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ZAS4-8S, 2007, 20 x 24cm, REIEl AH Z2IE,
©FHH, Courtesy of Daelim Museum

Sonamu snm1a—027h, 1993, 135 x 250cm,
C—print mounted on plexiglass in artist's frame,
©HHE L, Private collection
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Art from the Grassroots For Seoul

Whatever my reasons were for traveling when | was younger, the thing that made me want to stay in Korea was the
arts — especially the music, but also the movies, fine arts and the like.

Of course when | first came to Korea, | traveled and did the tourist things like everybody else. But more than the
mountains and beaches and museums, | remember the first Korean movie | rented on videotape, the first concert
| went to, the first Korean comic book | read. And after | had been in Korea for a while, | was lucky enough to make
friends with Korean musicians, arts, filmmakers and more.

Looking back, thinking about those connections and attractions, | notice how organically they evolved, just me and
people like myself meeting and developing our relationships naturally. Not surprisingly, there was very little the
government or big business involvement in those discoveries, in those friendships, or even in those arts. Aimost all
the things | liked best about Korea came from the grassroots, from the individuals who were just doing what they
wanted to do, because they loved doing it.

Despite that power of individual artists, | have long noticed a strong bias in Korea toward top-down organization.
Whenever my friends put together an event or a publication or whatever, their first thoughts were always how to get
government or corporate sponsorship. Very few people thought in terms of building up those plans organically and
just letting individuals run things on their own.

These days, it feels like hundreds of government-sponsored festivals in Seoul and all over Korea, in just about every
aspect of the arts. But how much have all those events and all that money really helped those arts? The Pusan
International Film Festival has been lauded around the world, but at home, producers struggle, diversity is down,
and the art-house movie scene is just as weak as ever. Has the Gwangju Biennale helped produce more Korean
artists? And then there is the Korea Film Council (KOFIC), the Korea Creative Content Agency (KOCCA), the Seoul
Drama Awards, the Hi Seoul festivals and countless other organizations and events.

The trouble is, when government or corporations pay for things, they generally want a say in how they are run. And
thatis rarely good for art. Artists (at least good artists) usually balk at any sort of control being imposed upon them,
so quickly you end up with unhealthy relationships, where only ‘safe’ or ‘acceptable’ artists receives largess. Artis
far too important to be tied down to politics.

After all, the money all comes from the same source — Korean taxpayers. Itis far stronger for art and artists to
convince one million people to spend a dollar each than to convince a government office to give $1 million.

I think the Korean people are some of the most creative and energetic people on the planet. But the sooner local
artists start relying on themselves and stop waiting for government to save them, the sooner they will realize their
amazing potential.

2013 24 Mark Russell

XNE2|AEO|Xt CHREHIE 2| Mark Russell is a journalist,
HZXI0|H, sH=29| documentary producer, and
AEE|QIHEA S of 25t 2ol author of Pop Goes Korea, a book
(& 1= FA2|0KPop Goes about Korea’s entertainment
Korea))2| AXto|Ct, 1998 industry. He came to Seoul in
28 M2 0|35t 0|12 T2 1998 and has lived here mostly

M0 HF 5t QIct since then.
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