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Abstract

This study discusses the destructive aesthetics oriented toward the past
found in «bogoseo\bogoseo», the culture magazine created by Korean graphic
designer Ahn Sangsoo from 1988 until 2000, as well as the historical context
and meaning of his comprehensive activity.

First, in order to verify our experience about «bogoseo\bogoseo»,
objective information on the issues such as published date, format, contents,
publication rights were collected and arranged. By analyzing in detail each
issue’s formative sense, we explore the destructive beauty and time sense
oriented toward the past, proper to Ahn Sangsoo. Early of the computer and
studies on the history of letters, and the embrace of Korean aesthetics in
his style will be discussed as well, as the scope of Ahn’s legacy. Finally, the
comprehensive activity shown in «bogoseo\bogoseo», comprised of planning,
editing, designing, and publishing, will be dealt with in terms of his personal
and social context and of its historical importance.

«bogoseo\bogoseo» and Ahn Sangsoo will be evaluated extensively in the
future. I hope this study would be helpful for studies on the former generation
of designers who were active in the 1980—-1990s in Korea.
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1. Introduction

Why does «bogoseo\bogoseo» (hereafter referred to as «bogoseo») seem
unfamiliar? «bogoseo» is known as the pioneering Hangeul typography

work in the 1980—1990s, of which Ahn Sangsoo' was the editor, art director,
publisher. It is described as an achievement in the field of Hangeul typography,
and is described with alternating adjectives such ‘avant-garde’‘experimental’.
However, «bogoseo» is still somewhat unfamiliar even now. This unfamiliarity
signifies that the visual qualities of this magazine goes beyond the technical
scope of Hangeul typography. A magazine published 20—30 years ago cannot
seem unfamiliar in the context of typography in 2017. Starting from these
visual qualities this study traces back the background history and element in
which Ahn Sangsoo’s unique aesthetics formed.

On the other hand, «bogoseo» is familiar. If you check the magazine’s
publication rights, Ahn Sangsoo is the organizer (editor), author, art director,
and publisher. His style of taking the lead in creating content resembles the
contemporary graphic designers’ multi-tasking activities, from planning,
translation, editing, to design, distribution, and critique. In the 1980s, graphic
design was perceived as merely one of the steps to make a product and its
advertisement, but Ahn had worked in more comprehensive manner. This
study’s second discussion point is the background and historical meaning of
Ahn’s creative style.

First of all, it is imperative that we doubt our own experience. 17 issues of
«bogoseo» have been published for 12 years. Ahn Sangsoo and the publishing
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Ahn Sangsoo, «bogoseo\bogoseo» cover of the first issue, 1 July 1988.
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company Ahn Graphics do not currently possess all of these issues, and the
ones they have preserved are not in a good state. It is quite possible that
information on «bogoseo» and our perception could have been limited to
certain issues, or distorted. To be unbiased and to narrow down the discussion,
the issues would be documented in detail according to their published date,
contents, participants, size, cover, etc. This could also be the cornerstone of
future studies. Secondly, I will trace personal, social background in which
Ahn’s aesthetics and style presented in «bogoseo» have been formed. These
two points share similar approach of study. The understanding of a certain
era is the researcher’s realm, but personal stories are based on Ahn Sangsoo’s
statements. Main materials for this study are comprised of the conversation?
I had with Ahn in his studio Nalgaejip on 30 May 2017, audio recordings of
Arts Council Korea®, Ahn’s books, the computer files for creating «bogoseo»
which Ahn had provided.

Distortion of information is bound to take place when we document a
synaesthetic object into text. This study assumes tacit agreement between
the researcher and the reader on the issue of distorted information. Such
agreement signifies that typographic expression not entailing any change
to the object which the text is indicating, can be omitted. For example, ‘ahn.
sang-soo’ and ‘Ahn Sangsoo’ are deemed the same. Therefore, for this study,
expressions such as exclusive use of lower-case and substitute of spacing
words with periods used in «bogoseo» will be omitted and general rule of
orthography will be abided by. Exception being the titles, where expressions of
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The certificate of registration of publication for Ahn Sangsoo, the poster for launching «bogoseo\bogoseo», 1988.

«bogoseo\bogoseo», 13 April 1988.
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Ahn Sangsoo, «Madang» cover of the first issue and the poem on p. 197
by Kim Kwangkyu, titled “To Black Bear} 1 September 1981.
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using glyph such as exclusive use of lower-case will be preserved. Many other
publications referring to «bogoseo» mark the backslash used in the title with a
slash, but the original title with backslash is noted in this study. Furthermore,
the issue numbers beginning from —1 is maintained as well. Every issue

is marked as ‘no. —1’, and when the sub-title is also written, it is noted as
«bogoseo —10: gagaga».

2. From Launch to Discontinuance

«bogoseo» was registered on 13 April 1988 at the Department of Media,
Division of Journal of the Ministry of Culture, Sport and Tourism, with the
title ‘bogoseo, bogoseo’ and was launched on 1 July 1988. It was published
until 2000 by Ahn Graphics. Graphic designer Ahn Sangsoo (Founder of Ahn
Graphics and professor at Hongik University) and sculptor Gum Nuri* were
the two masterminds of the project. Initially it was planned as a quarterly, but
it was never published as one and was in fact a non-periodical.’ [1-3]

On the certificate of registration for publications, the objective of launching
«bogoseo» was to contribute in the progress of Korean culture and art by
documenting creations and critiques of Korean and International culture

and art, as well as proposals by artists or people working in the art/culture
field, and trends in the related industry. The main focus of the magazine was
generally on the interviews with pioneering figures in the cultural field and
their works. The only exceptions were «bogoseo —7: sign.language.art.book»
and «bogoseo —8: 71 0 » which were published as exhibition catalogues, and
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no. —9 issue was solely composed of works created by Ahn Sangsoo and Gum
Nuri on a single day.

Ahn’s motivation of launching «bogoseo» was based on his aspiration of
creative expression and his recognition of the need to act internationally with
historical significance. From 1981 until 1985, Ahn worked as designer for the
magazine «Madang». As the publishing company had to severely limit the
sales and editing resources for typographic issues due to financial restraint,
Ahn developed a growing longing to design in total freedom.[4] After he left
«Madang» in winter 1984, Ahn established Ahn Graphics and became aware
of the role the company and himself had to play. Ahn said he had believed
there is a need to launch a magazine in Korea recognizable on the international
level, especially after having visited the 37th Frankfurt Book Fair in 1985 and
experienced the Seoul Olympics in 1988.°

Ahn revealed that there were no renewal projects for «bogoseo» since
it was always designed in a new form with fresh planning for each issue.
However, when we study the format, content, and design, «bogoseo» falls
into 3 categories of era. From no. —1 to no. —4 issues (July 1988 —March
1990), the early tabloid format (254 x 374 mm) was bound with saddle-
stitching, and they were comprised of interviews in the form of a typical
publication. From no. —5 to no. —9 issues (August 1990—October 1994) of
the middle era, the formats vary, published as mook style, a cross between
magazine and book, strongly reflecting the personal styles of Ahn Sangsoo
and Gum Nuri. After about 2 years of suspension, no. —10 to no. —17 issues
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(March 1997—August 2000) were published in the late era. The interviews,
editing, and design were done not by Ahn Graphics but by Ahn’s private studio
Nalgaejip.” They were made into A4 format, same as the no. —9 issue, but each
issue had a sub-title and they were in the form of a typical publication again,
like in the early era. The big change in design form is maintained. The late

era «bogoseo» was published annually for three years on a stable basis until
no. —15 (1998), and no. —16 and no. —17 were published respectively in 1999
and 2000. [5-9]

Ahn mentioned that there were no special reasons behind the
discontinuance of publishing «bogoseo». Ahn and Gum had planned no. —18
as their final issue and had even done all the interviews but somehow there
was no progress. When Ahn realized that the project stayed sluggish for
more than a year, he decided that it was time to stop. When considering
Nalgaejip’s work load of editing and designing since the no. —10 issue, and the
simultaneous preparation of the 2000 ICOGRADA General Assembly in Seoul
and the 2001 Seoul Typography Biennale(Typojanchi), the studio must have
had no energy left.

3. Destructive Aesthetics Plunging into the Past
«bogoseo» looks still quite unfamiliar even now. In order to explain the
reaction I have, as a designer two generations post-Ahn’s era, there is some
other explanation required.

When viewing the early «bogoseo», you can experience the sense of
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Ahn Sangsoo, the front cover of «bogoseo\bogoseo», 1988—2000.
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Ahn Sangsoo, the back cover of «bogoseo\bogoseo», 1988—2000.
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-1 Qtastg A 1988-07-01 254x374mm 64 L2

-2 otz A 1989-03-15 254x374mm 64 Hz2E

-3 Qbatm A 1989-11-01 254x374mm 64 U AT

—4 bt A 1990-03-03 254x374mm ? dF. 27t

-5 RgojAe oty A 1990-08-01 211x241mm 160 o] A&

-6 Qtaztg A 1991-07-01 211x241mm 189 ARl = A

-7 7lz.Qlojele Qbatm A 1993-05-11 150%210mm 325 7|2 do) ol &
-8 1o Qb A 1993-09-23 150x210mm 126 (S IR

-9 19940609 Qtaetg A 1994-10-22 210x297mm 126 1994.06.09.714.5}%.
-10 7PWk ks 1997-02-01 210x297mm 172 gelE.25

—11 U vk 1997 210%297mm 189 sipie] =gk 17|

—12  too} EvE 1997 210x297mm 184 4.4

-13 ket 2% 1998 210x297mm 189 nj A3 e|o}

—14  ojajop =Sk 1998 210x297mm 165 FEAdIE

—15 et ek 1998 210x297mm 128 FeolEs

—16  AMARAE ks 1999 210x297mm 189 ol FetFof

—17  ofo}o} U 2000 210x297mm 180 e 857

No.  Sub Title Editing & Design Published Size Pages Cover

-1 Ahn Graphics 1988-07-01 254x374mm 64 ahn’s.face

-2 Ahn Graphics 1989-03-15 254x374mm 64 vertical.stripes

-3 Ahn Graphics 1989-11-01 254x374mm 64 red.code

—4 Ahn Graphics 1990-03-03 254x374mm ? face.sculpture

=5 sunday.seoul Ahn Graphics 1990-08-01 211x241mm 160 sunday.seoul

-6 Ahn Graphics 1991-07-01 211x241mm 189 chinese.currency

—7  sign.language.book.art Ahn Graphics 1993-05-11 150x210mm 325 language.sing.book.art
-8 o Ahn Graphics 1993-09-23 150x210mm 126 my.organs

-9 19940609 Ahn Graphics 1994-10-22 210x297mm 126 1994.06.09.a.day.
—10 gagaga Nalgaejip 1997-02-01 210%x297mm 172 danginri.chimney
—11  nanana Nalgaejip 1997 210%x297mm 189 dead.fishes.in.the.seashore
—12  dadada Nalgaejip 1997 210%x297mm 184 golden.rice

—13  rarara Nalgaejip 1998 210x297mm 189 miss.korea

—14 mamama Nalgaejip 1998 210x297mm 165 blue.faces

—15  bababa Nalgaejip 1998 210%x297mm 128 sister’s.death

—16  sasasa Nalgaejip 1999 210x297mm 189 etuatua

—17 aaa Nalgaejip 2000 210x297mm 180 seoul.railroad.station

[8] «EIAN\E A »o] TR HH,
Information on each issue of «bogoseo\bogoseo».
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dividing space. no. —1 issue used oblique in the body text, for the first time in
Korea, and photos seemed to reveal the object as is, not in a glorified manner.
The inner pages of the cover portrayed X-ray images of Ahn’s and Gum’s
body to convey the message that humans are animals, too. no. —2 was more
meticulously typeset than no. —1, and narrow columns and dramatically cut
photos were well combined to create an excellent rhythm. no. —3 became
bolder than the two former issues’ expression, and even attempted overlapping
texts, a radical expression. As such, early «bogoseo» inherited the existing
frame of previous magazines in the composition of content or structure, but
clearly defied the rigid customary editing design habits in Korea with the
formative sense of dividing the paper’s space.

Mid-era «bogoseo» seemed to have focused on establishing the personal
style and methodology of Ahn Sangsoo and Gum Nuri. In no. —5, it was the
first time that Ahn used his Leesang font for the entire pages, and we can
witness his sense of scattering the fragmented letters on the page, not of
dividing the page. Ahn had used this font in the early period as well, but it was
about using the geometrical font, not about deconstructing the letters. no. —6
appears to be in a transition period since it combines the early «bogoseo» and
the methodology of no. —5 issue. Ahn began using the element of letters as
formative unit in an active manner, as in close-up on the text to bring it up
close to the viewpoint, or pushing it away to give depth. «bogoseo —7: sign.
language.book.art» was made as an eponymous exhibition catalogue, without
the strong design features of the previous issue, leaving only certain device
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such as the radically narrow line spacing and oblique in the body text. This
seems to have been a strategy to neutralize the surroundings to include Ahn’s
‘Munjado (letter works)’ as one of the manuscripts. In «bogoseo —8: 710 »
which was made as Ahn and Gum’s exhibition catalogue, Ahn accounts for his
design logic. Therefore, this particular issue appears to be a handbook for mid-
era «bogoseo». «bogoseo —9: 1994 06 09» which consisted of works created
by Ahn Sangsoo and Gum Nuri on a single day, brought the materialized text
back to 2dimension. In my opinion, this issue concentrated on publication as
artistic performance, rather than design.

Late-era «bogoseo» was issued after 2 years of suspension, with content
and structure back to regular publications like in the early days. The design
had become all the more avant-garde, with a rather provocative attitude as if
to examine all the possibilities of Hangeul typesetting. «bogoseo —10: gagaga»
used punctuation marks in an unconventional manner, and transformed the
font size or base line according to content. The overall sense was not about
destroying letters like in the mid-era, but about destroying the mass of letters
and text. It is also very flat, there is no division of space, and text is solidified
as structure on the page. This sense of style is maintained until the very last
issue. «bogoseo —11: nanana» and «bogoseo —12: dadada» have been slightly
more elaborate in typesetting, but the formative sense is not very different
from no. —10 issue. «bogoseo —13: rarara» deals the entire texts on the
same level, like in the no. —5 issue. The flat grey surface made by the text is
naturally emphasized. Whereas no. —10 to no. —12 issues displayed the sense
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of deconstructing the text in thin strips, showing us how to slash the text

in big scale. «bogoseo —14: mamama» and «bogoseo —15: bababa» basically
maintain the late-era design concept of «bogoseo», while summoning the
early-era sense of dividing space again. «bogoseo —16: sasasa» attempted a
3-dimensional expression of which the unit was flat text. Finally, the last issue
«bogoseo —17: a.a.a» presented Ahn’s refined design. Compared to previous
issues, decorative use of punctuation marks and variation in typography
according to content were all subdued.

The transpiercing aesthetics of all issues of «bogoseo» is mechanical,
destructive, and flat. The object of destruction varies from letters, page, to
text, but the acute sense of deconstruction is consistently displayed. «Kang
Taehwan Free Music Concert» (1995), «Juksan International Art Festival»
(1995—2008), cultural magazine «Jaeum and Moeum» (2008—2016), etc. are
works in the same vein. Furthermore, in «bogoseo» we can experience the
sense of time, going back in the past. The photos Ahn had used were not the
usual ones which the past into the present. They seemed to be of the fixed
past, being pushed further into the past. The letters shown in «bogoseo» has a
modern form, but they indicate the past from the present. This kind of sense
in time is well portrayed in «A Journey of Young Artists» (1998), <hollyeora (be
immersed)> (2017). With deconstructive aesthetics combined with recurrent
sense of time, «bogoseo» is generally dynamic, and this charateristic is
prevalent in all of Ahn Sangsoo’s works.

During the time Ahn had created «bogoseo», he enjoyed reading the
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magazine «Interview», founded by Andy Warhol in 1969, and he was fond

of Dadaists and Fluxus artists. However, Ahn mentioned that there were no
work or artist that he was inspired from directly.® Instead, he revealed that his
aesthetic foundation lies on the following two points.

First, the early adaptation to computer technology. As Ahn had not
preferred manual work, he had begun using the 8-bit computer in the mid
1980s. He created the Ahnsangsoo font as CAD 2.1 version. Additionally, Ahn
Graphics was the first in Korea to attempt DTP publication. Ahn also opened
an Internet café and was active in PC communication. As he was an early
adopter of computers, he could develop a somewhat different formative sense
compared with his colleagues who still worked mostly manually. The noisy
machine sound of the computer, pixelated image of low resolution display,
small color space, laser print where human corporal trace has disappeared, etc.
were visually translated into pixelated, flat, cold images with a hint of hope
and anxiety mixed together. The Ahnsangsoo font which is the main font
of «bogoseo» can be understood in this formative context. In the process of
drawing letters with CAD, not hands, Ahn would have obtained the formative
sense of vector which humans cannot imitate.

The second point is the study on the past of letters. Ahn’s works have a
certain shamanistic aspect, conjuring up some kind of talisman. This is due to
his long term study on the past of letters. Ahn has been exploring the magical
power latent under the different levels of letter forms. He wishes people
could feel a certain power through his work like a talisman. That is, he had
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studied the psychological ability possessed by letter forms, based on academic
research. Such studies allowed him to obtain a certain aesthetic sense which is
generally reflected in his work. But his works, papers, other writings seem to
reflect the mid and late-era of «bogoseo», and in the early days, the influence
of computer seems to have been critical.

The feature embracing all these aesthetic background would be Ahn
Sangsoo’s native character. He is conscious of when and where he is living, he
observes his surroundings, and has embraced ‘the place’ as his own identity.
He has always traced the history and beauty of the region he lives in, and
strived to portray them without any embellishment. In my opinion, the
computer and the past of letters that Ahn had admitted of being his aesthetic
background, resulted from his constant awareness of what he is doing, and
where he is. Furthermore, the darkness and anxiety that could be witnessed
in «bogoseo», and the defiant atmosphere, seem to reflect the Korean society
in the 1980s when Koreans were working hard to achieve $6,000 per capita
GDP, and the movement for democracy was at its peak. It also seemed to
reflect the 1988 Seoul Olympics for which all citizens worked together to
host, the unstable life of underground artists, and hope and restlessness upon
the coming 21st century.

4. Comprehensive Activity
If you check the publication rights of «bogoseo», Ahn Sangsoo is the organizer
(editor), author, art director, and publisher. As other staff members were
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his employees or researchers, Ahn had been de facto in charge of the whole
publication. [10] His comprehensive activity which took the lead in content
production is found commonly in the books published by Ahn Graphics
such as «Seoul City Guide» (1986), «Asian Art Motifs from Korea» vol. 1-12
(1986—1996), «nana project» (2004—2012), «rara project» (2006), «Historical
Markers» (2008). Ahn had also applied his methodology to education and
published «higg» (1991—-1999), «soon» (1993—2003), «d» (1992—2001),
«& O AT » (2006—2011), «acp» (1991-2003), «Hangeulggol Design»
(1995—1998) at the Department of Visual Design, Hongik University.’
Comprehensive activity was deemed unfamiliar in the 1980s when
graphic design was considered only as a part of the production process of
a product or a means to promote it. In the interview, Ahn said since Ahn
Graphics in the early days was a small design studio, the designers had to
be polyvalent, juggling all kinds of tasks. Among them, «bogoseo» was a
new task, so Ahn had to be in charge of every step of the way. He added that
the notion of publication by designer was first proposed by graphic designer
Hwang Buyong."” Well known for his Seoul Olympics pictogram, Hwang had
worked as art director for the magazine «Monthly Design» from 1977 until
1980. Afterwards, he founded a studio and published books for designers and
had influenced many graphic designers.
Professionally speaking, Ahn Sangsoo reached his peak during the
2000 ICOGRADA Seoul General Assembly, 2001 1st Typojanchi, 2002 solo
exhibition «Hangeul.imagination», and «bogoseo» was appraised as the major
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project of Korean graphic design in the 1980—-1990s. Ahn’s trajectory based
on «bogoseo» was obviously a great influence on the next generation, and

in effect, designers’ publication became popular ever since «bogoseo». From
the late 1990s, design agencies began the publishing business, and many
university departments of design also began publishing lectures, seminars,
workshop notes into books. In the 2010s, small-scale studios were successful
with independent publication, and there were numerous publications

newly launched, of which the designer was planning, writing, editing, and
designing."

At the origin of such change, obviously it is not only «bogoseo» which
played the role of guiding light. Behind historical change, there are countless
anonymous attempts which could not be documented. Especially, it is
difficult to say that «bogoseo» was the direct influence on the increasing
flow of independent publication in the 2010s. Independent publication is a
phenomenon that occurred at the crossroads of various factors; small design
studios and small bookstores in increase, the introduction of Dutch design,
the launch of independent book fair Unlimited Edition (2009)", over-supply
of Korean design majors"”, economic polarization, miniaturization of digital
device, and development of communication technology, etc. But in the end,
Ahn Sangsoo’s comprehensive style shown via «bogoseo» was a model for
the next generation, and it certainly became a basis on which the younger
generation began their activities.

Coming back to our discussion of «bogoseo», Ahn’s comprehensive
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activity seems to be at odds with typographic experiments in some aspects.
The early «bogoseo» which displays the process of distancing from the
customs of commercial magazines, is not difficult to read, but the late-era
«bogoseo» which is edited and designed by Nalgaejip highly lacks readability.
In fact, it is impossible to verify the interview content or the editor’s voice.
The morphological level of the text had overwhelmed the linguistic level.
That is, Ahn Sangsoo had been active synthetically, but his identity as art
director had encroached on all the other identities. But this is not the limit
of this magazine. Historical assessment should be made in the context of the
time. The Korean society in the 1980—-1990s lacked the ability to understand
what viewing a text is, and classic typographical customs were restricting
expression. Therefore, Ahn’s avant-garde typography was a required choice of
the epoch. The scope of expression that we, contemporary graphic designers,
take for granted nowadays, is what radical challenge had achieved by pushing
away old habits.

5. Conclusion

It has been 30 years since «bogoseo» was first published. This magazine
marked the inflection point in the Korean history of typography, but it looks
rather crude and even reckless, from the present perspective. In fact, what Ahn
Sangsoo had explained as his aesthetic background did not quite appeal to me.
Today’s computer is basically a part of my life since my hands are constantly
on it, and ultra high resolution digital device provides me with even more
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realistic sensation than the actual world does. The geometrical shapes of
Ahnsangsoo font designed with CAD is no longer unfamiliar. His theme of
delving into the past of letters has become a common theme for contemporary
graphic designers, and on the other hand, it appears rather overly ideological.
Furthermore, Ahn’s comprehensive activity around «bogoseo» has become

the norm of survival for contemporary graphic designers, so it does not

seem special anymore.

However, the aesthetics of «bogoseo» is still interesting. «bogoseo» is
now slightly off the contemporary aesthetic track, but its destructive energy
toward the past is original even now. Changing the object of deconstruction,
the issues from 1988 until 2000 are exemplary in developing the formative
sense. And this aspect is also a slice of Korean history of graphic design.
The comprehensive style that Ahn had proposed is now generalized. Such
early form of contemporary graphic designers’ working style has historical
value in that Korean graphic design made great progress in a relatively
short-term period. What we shall succeed to is actual defiance against
customary hindrances.

Extensive assessments on «bogoseo» and Ahn Sangsoo will be made
in the future. I hope this study would be helpful in such work, as well as for

studies on the former generation who were active in the 1980—-1990s in Korea.

I believe the precise assessment on the former generation’s works would
become the basis for the next generation to work on.
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