò 

8 

 

 

 

But, it is discovered a radical, fierce change in representation from Kim Eunmiôs art. She 

shows her naked body dripped wet by soap bubbles she made with a towel.  <A Lump of 

Meat, 2001>(Fig. 8) presented in Busan Performance Art Festival 2001 is an attempt at 

redefining womenôs body under the title, ñWomenôs Sight Doing Voyeur of Men.ò She 

declares, ñDesire to eat, to sex, to power, etc. Manôs all kinds of desires. I was born as a 

woman. I am an object of sexual desire, of life-and-death struggle, and passive, selected, 

dependent, seen.ò       

 

One hand, some women artists began to use bottari. Kim Sooja, known as an artist of 

cloth bundles, the bottari, containing images of womenôs livings suppressed by men in 

the past history of Korea, displayed the Video Installations, <A Needle Woman>(Fig. 9), 

at Inter- Communication Center, Tokyo, in 2000. There is a standing long-hair woman 

facing her back with us in the center of the works. Dressed in a dark, austere, almost 

monastic robe, long hair tied loosely, a woman stands in the middle of the screen, back to 

the camera--it is the artist. She alone is in monochrome, and does not move all the time. 

As time passes, coming and going people, cars, rickshaws, motorcycles, bicycles, etc. 

pass by her. She is a being standing in the middle of flowing. Her presence cuts through 

the crowds, creating a singular opening, seemingly spotlighting her alone. An instant of 

emptiness in the space, an eternal space. Time that stopped while she disappeared begins 

to flow again. She shows us her back, but she herself stares at the background of 

landscape. We see what she sees. What is seen before our eyes is a world that appears in 

her sight.  

 
Fig. 7. Kim Wonsook, Elephant Story, Oil on Wooden Box, 1981. 

 
Fig. 8. Kim Eunmi, A Lump of Meat, 2001. 
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Park Youngsook(1941- ), as a photographer, has paid deep attention to the problem of 

expression out of considering the methodological approach of communicating feminine 

tales with others. By expression, she implies a mysterious state of what is expressed. It is 

a tool for bringing something inside out, and endowing it with life.
17

She presents a 

sadomasochistic image of women through <Michin Nyon(Mad Woman)>(Fig. 10) series 

from the late 1990s, and suggests an aesthetic, political possibility of feminism 

photography by approaching feminine issues in a psychological, semiotic level.
18

 

 

 

Kim Myonghi(1949- ) produces a creative realism as an eyewitness and experienced 

woman to pay attention to trivial objects, anonymous persons around her,
19

 which, as 

Kim Honghee called it,
20

 is an imaginary realism to overlap the objective reality, social 

truth to her personal experience, inner emotion, potential imagination. But recently she 

delivers a strong message of feminism from the post-colonialistic perspective by turning 

to the theme of ç dislocation è tied to dispersion, immigration, refugee as in <Golden 

Peach in Samaraqand, 1999>(Fig. 11).
21

 

 

Ryou Junhwa has started as a traditional painting artist, but recently has transferred to the 

Installation with ready-made toys or direct toy making. This style is related to a 

paradoxical metaphor that an unspeakable woman is nothing but a toy that does not 

speak. She attempts to view both sexes from a same level, for she wishes to make an 

equal world that maintains a balance between them, not sacrificing each of them or 

subordinating him/her to other.
22

 Similarly, Suh Sookjin mainly borrows the images of 

cartoon, from which she recently directs towards a discourse cartoon, eliminating such 

 
Fig. 9. Kim Sooja, A Needle Woman, Tokyo, Japan, 2000. 

 
Fig. 10. Park Youngsook, Michin Nyon, C Print, 1999. 
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images. She uses popular media such as printing, copy, etc. as an artistic media, by which 

she not only challenges the authenticity or originality of an artwork, but also suggests a 

possibility of feminine expression media. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Jo Kyoungsook condemns for treating women as commodity women by juxtaposing with 

a technique of collage feminine photos for advertisement and provoking words useful for 

a feministôs statement. Her condemnation is more reinforced by a strategy of positive 

borrowing to convert herself as an image. By doing so, she wishes to deviate herself from 

a mystery of imaged or fetished women. 

 

Lee Bul(Yi Bul, 1964- ) uses some tools as a metaphor of sexual apparatus of men as in 

<Woman: The Difference and the Power>(Fig. 12). And, she compares her naked body 

with it. Later she evoked a confusion in the category between beauty and ugliness, by 

suggesting the rotting process of fishes as they were, and questioned about the meaning 

of femininity within the paternity-centered society with subject-matters such as glass 

balls, plastic toys, etc.
23

 Thus Joan Lee interprets the recent trend of Asian Feminism Art 

with three tropes, or themes, and she situates the cyborg works of Lee Bul on the third 

trope that concerns the artworks as an object that physically intervenes in the world 

beyond the parameters of the workôs conception, execution, and display.
24

 

 
Fig. 11. Kim Myonghi, Golden Peach in 

Samaraqand, Paints on Blackboard, 

1999. 

 
Fig. 12. Lee Bul, Woman: The Difference and the Power, Performance, Seoul, 1994. 


