DRAWN IN THE CLOUDS
HELSINKI

The title Drawn i the Clouds—Asizn Contemporary Art

connotes passage through the nebulous realm, a place
marked by atmospheric turbulence, startling luminosity,
and soaring vistas [Museumn of Conternporary Art
Kiasma; November 1, 2008—Fehruary 1, 20091, But in
this exhibition, the title frequently seems at odds with the
work, which remains close to the ground. Still, a number
of pieces direct aur gaze upward—ane cven takes it out
the window—and if things do become airborne, they
float instead of soar, reminding us that escaping the
effects of gravity is not an easy thing to do. Though the
exhibiticn dashes expeclations of lranscendence, we
have na reason to be disappointed. Orawn in the Clouds
still surprises, lets us marvel, and jogs our point of view.
It presenls a cogent essay about longing, cultural alien-
ation, immability, and displacement. It also utilizes
spaces not typically used for the presentation af art,
which reinforces some of the ideas explored by artists
wrastling with the mundanity of day-to-day existence.
Far us, it turns the viewing process into an archilectural
as well as artistic experience. And, by maving the work
outside Kiasma's traditional gallery spaces, it makes this
institution’s yauthlu! building seem altogether new again.

Do Ho Suh's Narth Wall, 2005, is the focal point of the
exhibition. His massive suspended structure recreates a
facade al his childhond home and animates the
museum's central light-filled atrium. Sewn out of a green
polyester mesh fabric that transmils light and responds
to the movement of air currents, this portable
mementc—cultural baggage in a literal sense—projects
an image of weightlessness. Its putfed-up roofline also
recalls kites and all kinds of inflatable obiects, from hiot-
air balloons to vard decorations, In many respects, North
Walf stands in opposition to ils setting. Reflecting differ-
ent architectural traditions, materials, and purposes, the
facade's inherent flexitility, tuoyancy, and struclural
details deftly contradicl Lhe sclidity, weight, and blank
ness af the surrounding walls. North Walfs color also
intimates vegetation. We think of rice paper panels or the
cultivated landscape of a garden. The facade operales
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on hoth historical and personal levels. The artist links
the work's mobilily to Koreans' nomadic past. By
contrast, the bleakness of the atrium’s walls suggests a
modified canyan that resists the effects of a harsh north-
ern climate. Kiasma's name, though, derives from a
Greek word that means cressing and relers to various
hiological pathways and peints of intersection.
Ultimately, these references to movement bring sculp-
ture and archilecture logether,

lsang Kin-Wah's vines of lettars Untitled—~Helsinki,
2008, occupy a stairwell. Beginning at the base of a wall
on the building’s lowest level, ambient sound accompa-
nies black vinyl alphabetic characters that cover a wall,
cross the ceiling, and then wend their way up several
floors on the underside of a spiral staircase. As we begin
to follow the so-called growth, the sound fades. What
starts as a dense and indistinct cluster of letters gradu-
ally thins into a number of distinet branches, the vege-
tal character of which, oddly enough, evokes Jugendstil
embellishment. On closer inspection, we first identify
words and then make out phrases in English and
Finnish. The streams of upper case letters refer to
"ACOLDBLOQDEDTEXT" and curses, “HAIETH-
EMHATETHEMWHOLEF UCKINGMANKIND " As the
work dissipates upward, the arboreal rant abates. The
contradiction in juxtaposing crude language with the
elegance of stylized natural forms offers a caustic
perspective that simultaneously evokes our aspiralions
and limitations.

Opera sound draws us to the top of the staircase
where Jiang Zhi's early video £y, Fiy. 1997, unfolds. The
effect is anticlimactic. A human arm moves like a hird's
wing through a cramped and rundown big city apart
ment, a platitudinal statement aboul the impossibilily of
escape and its annihilation of any hope of freedom,
Hirakl Sawa’s video Dwelling, 2002, mirrors Fly, Fly's
sense of claustrophobia, His conversion of his Londan
apartment into a flyway for miniature aircraft might
suggest international travel but it brings us nowhere, In
addition, the work’s presentation in a wtility room—an

atmosphere of generic, clinical serviceability connoting
ambiguity and sterility—reinforces the drama.

In their explorations of day-to-day life, June Bum
Park and Ki-Bong Rhee rely on perplexity. Park focuses
on social structures; Rhee probes information. Park’s
videos depict irresolvable puzzles. Rational systems, like
the grid in Puzzle 2-02, 2002, fail to provide an opti-
mum arrangement for a group of students and their
desks. And in The Occupation, 2006, the guest to
create the perfect storefront evades realization. Adjacent
to the cafeteria, Rhee's Bachelor—The Dual Body,
2003, consists of a book swimming in a dreamy blue
lank. Resembling a bird, its pages flutter. While the text
is legible, it cannot be read. Object and content remain
out of our reach.

Yuken Teruya, Li Wei, and Kako Ueda also make
significant contributions to the exhibition. Their work's
Jivid imagery entices the imagination while also drawing
aur attention to current threats on iraditional cultures,
Jniversal forms of language, and the interrelatedness of
life and death.

—John Gayer
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