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Foreword

| welcomed the pleasant tidings that Han Lee, who completed
the coursework reguirement for an MA, degree at the Art Theory
Department of the Korea National University of Arts, is holding
another one—persan exhibition. Looking ot the works to be
exhibited, he painted using acrylic on 130x162cm canvases,
They look similar to recently trending webtoons at a glance, but
the redl ohjects are very different so that one can feel o
gratifying visual flavor in the composition sizes and power of the
brush strokes, It is like the difference between viewing a
photograph of food and tasting actual food.

Han Lee also researched stained glass of Christian architecture
in depth, and the forms depicted with clear, bright colors and
dark, distinet contours is the result of holding on to such an art
historical interest and taking it as nutriment for his art-making,
The personified animals or Romance of the Three Kingdoms
characters have an aspect similar to pop art, which actively
appropriates popular culture, familiarly drawing on like the Jack,
Queen, King, and Joker on playing cards. However, the artist
does not avoid envitonmental destruction, a pandemic, and
incompetent politics, etc. and assertively includes edgy criticism,
The chance to meet Han Leg's paintings, which kesp us from
sasing our intellectual tension while pleasing the eye. in one
setting makes this spring even brighter!

Insoo Cho,
chair of the Department of Art Theory,
Korea National University of Arts
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Han Lee,
Honest World-ward Messages, for All of Us to Become Better
Min Byung Jic, independent curator

Filled with unigue characters of all shapes and colors, it makes the viewer feel like they
have joined a crowd in another world, Although an unexpectad sense of unfamiliarity is
felt, they are also familiar entities if one views them closely, and so it even occurs perhaps
the viewer is welcoming this for some reason, and it ot least appears distanced from the
certain abstruseness of pressure of most contemporary art exhibitions, For this reasen, the
viewer is led to consider these characters, one by one, without hesitation. Attracting
aftention are all kinds of personified animal characters, o bull. monkey, lion, parrot, bison,
turtles, jaguar, tiger, fox, chestah, and sloth; and one confirms that spread out like o
panorama are all kinds of characters indeed of the East and West, both ancient and
modern s well as from mass media, naturally including Peter Pan, Don Quixote, Rokin
Hood, Pinocchio, Batman, the Joker, the Four Heavenly King Figures, Bodhidharma, Zhou
Yu, Zhuge Liang, and even including the occasional familiar real-werld politician. Upon
slightly more careful observation, one will see o group engaged in the athletic contests of
bassbal and hockey, but even they appear to be saying some chattery things to us in that
they accompany messages holding speech about issues and real problems related to the
coronavirus and climate crisis. The works are visually colorful, but also seem to bie making
noise about something auditorily, too, However, they approach as works providing handy
things to see and read in that even such images and texts can be grasped without much
difficulty. Also, these colorful characters are represented through lively and cheerful colors
and brush strokes, transmitting visibly enjoyable sensibilities regardless of the message that
is being communicated.

This kind of sight conceivably constitutes this exhibition's framework. As they are perhaps
common yet familiar images, the viewer partly feels at ease while some curiosity is added
about what words these images have for us. As such, the ortist’s works do not appsar to
imply obscure meanings unfamiliar forms and images deliver, like those of the current erd's
contemporary art exhibitions, instead holding certain stories through images we already
know. thus even eliciting curiosity. Above all else, they appear to be works anvone can
comfortably enjoy regardiess of visual literacy, in a sense like pop art, in that they are
stories generally familiar forms tell us. However, while this may be an ironic statement,
because they are works that approach without difficulty, one in fact becomes somewhat
curious about the internal conditions. The reasons for being different from (contemporary)
art that may be mysterious but makes it hard to readily approach, with generally
inscrutable images and meanings. Part of my curiosity may have stemmed from the fact



that the artist, too, majored in art and has sufficient expetience of familiarity with related
discourses. One wonders whather the works such handy aspects are things that were
planned with a certain intention, and not simply results, thus forming the core theme and
directionality of the ortists process. An explanation straight from the artist would be
required ragarcding this, and fortunately one can check an artist statement on his blog
{plognavercom/hanpurnlee). As predicted, the artist offers a certain assessment and
dissent regarding contemporary art that not only heavily emphasizes themes and
intencled messages, but is also boundlessly abstruse in content, as he reveals clear views
regarding why he is consciously taking a different path. It is indeed a manifesto, and it
serves o useful role by also providing some clues giding the essential understanding of the
artist's process, As such, a comprehension of the contexts and causes that could be called
the inner workings and inside story seem rather important for wholly understanding an
artists wortks (while there are o few exceptions) What warrants consideration as o
peculiarity here is that the artist does art-related translating as a main vocation rivalling
his art-making activity, The essence of translation is to faithfully and accurately
communicate different languages and contents. Such special experiences perhaps also
influenced the artist's process to an extent, and it appears, in this regard, he took care to
make the visibly conveyed work and its contents, i, the intentions and meanings he
asserts, coincide s much as possible in his art-making as well. He tried to faithfully
translate his thoughts into artworks, It appears he, for such o reason, struggled for artwork
forms and a style that could allow communication and the sharing of sympathies with
many people, and has been making character-centered works of illustration-like
sensibilities differing from traditional painting, However, this is certainly fine art in that he
painted in acrylic with charcoal drawing as the base, and therefore it seems one would
rather have to call them the pop {ar) like aspects of his works. This is glbout art many
people can easily approach and enjoy, and not art that is filled with all kinds of covert
meanings and is thus limited to the few. This is not limited to the formal dimension of the
petintings’ style, because it is connected to the process’s fundumental direction and
background, as wel as the artist's perspective and attitude. Mot only is there the artist's
faithful conveyance of meaning and straightforward communication for the viewers, the
frocess itself includes world-ward truthful significance or messages toward hope
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This exhibition is also full of messages delivered by all kinds of characters, to the extent of
feeling chattery, but if ohe examines this calmly they will know that much of the works are
mostly related to the climate cfisis and the coronavirus, The artist, too, is interested in our
erd’s real issues. However, the works are dlso of sensibilities somewhat different in texture
from the chain of works including such contents, It is because, rather than placing an
emphasis oh exposing social reclity’s ironies and absurdities, they are closer to including



the artist’s frank thoughts and advice for o better world They are conveying sincere
thoughts and feslings for the world to change for the better, rather than sharp
issue-raising and criticism regarding the werld's redlity. This may be why the artist naturally
tried to include his opinions regarding COVID and the climate crisis, which are the present
erds most deute issues and everyday realities, in his works. They are our crucial yst
ordinary challenges concerning life here and now, which cannet be ignered in any way.
However. the works appear distunced from edgy political slogans regarding this as well. It
is because they are messages that are important but can seem trivial, asking us all to
reduce food waste, conserve electricity, and recycle if possible to achieve zero carbon
emissions, conveying talk we can ably practice in duaily life. They also plainly deliver the
artist’s recent thoughts related to these issuss in some cases, While the argument to
replace fossil energy with nuclear energy as much as possible for carbon reduction for the
climate crisis can be ong that lsaves room for debate. depending on ong's political
position, the artist’s manner is of agresing with Michael Shellenberger's book Apocalypse
Never and speaking with conviction regarding this. If one considers such aspects or the
fuct each artwork is dated, the artist's works appear close to organizing and recording his
usual thoughts, including reading experisnces, and expressing them in o relaxed and
candid manner. They are of the spirit of awakening public items we must all know with
dlertness and asking that we collectively be wel-acguainted with these. In this vein, the
various animals appearing in the artist's works are all said to be endangered, with the
exception of the bull, and this also has meaning in its own way. Come to think of it, the few
ossibly unusual icons and images chosen in his works also originate from  certain context
and reason.

One can see representative politicians striving to contain infectious diseuse alongside the
Four Heavenly King Figures, and while the appeadrances of politicians can be accourted
for as real aspects of ourselves, the Four Heavenly King Figures will engender feelings of
surprise. However, the reason is simpler than one would think. and it is because the Four
Heavenly King Figures have several ideal virtues and are just, and for this reason were
suitable for representing in the appearance of helping politicians with coronavirus
disinfection. In addition, the Four Heavenly King Figures are icons holding the ethical and
aesthetic values of our Eastern traditional culture's excellence and splender, like the West's
superheroes, and are therefore subject matter the artist occasionally depicts. In o similar
context, the artist alse enjovs representing the 12 Chinese zodiae animals, and these were
also selected for being entities giving us blessings and good fortune, Although they are all
imaginary entities, in being personified characters, they are ones we can easily imagine, as
opposed to being distant and faraway subjects abiding in a world completely clifferent
from ours, since we can routinely encounter them in traditional culture, and, above dll else,
they are represented ds entities we could comfortably depend on, learn from, and emulate
in that they not only have superior akilities and virtues, but they are also exhibiting these



values to benefit us. Upon close inspection, sven depth of time is felt in the exressions. and
one will be able to know that they have been depicted as noble entities with their own
dignity, and not as mere trifles,

In this context, in other words, in that they incluce mythical beings, incuding animals, one
could occasionally think of the artists works as our erd’s allegories. That is, stories
conveying certain life lessons by assigning our life emotions to sulbjects other than humans
and making them behave in the same way. However, while such an aspect is certainly
present to an extent, it appears it would hardly correspond directly in that the works do
not ignote the other things, ie. various subjects of reality. In fact, it appears the art
expresses the artist’s thoughts and messages for o better world without dliscriminating
between the realistic or unrealistic, but through the culturally familiar where possible, for
stories that are not unrelated to our real lives. Only there seems to be o partially allegorical
aspact in the method of dealing with these contents, and, in that allegories are ultimately
saying something else, the artist's works could be viewed as borrowing personified or mass
media characters, which belong to the primary significance, to make suggestions related
to our reality or the happiness of us all, which can be called the secondary significance.
However, this does not seem to be an appropriate interpretation in that many of the works
are conveying inner meanings through superficial images, and one might actually have to
view it as any subject having been eligible to be the works' subsject matter and contents if
it could help deliver the artist's honest thoughts about the world and opinions conceming
happy living. The artist is literally freely choosing and representing sukijects and contents
without discrimination, only insofar as truthful communication of meaning is possible,

3.

However, this is not to say he appears extemporaneously freewheeling without any
direction or principles whatsoever. Somewhat clussical and ideal aspects are also visible in
this regard, and it is because the works aim for such virtues as the values of truth, good
and beauty, ie, the truthful, good, and beautiful, so to speak. This is not simply for an old
conceptual tradition or a certain ideclogy, and it appears more related to how the
artworks must be able to accurately translate the artist’s thoughts, as mentioned above,
and the cherished artistic opinion that art's meaning must face toward virtues toward the
world end life. One can confirm this in the artist's words ‘it is because people pursue
pleasure through beauty. and ethical ideals are sufficiently worth encouraging for all of
society as well” which can be found in o passage on the artist's blog, Art's such aims and
values probably can at times draw on as @ worn and stale significance in o way, Howaver,
viewed the other way around, these wil dlso be arfs, or the arts, old but original
significance and values, It is because, while it is also true that contemporary art somewhat
inevitably must display an abstruse and inserutable side toward o convoluted and ironic



world, art must primatily be an act and means to give enjoyment for our lives and allow
them to be happier and more beautiful, Perhaps the artist expressed his clear view of art
with conviction even if it may appear unrelated to the flow of the times, or even aged,
since he knew these circumstances of the occasion well Meanwhile, 1 come to reconsider
the artist's art-making style of combining images and text. Whils images and text, pictures
and words, would all also be a popular format for conveniently holding the artist's
thoughts, he perhaps made them naturally coexist without discrimination considering they
fundamentally share one root and are both legitimate expressions of meaning dirscted at
the outside world, Other than this, it seems necessary to also consider the fact that writing
and pictures are inherently mediums for heartfelt hopes and wishes toward the world. They
communicate the artist's thoughts and, further, messagss of hope regarding the world
while thus complimenting each other. The constant effort to include contents and
directions that, given the choice, are reassuring and could better the world, instead of
taking pains to deliver social reality's regrettableness, is likly in the same vein, He may
have intentionally chosen art that exists as even more special and cherished value since it
even includes the virtue of symbols that, while not guite superstitious, exist for the
auspicious beatituces and fortune of us all. Works through which not just the world, but we
ourselves could also have improved moods, which may in turn make the lives of us all even
hagpier. In this regard, the artist may alse have unconsciously redlized art’s old but not
easily pretermitted, original meanings we may have been forgetting about amidst
contemporary art’s conceptual development, and it may be because he has been
translating countless images and texts related to contemporary art for his livelihood that
he further cherishingly accepted art's such original significance and value, However, it
appears difficult to limit this to a matter of a certain experience, and it seems more valid
that, as on ortist. he assigned art's proper significance and role to communication and
sympathy based on truthfulness and honesty, establishing them through this as being for
a better, more beautiful world and life, Maybe due to such thoughts, the artist's statement
of “if I was going to paint pictures, | wanted to include the message that we should try to
do well" also seemed perhaps too direct and asseverative for contermporary art, but now |
can naturally assent, It is because it is ulimately necessarlly an exceedingly proper
statement. In the end, the artist is making art through which he can do maore good, and we
can all become better, In this way, like this exhibition's artwork depicting a tiger welcoming
viewers with both arms and a bright smile, or like the artist's truthful message, | share in on
the hope that it con ke “Let's enjoy lifel Happy 2022° for all of us this year, in the vear of
the tiger
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Rightfielder Rhino, 2021, acrylic on canvas, 130x162cm
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Slugger Eagle, 2021, acrylic on canvas, 130x162cm
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Slap Shooting Fennec Fox, 2022, acrylic on canvas, 130x162cm
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33 Resistance to COVID-19 in the Summer of 2020, 2020, acrylic on canvas, 1,430x162cm
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