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The Musée des Arts Décoratifs has turned the spotlight on contemporary Korean art,
and Paris has fallen in love with the Land of the Morning Calm.
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Korean flags are flying high at the entrance of the
Musée des Arts Décoratifs on the glitzy Rue de Rivoli. Until
January 3, 2016, visitors will be able to discover all the
latest trends straight from Seoul. Organized in partnership
with the Korea Craft & Design Foundation, Korea Now! is
the largest showcase of all things Korean ever presented
overseas, ranging from fashion to craftsmanship. Itis a
great way to celebrate the 130t anniversary of diplomatic
relations between Korea and France.

The museum’s origins can be traced back to 1882,
when a set of like-minded art collectors joined up to
promote the arts. Its goal has long been to create art-
inspired partnerships throughout French society. With the
Korea Now! exhibition, it is going beyond this goal to create
new culturalties between Korea and France.

The exhibition covers craft and design, fashion and
graphic design. The former comprise the lion's share of
the exhibit and are housed in the nave to the right of the
museum entrance. Visitors are in for a colorful welcome,
greeted by the artwork of Chung Hae-cho — a true
master of lacquer. In the background, Lee Sung-keun'’s
installation, a series of flamboyant clouds of metallic
threads and silicon, floats gracefully above everything

else. In between, the works of some 100 designers are on
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show with over 890 artifacts displaying the best of a culture
that has yet to be fully recognized in Europe. The journey
of discovery takes visitors from otchil [lacquerwork) and
hanji [traditional Korean paper) to najeon (mother-of-
pearlinlay) and finally leads them inside a minimalistic
version of a hanok [traditional Korean house).

Regardless of their function and the materials used,
all the objects showcased under the Arts Décoratifs’
roof seem to be beautifully suspended between tradition
and innovation. Karine Lacquemant, cocurator of the
design section along with Rheem Mi-sun, points out how
modernity does not clash with tradition in these works. On
the contrary, the latter is widely reclaimed and readapted.

“Koreans have this saying which sums up things pretty
well: You need to know the past to make things in the
present,” Lacquemant says. "Recognizing the importance
of tradition is not only the strength of this exhibition but
also of Korean crafts and design. The artists are aware
of the fact that knowing their own roots is the only way to
build their future identities,” she continues. "Take Song
Seung-yong and his Object O chair,” which allows those

whosit on it to be enveloped by a sphere of hanji. “The
idea is to reproduce a secret hiding place, reminiscent

of childhood, and he achieves that by using hanji, thus
integrating tradition into experimental design.”

The strengths of the featured designers go beyond the
bond with their own country, though. “I don’t consider my
work in terms of Korean heritage but rather in terms of
oral culture — primitive, instinctive, even subversive,”
says Lee Seul-gi, who is presenting U: Show a Duck’s Foot
(=Lie/along with Cho Seong-yeon. “I feel the influences
go beyond geography,” Park Won-min echoes. His
Haze Series chairs and table, made by mixing opaque
colors with resin, have simple forms that seem toinvite

onlookers to slip into a meditative state.
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The craft and design part of the Korea Now! exhibition concludes
with a modernized hanok, a traditional Korean house [left). Works
from Chol Byung-hoon's Afterimage serles are shown [opposite).
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THE ART OF BALANCE Artist Choi Byung-hoon has
developed his own philosophy of creation. His Afterimage
series is a journey into a mysterious world of imagination
and meditation. “For some decades now, | have combined
the natural world with the meditative state. The journey
towards the silence of my inner world through moderation
also provides the viewers with the opportunity to explore
their own inner existence.”

Korea's creative ferment is engaging for art
enthusiasts. Olivier Gabet, director of the museum, recalls
his impressions of the energy and dynamism of Seoul. “It's
a highly inspirational world,” he says. “French designers
are already seeking their inspiration there. Korea is rapidly
becoming a hot spot for the arts.”

When a new trend is born, a new market follows.
Korean crafts and design are appetizing and yet affordable,
but probably not for long. As Lacquemant says, “If Iwas
a collector, | would buy Korean design.” Buyers, you have

been notified. & Textand photographs by Marianne Serra
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