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A B S T R A C T   A R T I C L E   I N F O 

Until now, different parts of Asia have neglected each other, each 
of them busy looking towards Europe. If the discourse of 
contemporary arts so far has been placed in ‘the West in the eyes 
of Asia’, Asia Culture Center (ACC) Theater has built a system where 
different parts of Asia today can look at each other and at the same 
time produce and share their works in order to form a 
contemporary arts discourse of their own. According to the 
standards set by Westerners in the modern era, the West was the 
center of the world, all the rest being the savages (tropiques). The 
idea of ‘Asia’ also functioned within the Western fantasy. 
Contemporary arts of Asia in our view are about us showing our 
own critical perspectives on the Asia we are living in now, instead 
of an Asia from the Western point of view. Our vision is to become 
a ‘hub of Asian contemporary arts.’ The hub of Asian contemporary 
arts we aspire to is the most interesting works of contemporary 
Asian artists produced, spread to the world, and in doing so, making 
the world look at Gwangju in return. Hence the big problem that 
we are facing is the complete lack of infrastructure for production 
in Asia and of a circulating system which enables each produced 
work to continue its life after 2 or 3 performances. To deal with this 
problem and realize our vision, we established ‘Asia co-production 
system’: institutions and organizations from all over the world co-
support the process of creating Asian works, which will be 
presented in participating institutions and further linked to world 
tours. This foundation can solve both of Asia’s chronic problems, 
production infrastructure and circulation.  
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1. INTRODUCTION 

The Asia Culture Centre (ACC) is a government-driven initiative that was planned and 
prepared over 10 years under a clear political motivation. The government’s aim was to 
make ACC a window into Asia Culture facing the world. ACC is an international arts and 
cultural exchange organization. Having the context of artistically sublimating the 

significance of the May 18th Democratic Movement’s human rights and peace as its point 

of departure, the ACC, which opened in 2015, is a government-funded establishment 
housed in the heart of Gwangju City. ACC is doubtless the most ambitious and momentous 
art project in Korean history in terms of budget, artistic vision, and spatial scale. ACC was 
established for the advancement of mutual understanding and cooperative growth with 
different Asian countries through exchange, education, research, and other efforts with 
regard to Asian culture. ACC consists of five organizations: International Exchange, Asia 
Culture Research Institute, Arts & Creative Technology Centre, ACC Theatre, and ACC 
Children. 

ACC Theater is a part of the Asia Culture Center (ACC). Based in the newly constructed 
center, ACC Theater aspires to become the hub theater for the production, presentation, 
discussion, and international distribution of the most cutting-edge works in the context of 
the international performing arts scene. The mission given to ACC Theater by the 
government was to produce a hub of ‘Asia contemporary art’. The strategy we chose to 
approach this goal was to create the most interesting works of contemporary Asian artists 
being produced, spread to the world, and in doing so, make  the world look at ACC in 
return.  

What is Asian art? What is contemporary arts? What does it mean to embrace these 
questions? Why do we need these questions? ACC Theater seeks to perform these 
questions. It will do so by inviting artists with unique visions and reshape the most urgent 
aesthetic and social concerns of our time. ACC Theater puts the artists right at the core of 
its engine, by providing them full professional support: financial, residential and artistic 
with which they can work through their own visions free from any political pressure or 
aesthetic bias. The most important role that ACC Theater assumes is to create time and 
space for artists to enrich themselves.  

The outcomes of these endeavors are presented through two channels of presentation: 
the annual festival and seasonal programming. As a hub theater, ACC Theater is committed 
to cultivating a network of theaters, organizations, and art centers that share visions and 
endeavors for artistic innovation. In other words, ACC Theater plays an active role in 
creating a platform for international partnership. This means that ACC Theater animates 
each project to expand beyond the stage and beyond the city limits.  

In doing so, ACC Theater endorses art beyond the boundaries of genres, disciplines, and 
politics. ACC Theater advocates differences and multitudes; it aims to inspire and to be 
inspired by diverse voices that reinvent contemporary art. 
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2. DISCUSSION 

Asia is a region of dynamic changes overlapping with traditions. Asia is a way of thinking 
that challenges itself. It is a multidimensional concept that constantly calls for reworking, 
redefining, and revitalizing. Asia is a performative, organic framework for creativity.  

Until now, different parts of Asia have neglected each other, each of them busy looking 
toward Europe. If the discourse of contemporary arts so far has been placed in ‘the West 
in the eyes of Asia,’ Contemporary arts of Asia in our view are about us showing our own 
critical perspectives on the Asia we are living in now. ACC Theatre built a system where 
different Asias today can look at each other and at the same time produce and share their 
works in order to form a contemporary arts discourse of their own. 

According to the standards set by Westerners in the modern era, the West was the 
centre of the world, all the rest being the savages (tropiques). The idea of ‘Asia’ also 
functioned within the Western fantasy. Contemporary arts of Asia in our view are about 
us showing our own critical perspectives on the Asia we are living in now, instead of Asias 
from the Western point of view.  

We first examined the condition of art production in Asia. The big problem was the 
complete lack of infrastructure for production in Asia and a circulating system which 
enables each produced work to continue its life after 2 or 3 performances. To deal with 
this problem and realize our vision, (we brought the production system already utilized in 
the European art scene and adapted it for the Asian context.) we established ‘Asian co-
production system’: institutions and organizations from all over the world co-support the 
process of creating Asian works, which will be presented in participating institutions and 
further linked to world tours. This foundation can solve both Asia’s chronic problems, 
production infrastructure and circulation. 

Figure 1. The Co-production System: Creation-circulations 
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2.1. Frame of ACC Program: Festival/Season 
Our vision was realized through the perspectives of many different contemporary 

artists within the axes of a festival and seasonal program. 

2.1.1. ACC outline program 

• Festival: Sep.4-21, 2015 (3 weeks) 

• Season: 2015-2016 
─ Asian Window 
─ Our Master 
─ Community Window 

The Opening Festival was a three-week celebration of multiplicity, hosting 
thirty-three international presentations, including premieres of twelve Asian 
productions/co-productions. The festival was a presentation of perspectives 
beyond the geographical and political boundaries of Asia to create an arena 
of true international communication of ideas.  

What are some of the most vital means to discuss Asia today? What does 
“Asias” mean in individual practices? What is Asian contemporary art? ACC 
Theatre recognized the importance of these questions and summoned 
different voices articulating them. ACC Theatre supported artists with unique 
and stirring visions, artists who could evoke, respond to, and reshape the 
most urgent aesthetic and social concerns of Asia today. The festival was an 
organic attempt to pronounce these visions and directions.  

While the Opening Festival set the standards of Asian contemporary arts 
and proposed the vision and direction of ACC Theatre, Asian artists drew the 
ancient future of Asia, re-wrote Asian history, and generated different 
perspectives - reflection, subversion, etc – on modernity. It was also 
important to invoke Asian modern arts such as butoh and Chinese 
revolutionary opera and to bring different Asias together to share them. 
Moreover, it drew the map of world contemporary arts by positioning works 
from Africa, the Middle East, Latin America and Europe as an equal mirror- 
image that reflected Asian perspectives. The position of Asia can be 
determined when it keeps being readjusted while continuously referring to 
the changes in the world. That is why it is crucial not to confine Asia to the 
‘Asian region’ but to take a broader view in an international context. 
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2.1.2. ACC opening festival program 

 

Table 1. Program List of the ACC Opening Festival 
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The second frame of the program was the Seasonal Program. It consisted 
of ‘Asia Window’ and ‘Our Masters’. 

 
Table 2. Program List of Asia Windows 

Asia Window focused on capturing Asia’s today and bringing it into 
discourse through the perspectives of 5 curators from different parts of Asia. 
Five curators exchanged their viewpoints on Asia today. Through multi-
layered platforms that included performance, exhibition, symposium, and 
publication, they proposed issues that they considered to be the most vibrant 
ones in today’s Asian arts as well as the means to deal with them. The process 
of weaving different ideas into a comprehensive dialogue in one arena was 
the means of forming a map of contemporary issues. This was a collective 
effort to devise new Asian ways to write Asian histories. Through the acts of 
mutual looking, Asian voices were the active subjects of history-writing, 
rather than being subject to outside perspectives. 

 
Table 3. Program List of Our Masters 

On the other hand, Our Masters aimed to share the moments of 
transformation which had turned into the biggest influences in 20th century 
performing arts history. ACC Theater invited Frie Leysen, a curator who had 
made far-reaching contributions to the internationalization of the twentieth 
and twenty-first century to program Our Masters. She had been a faithful 
advocate of the visions beyond aesthetic norms and beyond the European 
hegemony in the arts. Frie Leysen presented some of her own masters during 
the season, a subjective view on the recent history of the performing arts. 

2.2. Outcome 
We devised our vision and built a co-production system which materialized it. The 

Opening Festival and Seasonal Program were put together based on this system, 
under which the total of 62 works were presented. Out of these, 21 works from Asia 
were produced with our co-production system. They have been touring more than 
100 major venues and festivals in Asia, Europe, the Middle East, Americas and 
Oceania, sharing Asian artists’ visions with the world. Following is a table of the tours 
achieved by the ACC productions, as of December 2013. 
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Table 4. Outcome of the ACC Theater Program - Opening Festival 
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Table 5. Outcome of the ACC Theater Program - Season Program  
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Table 6. Outcome of the ACC Tour Map - Opening Festival 
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Table 7. Outcome of the ACC Tour Map – Season Program 
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3. CONCLUSION 

3.1 Challenge for Asia Network 

Korea 

• Limitations of political projects: the mission of the institution expires every 
time the government regime changes  

• Lack of a long-term supporting system 

• Difficult to overcome a nationalistic idea that only artists of the country’s 
nationality can be funded 

Asia 

• There are too few organizations/festivals that operate on a co-production 
basis 

• Difficulty in sharing projects because of big gaps in forms and directions of 
programs 

• There is more emphasis on managerial positions rather than curatorial, 
leading to the lack of network between professional curators 

International 

• Right-wing shift in European cultural context, leading to European centralism 
from internationalism, reduced number of European partners 

3.2 Towards Asia Connections 
• It is urgent to nurture professional curators  
• To share forms, attitude, discourses on contemporary art  
• More active sharing of artists and projects 
• Each Asian country needs to establish organizations/festivals that can act as a 

platform for contemporary art 
• These organizations must collaborate in discovering independent Asian artists 

and participate in his/her production/circulation of new creations 
• Asia must look to each other, not only producing artworks but also relevant 

discourses 

4. REFLECTIONS 
Now what is needed for ACC Theater is ‘time.’ It has no meaning to change the 

vision and systems all the time out of impatience, for an organization’s identity is 
formed when one vision and one promise continue for more than 10 years.  

Korea has generated a significant vision of ‘hub of Asian culture’ and made a 
promise to the world. It should not be forgotten that this place is a hub not of politics, 
economics or industry, but of culture. It should protect the sacred place of culture 
from political power and the economy rules. It should exist for Asian artists and 
audiences. It should be a place where artists from Asia can freely express their critical 
perspectives and voices about the world, share them with societies, and play their 
parts in changing them. 
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