Soft Focus 2021 Seema Mattu & Ohkyung Jang X Youngah Yi Exchange Achieve

1. Work Progress Note of Ohkyung x Youngah
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The process began by talking about sexuality. Both of our previous individual work dealt with
sexuality, taking slightly different approaches. For this project, we focused on the sexuality itself,
questioning what it means and how it feels. We didn’t have a straightforward answer to the
questions we asked ourselves. Perhaps, we didn’t even know what questions to ask in order to

dive deeper into the topic. We shared our thoughts, beliefs and values on sexuality.
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lused to think that sex and sexuality is a secretive value that we cannot openly share even though
it’s somehow very important in our life. | couldn’t figure out how to draw the connection between
‘secretive’ and ‘important’. It felt eerie that people don’t talk about it while everyone is involved
and it’s of an important value in our life. Then, | realized how my perspective on sexuality was

narrowly focused on sexual activities, neglecting emotional aspect of it.
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My previous work dealt with sexual pleasure. Unlike my initial intention, | felt blocked to access
the topic as | work on it. The outcome deviated from initial intention of talking about joy of sexual

pleasure, instead it ended up pointing at the Aurdles to feel the joy of the sexual pleasure. What

blocked creative and expressive effort was the honest emotional reaction to the topic. For



pleasure, there has been shame and guilt attached to it, especially when the pleasure is coming

from sexual energy.
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Sharing this conversation with YoungAh, we talked about our childhood. As we recalled our
memories from the childhood, we came to questions what we meant by ‘being innocent or pure’
when we reminisced our childhood. Then, we questioned the danger of ‘being naive’ and how our

thoughts and perspectives on sexuality forms or framed by our experiences.
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Intimacy was brought up. Both of us agreed that this is the most important quality in talking of
sexuality, yet often dismissed and neglected. Perhaps, we agreed that we know it intellectually,
nevertheless, hardly ever easy to practice them in life as we secure ourselves by wrapping

ourselves, hiding inwardly, trying to take the control over every bit of our lives.
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Initially, YoungAh suggested an abandoned swimming pool where she used to go with her family.
It was a site that evoke her early memories that reminded her of ‘being innocent or pure’ state of
childhood. What she meant was being free to have fun and to enjoy playing in the water, spending

time with people she loves. But the site is barren now. Empty pool where green leaves and moss



has taken over is left unvisited for a decade. We visited the site and thought about our topic. We
took sample photos and shoots, and continued to develop the work, however, | felt blocked by the
site to go further with this topic. I, especially struggled to come up with movements that talks for
sexuality and childhood. Verbally, and also through feelings, | understood what we were talking
about, but it didn’t come through the body and movement. Our work process was stagnant for
some time. | confessed that | didn’t feel the innocent joyful feelings for our topic at this stage of
my life. | was hopeful that sexuality as an identity and a state of being can feel free and delightful
with intimacy, however, | feel there’s many constrains that blocks women or me to own one’s

sexuality.
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2. Letter from Youngah
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To. Seema and Soft Focus

Thank you for your hospitality.

Thank you for your attention to detail in making this project run well.

For me, since | don’t have a lot of work experience, this project is an unfamiliar and valuable
experience. | hope that it will be a good starting point and a pivotal stone.
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First of all, | am writing this e-mail with the hope that the project, work, and exhibition go well.

I would like to share with you one of the difficulties | faced with this project.

After the first meeting, | had a bit of a difficult time.

Despite the meticulous consideration of Seema, Soft Focus, and Oh-kyung, | struggled from the
depths of my heart.

I think it would be a good idea to look back on my heart for a few days and share what | have to

say about my condition.
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The firstis a language issue. Despite the great help of Oh-kyung and Soft Focus, | felt a wall.

It's probably the state that | cannot speak for myself and my words need other people’s delivery.
As you know, the act of speaking is very important.

What a person speaks and recognized through the conversation is a crucial issue for ownership of
one’s identity.

And, as you know, it is a crucial topic for feminism as well.

Here, | thought that perhaps the alienation within me in this program would be difficult to resolve.

Still, I try to get involved and work as much as | can.
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Second, | am very personally burned out on feminist issues.

In fact, | also participated in a related movement for several years, and there was a lot of pain init.
It must be because there was too much interest, lust, and lack.

Communication has to support each other's work.

Strangely, something heavy was weighing on me.

It's okay to focus on the work,



it seems that it is still difficult for me to openly discuss this issue with people.
Even if | seem to be less engaged in the conversation,
it's not because of a lack of interest in the Soft Focus program or Seema.

| hope there is no misunderstanding.
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What | want the most is to finish this program well, to get the work done-well and to finish the
exhibition well.

Even if communication is difficult during the process due to my difficulties,

I hope communication with Oh-kyung goes smoothly, and | will do the same with Oh-kyung.

For this letter, | will translate my texts. | will also work on my CV and portfolio submission.

Thanks for reading this long article.

3. Work Progress Note of Ohkyung x Youngah continues
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During the first zoom meeting, both of us felt awkward about how ‘the ways of communication’
took a place. | felt | was not paying attention to YoungAh as a collaborator and how she might feel
in expressing herself through translation. | was only talking about my issues on the topic, without
giving much consideration on her part. Perhaps, listening to someone confessing her difficulties
dealing with the topic made me to think again about the topic. | thought that it might need more
time to be able to narrate in the details of what we think and feel about sexuality. Nevertheless,

the difficulties each of us have faced told us that it’s the topic that we have to deal with.
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Meanwhile, | got in touch with Seema, watching and reading her postings on the internet to
get a sense of who she is, what her art world is like and her thoughts on sexuality. During the email
exchange with her, | could dive deeper into the topic, reflecting on what might have been the
source of my block. | felt that the ‘Troubled identity’ was indeed a multilayered beautifully

complicated one that does not fit into a single frame of a culture.
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4. Email Exchange
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Dear Seema,

Hi
Previously, | saw your postings and web-site. | got curious about your perspectives on sexuality

and wanted to hear more.

| feel that a cultural influence is a huge factor when | think about sexuality. For me, it’s interesting
to observe myself and my perspectives (rather shame and frames) on sexuality because | spent
most of my adolescencein the U.S., and I had American education, which is considered to be much
more open and free compare to Korea, however, much of my deeply imbedded thoughts are what
| heard from my early childhood in Korea. On a conscious level, | know | have rights and freedom
to choose especially with sexual decisions, nevertheless, the decisions | make seemed to be

bounded by the old traditional, conservative perspectives on women, womanhood and values.

I’'ve wondered how much of these conflicts | feel inside regarding sexuality is based on cultural
issues and what are also my personal issues. It’s easy to point at bigger crowds-culture, society,
tradition etc.- than dig out something from one’s personal life. However, | also see that turning
everything into one’s personal issue blinds the systematic problems that’s beyond individual
capability. Thus, | feel that I’'m in a constant battle between cultural and personal to be free and

authentic.

For me, the major issue with sexuality was ‘power’ relation. To claim one’s sexual identity feels too
powerful for me to take, thus | often willingfully resign it, returning to the uneasily comfortable
state of being submissive and obedient. Americanized part of myself tells me that even choosing
to serve other and fulfill other’s needs and desire are my choice; intellectualizing the fear of

claiming one’s own autonomy and power.

In a heterosexual relationship, | feel that the power imbalance, often the issue of ‘self-love’,
confidence and self-esteem, are more vivid because of the socially-culturally assigned gender
roles. Sex and gender refer to the different characteristics of one’s sexuality, however, | feel that
the social role of an individual inevitably affects one’s sexual being due to the ‘power’ issues in

relationships and in society.



When we talk in general terms, using ‘we’ as a pronoun, | automatically assume that other people
share the same view as what | see and believe. It took me quite a bit of time to realize that each
person, even within a small group of more or less similar backgrounds holds variety of
perspectives on the same issue, which alarmed me to recognize the danger of ‘we’, despite its

power as collective and community.

For today, what | shared with you is my views on ‘sexuality’ and also the way | observe my own
‘perspectives’. | feel that it’s more general and broad statements on a huge topic, thus | hope to

share more detailed issues and concerns in the next email.

| read you mentioning about your ethnic identity. | am curious how this affected or affecting you
the way you see sexuality and woman and any other issues you are concerned with. Also, | hope to
hear more about how your work of art relates to and aims to this topics.

Thank you for listening and hope to hear from you soon.

Love,

Oh-Kyung

kl

HE0| 330t I 0[0F7| L1 AU K.
ZL|ch EaET|9 tif 22 0= 23, St=0f Hs 2N

| -&oil chich ®| 218 (232 +=X| &l ot Z2f| )2 S0l &7

r

EIteel ZAR D AAMO|ES RS LICH Ml 22 |E|of CHEE 27t Q|
| -

J
==

12
o
k1
A
40
i
iul
k1
u £ 08
M
Ral
rr
i=]
Hl
El
Ho
o
n
o
X
ro
)

St SELE, M| Hofl ZA| AHE 2ol MY BE2 o= £7| RAAEEE SUE ASHM HIREAHE

=]
=
YLICE oAlNoz=L AARTE Hoff 2ot K{2{7HX] S[AIRFE| 25t MEf™ #E|eF XtRIt Lt

0=

o
HME, Ot M8 KoM L2l 2E2 Y, Hd4d, 7HX[of cheh HMEXH0|1 24Xl 2Eoi| ook

0x e
NNt oox

ot

=
rot
n
rr
N
o
i
i
r



TIAE[A &7

O[2tnL MW2tS 3. JaiM XAHREL

tk 7HQ! Atojofl M &3 Bt U= W 2ot K.

i

L

ojn
g

| O]l S0M FHHES 2T9

o 2rEE

'Y ARSI

i
OH

Kk
|

fii|

[==

Z2|E|Qf 2

<t

=T

dl

o]

o3

H A

—

—

LT},

3

KoM =
2

X 3=

—

—
—

P Old S HIELE

fEHZ 7[7H0| SOt7t
t HEE
alx|

i

2
(=]

, K&

t

2
(=]

A
—

AFRHS0| L7t 2
2 FTH Lo M2 TR elo] 22 2|0l Chok

Cf XpAl

=

—

=
=

X
(h
[

glo| ct

t

| 2401 A

7H

of 5 'Xt7|oH'2t Xt
Xe| AHsfiet

o

=

|
L

3

—

e
o

|
e,

[=13
=

= MME= o
+Z2[E|'0f CH

.I

A

Ay

| Bl EEH Mo
PUEES

—

ZHX| 2 UCH=

L=

3

Mot S7e

b

L

7HX| 0 ATt PSSR SLICE o= Y= H|x et i E S 7t
=

HMgst= 227t HUANR. Dl=etE Lo| FHAlY

AlOFEEZHE O] RIF Al ol o

of-goHoll =¢

0| E.
Q

<H
1
uju

Kio

LC

10

7ICtEAIR.
I’m particularly drawn to your thoughts on power, and the ways in which the level of powera

It’s such a gift to receive such honest and reflective words from you - thank you so much.
person has individually might put pressure on the role of sexuality within their -ness.

Oh-Kyung,



By -ness, | refer to the literal suffix - “used with an adjective to say something about the state,
condition, or quality of being that adjective.” Just as you would use it at the end of a

word. Cuteness. Happiness. Powerlessness.

The suffix of our state, condition and quality as othered beings is, for me, what makes
understanding my sexuality so complicated. | have come to the realization that | will never

know what| am, and perhaps, this is the closest I'll ever get to knowing whol am.

I’m also really interested in this “Americanisation” of yourself - could you please tell me some more
about what this means for you? How different do you think your thoughts around your own gender

and sexuality would be if you had lived in Korea, among other or only Koreans, your whole life?

I’'ve been following many of your performative clips online, and am also really intrigued by how
you incorporate your body in your work? As such a performative medium, dance is so fluid. It
reminds of how, if liquid is poured into a container, it fills up every single gap and space that it can
fit itself into. It becomes so malleable, and at the same time, empty in a way. When dance spills
onto a space, the viewer drinks it without realizing how much they’ve actually consumed or what

about the performance they can actually taste.

How do you relate your performative work to your perspective on sexuality? Or perhaps, you don’t?

You may do so without even realising it.

In terms of my ethnic identity, this is a huge part of my practice: SEEMAWORLD. Although I’'m
British and have only lived in the UK, my family and ancestors come from an Indian low-caste
community - which is the Valmiki community. Our treatment is severe, and actually! I've done my
research, and understand that there is a caste system of Korea too - the Cheonmin? This might

help to understand my ethnic position, and why it’s such an important theme in my work.
Additionally, caste relates closely with sexuality and gender too. Historically, South Asia’s Hijra

community have been around since Ancient Indian times and have also made appearance as

deities and godly beings. The direct meaning of Hijra is eunuchor hermaphrodite, which is a

11



violent interpretation because Hijras are gender-expansive and their pronouns or identifiers

shouldn’t be restricted.

It also very interestingly relates to caste because Hijra people automatically become of low-caste,

even if their original caste or class position is high---

I hope this gives you an idea of how all of these themes in my work relate to one another in a really

complicated way!

Thank you again for your thoughtful words, and | look forward to hearing from you.

Lots of love,

Seema
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5. Work Progress Note of Ohkyung x Youngah continues
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| asked YoungAh what her thought is on nudity. She also has done some work using her body as a

medium to deliver her message via photography. | did it in dance and performance work. What
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came up first was the danger of misinterpretation and mistranslation of the naked body. Also,

nudity itself can be already banal in arts unless its aim and intentions are clear.
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Having all these conversations on Sexuality, | could not resist to talk about the pressure we, or
| as a person-al being, still breath in. | felt that many people, and certainly myself, wrap up myself
with layers of protective measures not to get hurt, not to lose myself, but ironically, such efforts
lead to losing who | really am. Naked body is who we are. It is Not a deprivation of cultured-ness
nor power. Rather, the naked body shows what a body is as a house of our life. It is where all begins.
Perhaps, being in touch with one’s physical being - the body- is at the core of sexuality. What we

believe to be a correct or norm may be a state of entanglement that traps our body to be free.
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6. Email Exchange continues---
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Hi seema,

It was lovely to read your letter!

Here | send a respond to your thoughts and questions, regarding Americanization, gender and

sexuality issue.
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I’d do my research on 'caste’ system and would like to talk with you more. The topic of deities and
godly beings turning into low-class in the real life was interesting.

In korea, shamans were considered to be the low class, 'Cheonmin’, as you mentioned, but even
the high class people visit them, begging for their powers!

I'd look into this more and share it with you!

Your questions to my concerns helped me to think deeper about how | perceive certain concepts,

especially the ones that refer to a fixed state, condition and quality of a concept.

| realize that | use ‘Americanization’ as a convenient way to sum up any irritation or ‘unfit’
moments | felt in the society that I’'m currently in. Certainly, there’s differences in education
system and where emphasis is focused. Among wide variety of issues, what matters to me the most
is the emphasis on freedom of choice and expression of individual that I’'ve been encouraged to
pursue in American culture. | often felt that | have to observe the ‘overall atmosphere’ in a given
situation and adjust myself accordingly in Korea. | often felt that ‘individual’ is erased in order to
make a harmony of a bigger crowd. To achieve this, each person needs to agree to the groups’
decision. | often associate ‘agree’ as being ‘submissive’ or ‘obedient’ because | felt that there’s not
much (safe) room to express disagreement in order to understand the opposite side’s perspective.
As | write things out in details, | can see the over-generalization of my own assumptions, however,
| also struggle to find the balance between generalization and the common experiences that

supports such generalization.

Back to the issue of ‘Americanization’, what | want to point out is Korean culture/society’s
tendency to exclude people with ‘otherness’, accepting the person as a part of the group only if
they comply to the set of rules or customs. I could see it with programs for immigrants in Korea
where most of the programs teach them Korean cultures, asking the immigrants to assimilate to
the culture without a room to deliver their own cultures. Some of the activities are like wearing
traditional Korean costumes called Han-bok, making Korean food Kim-chi etc. | criticize such
approach because it doesn’t allow any room for the immigrants (othered people) to share what
they have. The way programs were set up for a cultural, artistic or community-based activity

showed how the Korean society as a general approaches ‘the differences’. Diversity is not
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assimilation, however, | felt that there were many misunderstandings or lack of understanding of

the concept. (However, | feel very positive about the changes that’s happening now!)

Thus, there’s two sides of using ‘Americanization’. One is actual cultural barrier and differences,
but another is my own personal issue of ‘belonging’. When | point at ‘the culture’ for not allowing
me to be who | am, the hidden part of me confesses that I’'m not even ready or honest to accept
‘tobewholam’. There’s an ego that want to get along, fitin and welcomed, fearing to be neglected
or rejected, thus it submits to the rules, rather than stand on its own. A part of me always wanted
to get along with Korean friends, but | felt different because of the stories we share about our
experiences didn’t have much common ground, thus | come to think that telling my story became
an action to push away others, therefore, | should hold it back and adjust myself to comply to the
favorable topics. | defended myself by using cultural difference as an excuse, but more of the

fundamental issue was ‘the self’ that want to be loved and welcomed, avoiding conflicts.

If I stayed in Korea, | think--- I would still be looking for more diversity and changes. | may have
better understanding of Korean system; however, | feel that I’d still have critical views on
education system and closeness of the society. And | say ‘Americanization’ taking in only positive
side of the influences | had in that culture. America (especially New York City which is my
impression of American) as a salad bowl of global culture also bears countless problems of itself,
but it’s openness, whether intentional or not, has positive aspects for Korean culture to borrow as

it faces with diversity issues.

Regarding gender and sexuality, | feel the same way. There’s a cultural pressure to this, however,
there’s also personal issues attached to it as well. From third person’s perspective, it’s the cultural
issue, however, from first person perspective, it’s the workings of inner self, wounded child, shame,
guilt and vulnerable self, looking for a place to feel safe. | feel that Korean culture deals with gender
and sexuality also on a group level, not giving much focus on ‘individual’ experiences. | felt that
people talk about social statues, problems, and systems regarding gender issues, but ‘the
individuals’ were lost in the process of discussion. | personally believe that sexuality is one topic

that really need to face oneself in order to expand any thoughts on it. I'm not interested in the
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intellectual side of it, though it helps, | rather want to get to know how it functions and affects our
daily lives and how my (our) finding may free and enrich each person (who found out about it)’s
relationships to the topics. Once we are comfortable with ourselves, we can connect to the society
and open up discussions for group settings and social interactions. Then, problems become

concrete and actions can be taken.

From this kind of approach, | found that revealing my own experiences (artistically) are my way
of communicating to the people, then hoping that it would bring up a question to the audiences
so that they can think or feel of their own experiences. The work and the responses don’t need to
be descriptive. | emphasize the work to be open to let each one to face their own truth, opening
up to their own feelings and interpretations. As long as both can share what we(they)’ve

experienced, the work achieves its goal.
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Hey Oh-Kyung,

Oh that’s so fascinating about the Shaman stuff! It would be really helpful if you could let me know

some more about this please :)

I totally understand your point about the erasure of the individual in order to maintaining harmony

among larger groups too.

Your words about Korean society also resonate with me and feel very much similar to Indian
society - though | guess what’s super interesting is the differentiation that you make between you
being a Korean in America and a Korean in Korea. | say this because | feel as though Indian society

can be very rigid in some ways, whether in India, the UK, America or anywhere else in the world.
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It seems then, that perhaps there are lots of questions around how bodies act as a vehicle to carry
ethnicity and culture around with them as they move from different geographical locations? And

this might be a question for both of us and our practices?

Regarding your struggle to find common ground with Korean friends or others specifically around
you is also something that | continue to live through too. It’s even more interesting, because
although it’s difficult to be in spaces where our identities and experiences are being generalized

and overlooked, our stories are not new.

We are not new, and neither are our expansive identities.

Thoughts and feelings around gender and sexuality are hugely personal, but | hope you know that
if you feel like you're finding it hard to speak about yourself because there aren’t many people
around to listen - please do reach out to me! It really warms my heart to offer support to those in

my communities, in any way that they might need it.

| also enjoy your very honest and direct approach to art-making - that intellectual context does
not interest or serve you or your work. It’s refreshing to see someone who is speaking about art

from an entirely reflective perspective, so thank you!

Lots of love,

Seema
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7. The last work progress note of Ohkyung x Youngah

ORI 97 x HOL &Y L

The process of shooting took a gallery in Gimhae. The floor was filled with pebbles. It was
cold and sharp. But the air in the room was warm enough to loosen the inner tension. YoungAh
and | agreed to have a fixed perspective for the camera because the perspective of moving camera
often evokes voyeurism. The importance of the intention of the gaze were brought up. When an
art work was exposed to the public, its interpretation was in the hands of other people’s gaze.
Because of thisissue, YoungAh was concerned about nudity as she wass holding the power of gaze.
Theissue of power with gaze would persist as long as we deal with feminism, women and sexuality.

We may not have an answer now, but we would question its existence constantly.
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This collaboration raised multiple questions in various areas. While the topic was Sexuality, we
found that ‘communication’ was the key for the topic, the work and the collaboration. The open
and honest exchange of thoughts and feelings regarding all spheres of this work allowed the work

to evolve by itself.
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We ask you:
what do you feel about your sexuality?

What do you need to feel and think about it?
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