A 168-Hour Long Play (A Time that is not confined in a day or the past)

This work is about a week in an individual’s life who was born during the colonial period and has
experienced the birth of a modern state and the subsequent period of modernization. From Monday
through Sunday, based on the dates of seven historical incidents, the work traces the seven days
(168 hours) that have influenced the growth and turning points of the individual. The shift from day to
night is conveyed through the lighting installed in the exhibition space that continues to turn on and off.
Devised to reflect the changes in real time, the day and night is at once a narrative based on facts
and a staged play.

The play, reenacted through the course of a week, traces my grandfather’s life. His life story was
replete with a countless number of events that seem much too overwhelming for an individual to
withstand. Many Koreans born in the same era would have shared a similar account, each harboring
his or her own narrative, just like my grandfather’s. To list a few words that encapsulate his life:
colonization, liberation, independence, democracy, communism, birth of a nation, war, refuge,
kidnapping, diaspora, separation, migration, modernization, Marxism, democratization,
industrialization, and tolerance. His life, which was subject to greater external forces rather than his
own will, speaks for the modern history of South Korea.

Monday, April 15, 1912 is the day when Kim ll-sung was born. Kim ll-sung’s appearance meant that
my grandfather was forced to leave his cherished hometown, where he was born and raised. On
Tuesday, May 16, 1961, Park Chung-hee, a military man, rose to power through an armed coup. After
observing the coup d'état, my grandfather lost all remaining hope he had for the state and instead,
began to engage in philanthropic activities. Wednesday, August 15, 1945 was the day of Korean
independence from Japan. From this day, my grandfather had lost his job and his household took the
downhill. Thursday, January 4, 1951 was a crucial turning point during the Korean War, when the
Communist Chinese army entered the War, forcing the South Korean and U.S. troops to retreat
farther down south. Civilians also had to evacuate from North to South. This marked the third
evacuation my grandfather had to take. On the road down south, he had lost his second son who was
15 years old at the time. Years later, it was discovered that his son was taken hostage by the North
Korean soldiers and was able to return to the family after the armistice. Friday, December 23, 1988
was the day my grandfather passed away. He died of liver cancer. His last few words were told to my
father but my father never mentioned them to anyone else. On Saturday, October 1, 1910 Terauchi
Masatake was appointed governor general of the Japanese colony in Korea. My grandfather was born
while Terauchi Masatake was en poste. Terauchi Masatake was successful in physically colonializing
Korea. Sunday, June 25, 1950 was the day Korean War broke out. This was the day when my
grandfather found himself in great despair and life since then was that of increasing hardships and
destitution.

The events that happened throughout the seven days function as a narrative of the work. The work
does not have a text to the narrative, and there are no characters making appearances, no sound,
and no object. The narrative depends solely on light and darkness that triggers a set of unpredictable
sensorial reactions. The course of human development often responds to our predictions, whereas
even the most complex of systems, such as the weather, could deviate from our previsions. What is
predictable can be logically put into language and hence flourish as an academic discipline, but it is
difficult to fathom or organize what is unpredictable. My abstract narrative permeates through my
grandfather’s life and through him, one can realize that life is a disorderly combination of
unpredictable elements. Rather than a metaphor to the Korean history of modernity, the work is an
incomplete narrative on unpredictable senses.



Monday, 15 April 1912
The day Kim ll-sung was born
Vermilion Sky

Kim Il-sung, the first Supreme Leader of North Korea, was born on this day. Since Korea'’s liberation
from Japan, Kim established a communist state in the northern part of the Korean peninsula, which
convinced my grandfather Kim E-Kyung to relocate to the South. My grandfather had four sons and
two daughters. On the day he decided to move south, he left his eldest son home to look after his
mother, who was too old to join the family on the long journey. He must have believed that he could
return home one day. With his wife, three sons, and two daughters, he embarked on the journey
south to Seoul.

A red sun rose on this day; even the clouds became stained in the reddish hue. People were afraid of
the bloodshot vermilion clouds while feeling strangely compelled by them at the same time. My
grandfather harbored great hatred for communism. During the colonial period, he had seen the
communists publicly execute his employee in a manner that was crueler than that of the Japanese. A
gentle, good-hearted person that he was, my grandfather found it difficult to befriend the communists
who would go to extremes to uphold their principles. He must have feared them, his heart jumping at
the sight of the color red—a color that would at once stir a deep hatred within him and also have him
in tears at the thought of the camellia blossoms back home. Vermilion is a color of power that draws
the attention of many, yet also a reminder of fatal pain to the fainthearted. Surely, this day was a
signal to the dawn of mundane labor.

Tuesday, 16 May 1961
The day of May 16 military coup d'état by major general Park Chung-hee /
Minium Sky

The May 16 military coup took place from the evening of May 15 to noon of May 18 in 1961. It was a
bloody coup that took place in cities including Seoul, Busan, Daejeon, Gwangju, Gimpo, Bupyeong,
Susaek, and Pocheon. The leader of the coup was General Park Chung-hee, the former head of the
6t District Command that supervised Seoul. Although he had been stationed to a remote post outside
of Seoul by the U.S., Park and several dozens of generals and key field-grade officers went behind
the chief general of the army and schemed an armed coup to take over the administration. His coup
turned out to be a success.

My grandfather saw this military coup as an act of barbarism similar to that of the communists. He
was in great despair with no place to flee to. He could not embrace the military government that had
forcefully seized power without the public’s consent. From this day on, my grandfather decided to
seclude himself from society, leading the life of a flaneur and writing calligraphy to pass the time.

The sky on this day appeared to be minium orange. Behind the khaki military uniform was the air in a
shade of minium, close to dark orange. The combination of the two colors had a strange beauty about
it. Due to the nature of the color minium that darkens when exposed to polluted air, the sky grew
darker and eventually almost black late in the afternoon.

The day was neither this nor that, not even in the middle but an ambiguous, unrealistic day that did
not belong anywhere.



Wednesday, 15 August 1945
The Liberation Day of Korea /
Gamboge Sky

August 15, 1945 was the day the Korean peninsula regained its independence. On the same day,
Japan was experiencing a drastically opposite situation. At noon, Emperor Showa delivered a speech
of unconditional surrender. Within the same day, a nation was crying in joy of having gained
independence from colonial rule, while another neighboring nation was shedding the tears of sorrow
as the emperor declared defeat and called for surrender.

What would have possibly crossed the mind of my grandfather, who was then a chief police in the city
of Jaeryung in Hwanghae Province? The fact that he was a chief police under the Japanese rule
implied that he had pro-Japanese tendencies. What could have he done at the police station on the
day of independence? According to my father, my grandfather was in great joy upon the
announcement of the country’s independence, but surely, the day must have brought about a set of
confusions. That day, he not only found himself without a job but his entire family was suddenly
exposed to great danger, as no one was able to foresee whether they would be persecuted for having
served the Japanese.

The air on this day appeared to be largely yellow. One couldn’t be sure whether it was the result of
the dust from the south or the particular yellowness of the sunlight that day. The gamboge-colored air
transformed the faces of the Koreans excitedly screaming and waving the national flag into images of
figures in faded photographs. Some have come to recall this day as the bellows of the golden-faced
kings under the golden sky.

Where one side was found in joy and the other in sadness, where one was bright and the other dark,
the two episodes of opposite ends coexisted on this schizophrenic and complex day.

Thursday, 4 January 1951
The day Seoul fell to People’s Volunteer Army of China during Korean War (January 4" Retreat)
Emerald Sky

The January 4 Retreat refers to the time between December 1950 to January 1951 when the UN
troops evacuated Seoul as a result of the attack of the People’s Volunteer Army of China and
subsequent recapturing of the city by the Chinese and North Korean forces. On January 1951, the
People’s Volunteer Army of China and North Korean army secretly beleaguered the UN forces in a
nocturnal ambush. Blare of bugles and gongs was used to communicate strategies and distract the
enemy. Surprised by the unforeseen tactic and overwhelmed by the Communist Chinese army, the
UN troops were left to surrender Seoul to the Chinese on January 4t in 1951.

Before the outbreak of the Korean War, my grandfather and his family had left his hometown in
Jaeryung to settle in Seoul. At the dawn of the War on June 25, 1950 the family was forced to
relocate to Busan. On September 15 of the same year, the UN forces, commanded by General
MacArthur of the United States Army, led a decisive victory through a surprise amphibious assault in
the Battle of Inchon. The North Korean army had then occupied a larger part of the Korean peninsula
beyond the Busan perimeter. The victory in Inchon and the subsequent reclamation of Seoul turned
the tide of the war in favor of the UN and South Korean forces. Following a string of victories over the
North Korean army, the UN and South Korean troops recaptured the territory up north to the Chinese
border, which allowed my grandfather and his family to return to their home in Seoul. At the outbreak
of January 4t Retreat, however, the family had to evacuate to Busan again.



The clouds on this day appeared to be green, even emerald to be specific. The world as reflected on
the emerald clouds wasn’t as mysterious as one would imagine. It rather transformed the world into a
bizarre and unfamiliar landscape. Green evokes the color of nature and spring season, but emerald in
particular symbolizes jealousy and greed. The day was filled with contradictions as the emerald sky
evoked a sense of peace yet was in praise of greed and extravagance. My grandfather must have felt
a sense of relief, anxiety, joy, and despair all within this brief period of time.

The day was when the subsidiary became a dignified individual, when the bisexuals were recognized
as an independent gender.

Friday, 23 December 1988
The day my grandfather passed away
Cerulean Sky

My grandfather passed away at a hospital on this day. He had been treated for liver cancer to which
he succumbed. My father was present at the time of his death. | didn’t get to see my grandfather’s last
days as | was serving in the army. He had called my father and whispered his last words to him. My
father would never share his last words with me, and | was never curious enough to ask.

The sky in Seoul was blue all day on the day my grandfather passed away. It was cerulean blue, a
color that is spiritual and peaceful. The association to cerulean as a spiritual color bears a long history
as the Hindu gods, such as Krishna, Shiva, and Rama, were depicted as blue skinned. On the other
hand, the ancient Egyptians and the North African Tuaregs associated the color blue with grief. When
Pablo Picasso found out that his friend and fellow painter Carlos Casagemas had shot himself to
death, he abandoned all the colors in his palette but cerulean blue to convey his grief over the loss.

On this blue day, the clouds in the sky had reassured my grandfather that the peace in his mind and
spiritual fulfillment would last for a thousand years and more. As he reached the heavens on a blue
Friday, he had the privilege only bestowed upon to those who are close to eternity.

The day was a day of contradiction, symbolizing both grief and peace.

Saturday, 1 October 1910

The day Terauchi Masatake was appointed as the first governor general of the Japanese
colony in Korea

Indigo Sky

Terauchi Masatake was appointed as the third resident general of the Japanese colony in Korea (then
called the Choseon Dynasty). In the subsequent years, he had usurped the political authority over
Choseon from Sunjong and eventually signed the annexation treaty between the two nations, after
which he was named the first governor general of Choseon. As the minister of army of the Japanese
Empire and governor general of Choseon, Terauchi Masatake would travel between Choseon and
Japan until 1911. Terauchi Masatake’s policy superficially acknowledged the Korean royal family,
including kings Sunjong and Gojong, as an attempt to tame the resistance among Korean public and
the intelligentsia. After his appointment as the governor general, he enforced draconian measures
against the Korean public. For instance, he employed the military police for civilian control, arresting
numerous intelligentsias with trivial excuses. For his outstanding service, Terauchi Masatake was
made a count in 1911.



Two years before my grandfather was born, Terauchi Masatake was governing Choseon. The
younger generation of Koreans, including my grandfather, had been greatly influenced by Terauchi
Masatake’s colonial system and educational programs that were devised to manipulate the national
identity. One of the deeply implanted ideas was the Japanese elitism professing the ethnical
superiority and privileged status of the Japanese, as opposed to the lazy, incompetent Koreans. This
idea of Koreans as a third-rate race had dwelled within my grandfather’s consciousness throughout
his life. Terauchi Masatake’s reign had left the Korean peninsula in a deeper chasm of despair.

The sky was cloudy and dark on the day of Terauchi Masatake’s appointment. Unclear whether it was
due to the dark sky or the actual color of the clouds, the sky appeared to be indigo blue. People
feared the darkness during the daytime. The color indigo is used in the funeral ceremony of various
cultures around the world, including Peru, Indonesia, Mali, and Palestine. The embalming linen of
Tutankhamun who had ruled Egypt during 1333—-1323 B.C. was dyed in indigo, indicative of the long
history of the color as the symbol of nobility and sacredness. The moment, in all its lucidity, indicated
that Terauchi Masatake’s reign over Korea was an inexorable and sublime revelation of the heavens.

The day was a day of reincarnation, of darkness and agony.

Sunday, 25 June 1950
The first day of Korean War
Violet Sky

At the dawn of June 25, 1950 the armed forces from the communist North Korea attacked the South.
No one in Seoul would have guessed an attack from an armed forces marching in with tanks on a
Sunday. The north had been firing cannons to the South since the previous winter, and there was a
constant sound of gunfire in the war front. People from the South merely thought there was another
firing somewhere on the front. It was a rainy day.

My grandfather was not quite used to his newfound home in Ahyeon-dong, Seoul. Children were
home on Sundays, filling the entire house with noise. A man in the radio announced that there was a
war, no one to be stirred but to stay tuned to the broadcast. My grandfather’s intuition told him that a
war was imminent. The mere thought of the communist army, who had driven him away from his
hometown and down to Seoul, made his knees shake. Where to must he escape now? Does he have
to take the road again with the many children?

The rainy sky had a rather purplish hue. Was violet the complementary color of yellow sunlight? The
Parisian Impressionists would paint shadows in violet. June 25, the day the War began, was covered

in complete shadows. My grandfather felt anxious on this shadowy day.

It was a day that signaled a certain fate.
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	The day Kim Il-sung was born
	Vermilion Sky
	The day of May 16 military coup d'état by major general Park Chung-hee /
	Minium Sky
	The Liberation Day of Korea /
	Gamboge Sky
	The day my grandfather passed away
	Cerulean Sky
	The day was a day of contradiction, symbolizing both grief and peace.
	The day was a day of reincarnation, of darkness and agony.
	The first day of Korean War
	Violet Sky
	It was a day that signaled a certain fate.

