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Abstract

“Art Into Society”:
Sung Wan-Kyung’s Mural
Projects in the 1980s and 1990s

Cho, Yoonji
Interdisciplinary Program in Art Management
The Graduate School

Seoul National University

This thesis aims to recast Sung Wan-Kyung, a well-known critic
within the Minjung art, as an art producer by focusing on his mural
projects during the 1980s and 1990s. Sung’s mural works have been
largely ignored in preexisting art—historical literature, which tends to
reduce Korean art of the 1980s into either Minjung art or Modernism.
This study argues that Sung’s mural projects moved away from both
major art movements. Rather than representing Minjung or
aestheticizing the city, Sung’s artistic program of what Sung called

“art into society” sought to make art to be integrated into society
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and enjoyed in everyday life beyond the art gallery. This thesis
argues that his murals and public art projects during the 1980s to
1990s were one of the ways to achieve the project of “art into
society.”

Upon returning to Korea in 1975 after studying murals in France,
Sung diagnosed that Korean art was alienated from the reality of its
neighbors and consumed exclusively within the bourgeois culture. He
proposed to look directly at the reality of the image through collages
of 1images flooding the mass media outside the museum or
photographs on the city’'s spectacles. His focus shortly shifted
towards transforming the urban visual environment through mural
works. As a mural expert, he started to study supergraphic in 1983
when he participated in Seoul urban planning. Such change was
initiated by his “exploration of media” since 1982 in “Reality and
Utterance”, an art collective devoted to exploring various forms of
artistic expression, including publishing, printmaking, and murals. His
attention turned to the city streets, which had been significant living
spaces and places of aesthetic experiences outside of art museums
since industrialization and urbanization.

In 1985, Sung established the “Big Art Mural Research
Institute” (hereafter referred to as “Big Art”) and started his career as
a mural specialist. Some of his works are the mural at the Korea
SMEs Agency Training Institute Dormitory (1985), the mural at Seoul
Investment and Finance Sky Park (1986), the mural at Busan Subway
Jungang-dong Station (1987), the outdoor sculpture at Korea
Investment & Securities Co., Ltd. (1993), the Kinetic Art at Gwangju
Songwon Department Store (1995), and the mural at Seoul Subway
Gimpo Airport Station (1996). For the artist, “Big Art” was aimed to
narrate the story of contemporary life, rather than producing art to be
consumed as means of classy decoration and refinement. Sung

intended his works to capture the specific living conditions and
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culture of the people and thereby become part of their everyday lives.
Sung Wan-Kyung criticized that in the effect of the conventional
collusion between the gallery and the market, the sculpture in the
public place had been nothing more than an enlarged version of that
of the art gallery.

Despite his critique of the conventions, the artist carried out his
productions largely based on institutional support and expertise. In
contrast to the contemporaneous Minjung movement in the
mid-to-late 1980s, the works of “Big Art” were produced upon
requests from public institutions or large corporations. Sung’s
ambivalent attitude toward the institution resulted in his mural project
being discussed neither in the context of Minjung Art nor modernist
environmental sculpture, keeping a distance from the two trends of
the time. Therefore, Sung’s project does not neatly fit into the logic
of binary categorization of Minjung Art and Modernism, a
predominant framework in the Korean art historiography of the 1980s.

Furthermore, Sung’s murals represented attempts to study media
and transform the expressive form of art since the mid-1980s within
the side of Minjung art. As visual culture expanded into the realm of
mass media society in the early 1990s, the concept of “politics of
expression” gained ground in cultural studies. Through the late-1980s
Research  Society for Art Criticism, Sung nurtured younger
intellectuals and established the “ARCAIC Cultural Engineering
Research Institute” within his Mural Research Institute. “ARCAIC”
researched public art along with various disciplines such as
architecture, city planning, and environment, examines the function
and effect of the work, and studies culture in detailed processes such
as planning, design, resource allocation, budget, and organizational
management to apply art to reality. “Cultural Engineering” referred to
the stance that cultural products are not spontaneously created but

rather produced through planning and coordination. The concept
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played a central role not only in public murals but also in Sung’s
activities as an art producer, including exhibition planning in the
mid-1990s.

Sung renamed the “Big Art” to “Sangsan” in the late 1980s and
ran the institute until the mid-1990s, diversifying his medium not
only into murals but also outdoor sculptures and Kinetic art. During
this period, his works changed from figurative murals to abstract
sculptures. These works are set in the early 1990s, the time of three
changes: the explosion of the environmental sculpture market, the
establishment of the the terminology ‘public art’, and the rise of the
discourse on publicness. The nascent discussion on the intersection
between art and publicness of the time paved the way for the rise of

critical art after the Post-Minjung art movement in the late 1990s.

keywords : Sung Wan-Kyung, Art into Society, Mural,
Cultural Engineering, Public art
Student Number : 2020-27181
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