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All Eyes on Seoul

A youth-driven creative renaissance is lighting up South Korea.
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SEOULS AIR IS thick and muggy. Monsoon season has yet to crack so the wet heat simply hangs in

heavy-handed anticipation. Seemingly unaffected by the weather, Seoulites move through the city in
crisp, cool looks mostly limited to three colors — black, white, and beige. | log more visual details: The
vertical neon signage on bars and restaurants; the pupil-enhancing contact lenses worn by Korean girls;
the plant-filled, pastel-colored cafes; and the massive beauty billboards featuring K-pop idols with

gleaming skin.

The city, otherwise closed to foreigners for almost three years because of the pandemic, has continued to
develop in dynamic, grassroots ways. And despite a block on tourism, Korean cultural exports — K-pop

groups like BTS and Blackpink, kimchi and K-beauty, “Squid Games™ and “Parasite” — continue to spread
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in popularity across the world. I’'ve come to Seoul to explore the country’s latest area of buzz, the art
scene, with a trusted translator in tow: my mother. She grew up in the capital many years ago, when it
was, in her words, “a different Seoul.” “My daughter is taking me home,” she says in Korean to the flight

attendant as we board the plane.Below, a look at the best of what’s on offer at Kiaf Plus.

On our first morning, we load up on bowls of broth (Korean dried pollock soup), dim sum, quail eggs
pickled in soy sauce, bok choy, fried rice, kimchi, and all manner of fermented, tongue-tingling sauces.
Cheeks bulging with food, | think to myself in earnest: If | could start every day with an Asian breakfast, my

potential would be incalculable.

We begin our Seoul tour at the Leeum, Samsung Museum of Art, a spectacular center for both
contemporary and traditional Korean art. The outdoor patio features towering Anish Kapoor sculptures: a
giant stack of silver orbs and a super-sized gleaming disc. The contemporary wing is home to many
monsters: Choe U-Ram’s enormous fish-like organism, wiry reeds sticking out between metallic gills,
gently moving with the mechanized breath of its body; Anicka Yi’s hanging human-sized cocoons glowing

from within stitched ivory skin; and a pile of tendril-tentacles the color of liquid mercury by Lee Bul.

Next is MMCA Seoul, a multimedia-heavy museum full of hyper-immersive video installations. Each
exhibit shares a message about the digital age. Big, black-box rooms play mesmerizing video clips,
interspersing live shots and animation, old footage and new — looping into a layered commentary on

connectivity, isolation, and virtual reality.

The thought-provoking themes continue at Arario Museum, where collections explore social issues on an
international scale. Making my way through the brutalist brick building, | stop before a stately marble
sculpture of lovers with body deformities locked in a deep kiss — a work by Marc Quinn highlighting how
narrow society’s representations of love are. Featuring tiny winding staircases and irregularly shaped
rooms, Arario is made for the architecture lover. A provocative interplay between art and space is Sarah

Lucas’ glowing red coffin formed with neon light rods, bathing the cement floors in a bloodred wash.

We dine that night at the Michelin-starred restaurant-in-the-sky, Myomi, located above Arario. With floor-
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to-ceiling walls of glass, the establishment’s tasting menu remixes traditional Korean flavors with a
contemporary approach. Delightful moments are a conch fish cake dotted with tiny tapioca pearls, and a
chilled tuna, tomato, and pickled plum dish in tangy white kimchi juice. We then make a last mad dash to
the nearby Art Sonje Center. The bright, multilevel spot highlights big-name international artists, including

a comprehensive Tom Sachs exhibit.

The next day | connect with two up-and-coming Seoul artists, female painters whose work shares a
delicate, haunting quality. For the first artist, Jiwon Choi, a motif of porcelain dolls runs through her work:
glossy white figures that stare into the distance with cryptically flat gazes. She’s fascinated by texture,

“the contrast of perfect slickness with delicacy — the potential to break,’ she describes.

Some of her dolls are placed as vacant viewers in front of chaotic scenes like fires and explosives, or near
suggestions of violence — a thick branch of thorns or a burning sparkler inches away from the eyes. These
scenes, Choi says, speak to the numbing impact of our endlessly traumatic news cycle. Like the dolls, her

work suggests a societal tending towards inanimate states.
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