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Going on a Journey without a Map

By Park Choon Ho, Kim Chong Yung Museum Curatorial Office Chief Curator

Priya Sundaravalli is an Indian-born artist with a unique career.
She initially studied medicine, dreaming of becoming a beneficent
doctor, but went to the United States to study biotechnology after
graduation. By chance she joined a ceramics class offered by the
school during her study in the United States and it was then that
she discovered her artistic talent. She gave up becoming a doctor
and chose the path of a ceramics artist.

The three works she is displaying at this exhibition can be
described as being both a ceramic sculpture and an installation
simultaneously. She has chosen the titles of her works from a
collection of Kim Yang Shik's poems that she personally received
from the poet. She has exhibited very lyrical works such as On the
full-moon night You rolled a fragrant flower-cart Laden with words
of pure wisdom To an unknown friend in which a full moon shines
over 108 flowers displayed on a wall. In/ live this fall Lost by myself
What a delight four large, leaf-shaped ceramic pieces are displayed
on a heap of fallen leaves and in Someday the sun will turn bright
again and the sea blossom into fresh moming’s dream dark gray
ceramic pieces are placed on a white gravel field. However, these
works are not only mere manifestations of her emotions.

According to her description of On the full moonlit night..., the
import of 108 flowers arranged on a wall is similar to 108 passions
or defilements that disturb and pollute the mind and body of all
sentient being as defined by Buddhism. In this work she represents
human anguish with beautiful flowers where the full moon is
symbolic of abundance. This presentation in concert with lines of
poems quoted for titles is quite paradoxical. The artist seems to see
human affliction not as pain but as a positive element leading us to
the level of awakening or a release from Samsara, the cycle of birth
and death.

Standing out in her other work, / live this fall..., are four inlaid
ceramic pieces. It was perhaps considerably difficult to produce the
thin pieces due to the material properties of clay and their relatively
large size. The images on the pieces were rendered by inserting
white clay into holes using a needle. They feature the scenes of a
remote area in Australia and express the mysticism the artist felt
whilst seeing the Aboriginal paintings there. In this work the fallen

leaves are in contrast with the symbolic pictures. Its title seems to

be a metaphor for her insight into life.

It is said that Someday the sun will tum..., with its dark gray
ceramic pieces scattered here and there, hark back to the volcanic
rocks in Jeju. Although it was a very intricate structure to fashion
with clay, she completed it in a brief period of time using over
200kgs of clay. It seems impossible to have achieved such a feat
without being completely immersed in the work. As its title and
form indicate, the artist seems to have been deeply moved by the
sun rising over the horizon, this work being a representation of the
hope of life.

Priva Sundaravalli's works with their extremely sensitive form
and texture are well suited to their lyrical titles. The traces of
handiwork stand out in particular, leading some to hastily assume
that her works are “feminine”. Given her nationality, they could
also be considered “mysterious”. While viewing her works, | have

discovered the biggest difference between Eastern and Westemn
art.




1087121 1 1M : 7422 2 Towards 108 and beyond: Meditations on 9 & 12
ceramic, limestone powder, variable, 2014

Art has long been a means for self-discipline in Eastern art.
John Ruskin (1819-1900) is perhaps the first Western art critic who
associated art with morals. Painting and calligraphy have been a
means for self-discipline through the fusion of paper, brush, and
ink with Confucian values, like drawing mandalas in Lamaism and
Zen painting in Zen Buddhism. With this, tradition artists were less
interested in representing what they saw than Western artists.
They pursued what they saw with their eyes alone. The tradition of
considering painting and calligraphy a means for self-discipline still
continues in contemporary Korean art that embraces Western art.
| think an example of such is extremely meticulous handiwork, a
feature of contemporary Korean art arguably called Korean pop.

This hallmark is also found in Priya Sundaravalli’s work. We
can see in her work no desire to use her excellent technical skill in
order to make perfect vessels. Instead, what appears obviously is
the mark of true effort in her handiwork as a potter. It seems like
it would have been impossible for her to produce the two works,
[ live this fall... and Someday the sun will turn... without being
completely immersed in their creation.

Before having an interview with me, she had sent a portfolio
titled ‘Going on a journey without a map’. What should we do if we
make a trip without @ map? We have to look for our destination by

carefully observing and analyzing our surroundings, at times putting

our patience to the test. She had a hard time due to the language
barrier at the Clayarch Gimhae Museum artist-in residency as she
was the only foreign artist who joined the program. She recounts
this difficulty as follows: "My experience in Korea was intense. |
was the only foreign resident. Communication and conversation
was impossible beyond a minute. | remember most of my time
being one of 'silence’ — it was like one long Vipassana session! But
that was a blessing because | was forced to fling myself at visual or
sensory life jackets that were around me.”

Korea is one of the stops in her journgy without a map. As she
had once stated, her final destination is “art done by heart, not
by mind.” It is thus ridiculous to consider her work “feminine” or
hastily define it as “mysticism” anchored to a preference of the

exatic. Her work can be described as a tree taking root deep in th

@

traditional Eastern view of art, considering artistic work a means
for self-discipline. The tree solidly grows from the roots. | eamnestly
hope she will be able to arrive at her destination without trouble,
expressing my complete understanding of the purpose of her

“journey without maps”.
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108722]7 71 LY : 722] & Towards 108 and beyond: A winter's blossoms
ceramic, steel, 250x220x30cm, 2013
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Beloved Jillye - A thousand and one moments Photo collage, Date calendar, variable, 2014
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Someday the sun will turn bright again
and the sea blossom into fresh morning's dream

T d

A2l Xi ZHEMR] 2014
Ceramics, Pebbles, variable, 2014
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Z|%Z Gimhae airport installation view, 2014
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Faloit Mzial H JHAER] 2014
Koreanal ceramic, iron, variable 2014
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Fzloflz Mzt B 7IHER| 2014

Koreana2

ceramic, iron, variable, 2014




