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Chapter 1 
A skater among skaters

[image: SkSeoul-01.jpg]
Seoul: I’ve yet to visit another city with as many skatespots and VX1000 cameras as there are skaters. Here, in the petrified wilderness of grids and geometric architecture, the air is hued in the greyest of dust, and it’s almost impossible to forget that this is a city of pristine surfaces and polished granite.1
Is this what it’s like to skate at a mere 50 kilometres from the demilitarised zone? For skaters in South Korea, the North’s provocations have been a part of their daily lives for years, and not much has changed since it made headlines with its recent hydrogen bomb tests and cyber-espionage. When asked, Korean skaters acknowledge the danger of the North’s nuclear programme and the looming threat of war, but also note that this is simply the environment they grew up in. “I was born in 1994, a few weeks prior to Kim Il-sung’s death—and it’s always been like this”, a 24-year-old skater and engineering student from Chuncheon2 tells me. “The tests do frighten me, but I try not to think about it too much. I mean, what else can I do?”
Some skaters try to neglect international relations as much as they can. Instead, they are more concerned about misconduct in their home country—summarised as Hell-Joseon. “Hell-Joseon: I’m surprised you’ve even heard about it”, laughs Youngjoon Kim, founder of the South Korean skate brand Candlroute. But even as a foreigner, it’s much harder not to hear about it. I have lived on and off in Seoul and Suwon since 2011 and am constantly reminded about the inferno that South Korea is said to be. 
Though an economic success story, this is the country where its former president was impeached and imprisoned over massive corruption claims, involving Samsung executives, a former minister, and university officials. As video producer Min-ji tells me, “It’s mainly the broader societal and familial pressures that take a toll on us Koreans. It still is a hierarchical society with lots of impossible expectations and not a lot of hope.” What’s more, suicide is the country’s fourth most common cause of death—the highest rate in the industrialised world—in part as a result of the increasingly intense societal and familial pressures. 
Bee-jay, a Korean-Singaporean skater, explains to me “it’s very difficult for Koreans who aren’t born with a golden spoon in their mouths. Hell-Joseon stands for our shared dissatisfaction with the current state of the Korean society. There’s lots of great stuff happening here, but I frequently worry about my future, and I’m not alone in this”.
Many young, disenchanted Koreans are now searching for a talchul—an escape—from such social pressures. One possibility is to take advantage of work visas and temporarily move to Japan or Australia; skateboarding is another. Jin Yob Kim, founder of the Seoul-based skate magazine The Quiet Leaf: “Think of the deeply embedded values of Confucianism, the hardships of war and poverty, the suppression and denunciation by occupational forces, the urge to gain economic independence, the aforementioned patriarchal and hierarchical tendencies, urbanisation, digitalisation, and so forth, and compare this to the anti-social, laissez-faire lifestyle of skateboarding”. 
Skateboarding can be a hopeful escape. Take Gyesok Gyesok (Hwang, 2017), the first full-length skate video by Vans Korea. Filmed and edited by Jisuk Hwang, it is a showpiece that echoes the aesthetics and sense of liberation of Shane Auckland’s Sk8rats: Pump on This (2019). It’s a video of muted colours and visual facsimiles: tightly edited and framed, Gyesok Gyesok renders Seoul as one huge urban skatepark—as one imagines it to be.
This is what this book is about: I trace how a small group of skaters in Seoul express and display social critique, while re-imagining the metropolis as a collage of spaces for community, collectivity, and care.
Seoul seems to be built with skateboarding in mind, and perhaps this is a persuasive backdrop to forget about the South’s Hell-Joseon and the North’s nuclear threats. But how different is it compared to other cities? Jin Yob Kim: “From my personal point of view, I feel like Seoul is comparable to other big cities around. I recently visited Taipei and Hong Kong. Historically speaking there are some similarities, but culturally and socially speaking I’m sure there were different developments in each of those places, including Seoul. One of the differences I’ve seen on TV is that Korea has been running towards modernization and economic success so keenly that it lost things along the way, such as traditional architecture, crafts, and identity. From a skater’s point of view, it’s great: lots of granite and asphalt, glassy buildings, and right-angled ledges”.
And yet, many skaters stick to purpose-built skateparks, instead of exploring the city. Jin Yob Kim: “There is a large number of skateparks in Korea, which I find great for general practice, but I wish more kids would leave those purpose-built parameters to explore more street spots. Some kids here don’t fathom how great this place is for street skating, but there is also a huge number of kids who do find plazas and street spots to gather at and make magic happen”.
“The educational system as well as finding a job (i.e. acquiring and accumulating special skills, such as internships, work experience, foreign languages etc.) make it difficult for locals to commit to skating. And so, with all the fine ledges and street spots everywhere, we only have so many skaters to shred them. There is an exciting new generation of young guns who are finding their own cultural balance between study, skate and social expectations”.
The skaters who feature in Gyesok Gyesok exploit such urban space, while referencing celebrated moments in skate history worldwide. Amplified through elaborate sound editing, the minute framing of one of the country’s most elegant skaters (Dae Geun Ahn) in baggy pants and white sneakers gestures to an aesthetic from another decade or region: Gyesok Gyesok echoes American skate videos such as Alien Workshop’s Photosynthesis (2000). 
But there’s more to Gyesok Gyesok than traces of nostalgia—for instance by featuring Hyunjun Koo, a beloved skater who stands out because of his vintage skateboards and facial mods. In a country where it’s illegal to be a tattoo artist (Chan, 2017), it’s a political statement on the right to governance over one’s own body. 
A queer skater from Daegu, South Korea’s fourth largest city, praises the skate scene for being relatively accepting: “Even though homophobia permeates all aspects of Korean society, I feel safe and acknowledged among skaters. Very occasionally, a skater calls me out, but that’s mainly because they’re ignorant about queer people. My sexuality is less of an issue here than it would be at work”. They asked me to protect their anonymity, “Not because I’m afraid what my skater friends may think (as most of them know who I am anyway), but because of what it might mean for my social status and professional opportunities”.
Over the course of 2019 and 2020, Arim Go made DUOLLOUD, an all-women Korean skate video, featuring Sumin Han, Seoyun Jeong, Daun Kim, Hyunju Cho, and Kaeul Jeon. Embracing a low-fi aesthetic through the use of analogue cameras, the video was highlighted on media platforms such as Yeah Girl and The Quiet Leaf. 
Yuri Lee, a sponsored skater from Busan, tells me that skateboarding in South Korea is still a male-dominated practice: “Like in any other country, there are less women who skate than men, and for some it’s still a bit strange to see women skaters. But every year, the number of skaters is increasing, and there are about 20-30 great women riders in Seoul, and about 10 in Busan”.
To paraphrase Dani Abulhawa (2020), skaters like Arim Go and Yuri Lee is pushing hard to hold and create spaces for girls and women in skateboarding. In an interview with Jin Yob Kim (2021, online), published in diversity skate magazine Skateism, Yuri Lee says: “Personally, I’ve never had anything gender-related happen to me in skating. When I started, there was a sense of awareness regarding the small number of girls who skated… I don’t think it had anything to do with gender. And I think it’s still the same. Plus, when I started, that friend of mine – Seungin [Kim] – was right there with me. She’s the best. I never felt like there were no skating girls”.
While South Korea’s skate scene is small, there’s a strong sense of solidarity. Moreover, it’s been growing rapidly. Skateparks were virtually non-existent in the mid-1990s, but there are now more than 75 skateparks built by the construction company ESP Korea alone. “The first local skate videos I had heard of were by a crew called GTM”, says The Quiet Leaf’s Jin Yob Kim. “They used to make t-shirts and stuff, but they were initially a crew who would meet up and skate. They were big in the early 2000s”. It was around this time that skate crews popped up all over the country, getting exposure in Hyungjoo Kim’s True Mag and feature-length videos such as Enjoy Your Youth. 
In the late 2000s, as skateboarding became more popular, so did American brands like Thrasher and Supreme. K-pop artists started posing with skateboards, leading to an influx of new skaters. But for Candlroute’s Youngjoon Kim, this is emblematic of Korea’s street culture: “Korea’s fashion industry moves too fast and has a short attention span. It changes as soon as K-pop artists start wearing new stuff. These days, Thrasher has a big impact on street fashion, even though 60 percent of those who wear it don’t know it is a skate mag… So, the funny thing is that nowadays skaters in Korea don’t wear Thrasher hoodies anymore”.
Instead, local brands like Kadence Skateboards and Youngjoon Kim’s own Candlroute appeal to skaters precisely because they aren’t on the radar of K-pop and K-drama idols. And it’s no longer impossible to make a living as a skater—if not by skating professionally, then perhaps as a videographer, skatepark designer, or editor. In some minor ways, then, skateboarding is proposing marble instead of hell.
Everyday involvements
This study is based on extensive periods of fieldwork between 2011 and 2016. As a skater among skaters, my trajectories intersected with Seoul’s skate community in planned and unforeseen ways. I started skating in 2001, in Kerkrade, a small town in the Netherlands. Through skateboarding I learnt how to navigate and map cities, negotiate the right to common and public space, and use film and photo cameras. In the 2010s, I wrote my MA dissertation and PhD thesis on skateboarding in Seoul (Hölsgens, 2018), while writing features for skate media such as Jenkem Magazine and Skateism. Since 2018, I co-direct Pushing Boarders—an international conference on and platform for social skateboarding issues—and co-run the academic network Re-verb Skateboarding. In short, my background as a skater and my involvement in the international skate community punctuates my ethnography in substantial and meaningful ways.
Towards the end of my research, in 2016, there were approximately 20,000 skaters nationwide and 3,000 in the city of Seoul. I collaborated with around seventy skaters, but became closest to a group of fifteen. This includes skaters born and raised in Seoul, as well as a married couple from Busan, a Japanese competitive skater, an expat from the US, and university students from Singapore, Thailand, and South Korea. My research especially draws on the everyday involvement with the Candlroute skateboard brand, which brings together the majority of these skaters: some are sponsored by Candlroute, others are close friends with founder Youngjoon Kim or wear the brand’s attire on a regular basis. The majority of my fieldwork was conducted in Korean.
The more time I spent skating in Seoul, the clearer it became to me that the notion of Hell-Joseon resonated with many Korean skaters. Some of the estimated 3,000 skaters in Seoul were actively opposing neoliberalism, others were frightened that they would have to adhere to familial and social norms as soon as they got out of college or would quit skating. This book is composed of ethnographic vignettes to explore how skaters cope with societal challenges like these. In order to approximate the lived experience of the skaters with whom I collaborate, this study engages with the following questions: In what ways is skateboarding a situated practice? How does Seoul’s sociocultural and architectural context affect the skaters’ engagement with and representation of urban space? What are the kinds of skills that skaters attend to? And which methods would enable a critical inquiry into a bodily and skill-based practice like skateboarding?
My overall argument is that the societal position of skaters is ambiguous and fluid: skateboarding in Seoul is both highly formalised and fragmented, imposed and self-initiated, societal and individual, anti-establishment and middle-class, competitive and revolutionary. In some instances, it is a practice that facilitates an escape from societal pressure. Yet in other instances, skateboarding is positioned as a sport: in 2015, the Korea Roller Sports Federation established the Korea Skateboard Association (KSBA), chaired by Hong Seung-won. The KSBA aims to “make sure that Korea’s skateboarding technology, culture, industry, and philosophy will reach the level of developed countries with the help of experienced skaters and experts […] We will actively nurture and support skateboarding collaborations across the country, build infrastructures and skatepark facilities, and promote skate schools” (Hong, 2016, online). One such initiative is after-school skate training provided by One Star skateshop, which teaches skateboarding to between thirty and fifty grade-schoolers and teenagers on a weekly basis.
The association also aspires to develop skateboarding into a “healthy and educational sports activity for families” (Hong, 2016, online), intends to collect statistical data on relevant skateboard events, and hopes to attract national and international businesses to sponsor both the association and Korean skateboarding per se. On a larger scale, one of its core missions is in consonance with the state’s aspirations to construct a healthy body via a discourse of well-being, sports, and fitness: “The association will target [Korean] residents to improve the people’s physical strength, so as to promote well-being and happiness” (Hong, 2016, online).
The everyday implications of the Korea Skateboard Association are hard to gauge, as its most tangible efforts have been the maintenance of existing skateparks and the organisation of annual competitions and championships, including the Chuncheon Skateboard Competition, the Ttueksom Youth Skateboard Championships, and the Ttueksom Sk8 Ollie Festival. And yet, these developments are astonishing, as skateboarding made its way into the Korean peninsula as late as the early 1990s, particularly through visiting Japanese skaters and the presence of the US army in close proximity to the demilitarised zone. Tussa Skateboards is the self-proclaimed first skateshop in South Korea, founded in 1992 as an importer of skate equipment, while a physical store was opened in March 1996. Tussa launched their own skate brand, StuntB Skateboards, in 1999. 
The earliest visual material I managed to retrieve dates back to 1995, whereas the country’s inaugural full-length skate video was launched in 1996, cunningly titled Memories from 1996. The first couple of skateparks in Seoul were built in the late 1990s as well, notably the Ilsan park (February 1999), the temporary Sonpak Olympic park (December 1999), and the Gyongi-do Anyangsi park (October 2000). By the mid-2000s, ESP Korea had achieved a virtual monopoly in the construction of wooden skateparks, and by September 2017, the company is responsible for the design and construction of 77 parks, including Sondongu park (November 2008) and Ttueksom (September 2009).
Around this period, skateboarding in Seoul took off. Jason Choi, an American-Korean skater based in Seoul, turned pro in the early 2010s and his international sponsorships symbolises the recent influx of mainstream brands such as Red Bull and Monster into Korean skateboarding; Timber skateshop, founded by two entrepreneurs from the US, opened a second store in the fashionable Gangnam district in June 2014; Vans signed Seoulite skaters Dae Geun Ahn, Minhyuk Lee, Hyunjun Koo, and Gunhoo Kim, among others, around 2016; Unsung and The Quiet Leaf proliferate as local skateboard magazines with a global appeal; and many international pro skaters are visiting the city and explore its countless spots, including polished granite and marble ledges (Kim, 2013b). My research took place during the proliferation of Seoul’s skate scene and offers an ethnographic account of this period.
Situated vignettes of skateboarding
As a trick-based practice, skateboarding is situated at the axes of embodiment, equipment, and spatiality. Skaters “analyse architecture not for historical, symbolic or authorial content but for how surfaces present themselves as skateable surfaces” (Borden, 2001, p.219; see also Borden, 2019). This form of embodied knowledge, which architectural historian and first-wave British skateboarder Iain Borden calls “the skater’s eye”, is the ability to scan the built environment for skateable elements. A handrail and a set of stairs have a particular meaning for those who skate: they are skateable. 
Because of this skilful approach to architectural minutiae, the city is experienced, coped with, reproduced, and imagined in a particular and peculiar way. That is to say, skaters have the capacity to respond to the usually hidden affordances of the built environment—seeing skateable space rather than its intended and formalist use. At first glance, the skater’s eye appears to be a universal phenomenon, as though all skaters across the globe perceive and relate to architectural space in a similar way. My research explores skateboarding as a situated practice. Particularly, I’m interested in the ways in which skaters cope with, articulate, and reproduce the city of Seoul. How are these skills expressed, and in what ways do they contribute to a critical understanding of the sociocultural and political context of skateboarding in Seoul? 
I provide a critique of the study of Skateboarding, and its ontology, in favour of researching the diversity of skateboarding, as existing in a nearly infinite range of situated practices. My study proposes that there is value in researching-with and making-with a small group of skaters, as opposed to aspiring to outline the essence of skateboarding: skateboard culture is thick, multifaceted, contradictory, and constantly on the move. Site-specific studies of skateboarding have the potential to analyse the depth and sociocultural bearings of the practice.
Sophie Friedel (2015), for instance, examines skateboarding in Afghanistan through the lens of peace studies, while Dani Abulhawa (2017) offers a case-study of skateboarding charity SkatePal in Palestine. Over the last couple of years, a substantial amount of in-depth studies have been published on the intersection of skateboarding and gender, class, ethnicity, and ability. Neftalie Williams (2020) studies skateboarding “as a contested site of racial politics in the United States of America”; Clara Yee Ling Fok and Paul O’Connor (2021) point towards the experiences of Hong Kong Chinese women skaters through the concept of skatefeminism; Indigo Willing (2020) offers a study of the representation of sexual violence and toxic masculinity in skate media; Yuliya Kulynych (2020) provides an account of resistant formations of alternative femininities in skateboarding; and Indigo Willing, Andy Bennett, Mikko Piispa and Ben Green (2019) study skateboarding and ageing.
What stands out is a scholarly interest in East Asian skate communities: Tim Sedo (2010), for instance, provides a history of the Chinese skate scene. He explores how, in the 1980s, a corporate strategy by the US skate company Powell Peralta eventually led to the popularisation of skateboarding in China during the early 1990s. Sedo (idem, p.259) highlights the continuous and prevailing tension between the local skate community in mainland China and the “incongruous flow of American skateboard products, symbols, knowledge and resources”. The Chinese skate community, Sedo (ibid) points out, borrowed a technology and practice from abroad, but, crucially, the involved skaters “indigenized it and made it specifically Chinese”. The cultural specificities revolve around a “non-heroic attitude”, or, put differently, a form of skateboarding that refuses to be countercultural and transgressive. Chuang Austin Li (2018) makes a similar argument, claiming that there’s a clear continuity between Chinese skate communities and other situated youth cultures.
Moreover, Sedo (2010, p.274) presents a critique of an incipient imperialist imperative among professional skaters from the United States, who “fly to new countries, skate their spots, and often blow them out”. These professional skaters, Sedo states, physically damage skateable space in the countries they visit to the extent of rendering them unusable. And even if skatespots aren’t materially destroyed, the mere presence of large numbers of visiting skaters is generally noted by local authorities, who are therefore more likely to ban skateboarding at these sites.
Dwayne Dixon (2011; 2014; 2016) has conducted extensive ethnographic research on how young people in Tokyo use city space and bodily practices to create a flexible sociality. By filming themselves, Tokyo-based skaters “carefully accumulate a folio of visual documents that will continue to do particular kinds of definitive and signifying work once put into circulation; much like ethnographic writing, they hope to express the ineffable through the concrete” (Dixon, 2011, online). 
Japanese skaters, Dixon (2011) argues, are especially interested in successfully performing tricks in front of a camera, through which to stabilise and ground their identity as a skater. Such a successfully executed attempt, Dixon (2011) notes, is called a mei-ku, after the English word “make”. Skate videos, in turn, desire “the mei-ku for its aura of authenticity derived both from the implicit risk to the skater’s body in motion and from the unique specificity of the location” (Dixon, 2011, online). The skaters Dixon worked with aim to attract sponsors from Southern California by making videos that are structured around a myriad of mei-kus, or successfully performed tricks. These sponsorships would give these Californian skateboard brands “a local connection [in Tokyo] and presence in a lucrative market while extending a heightened authenticity to the Japanese rider” (Dixon, 2011, online).
Some Japanese skaters, Dixon (2014) argues, are continuously scrutinising and investigating how best to get acknowledged within or move to Southern California, that is, the historic nerve centre of the practice. Julien Glauser (2013; 2016) underlines this glorification of the US among Tokyo-based skaters. David Drissel (2012, p.167) makes a similar argument in his research on “alternative youth subcultures in contemporary China”. The skaters he observed in Shanghai’s Pudong business district were clad in “baggy jeans and Western sports-team attire”, and were self-identified linglei—individualists and independent thinkers in an otherwise “collectivist and conformist society”.
Paul O’Connor (2016) shows the other side of the coin, by stating that American professional skaters regularly visit well-known skatespots in cities like Guangzhou, Shanghai, and Shenzhen. Chinese cities, O’Connor (idem, p.380) suggests, play an increasingly important role within skateboarding worldwide, and this trend is “a product of the fact that Chinese cities have a surplus of accessible office plazas and urban architecture well designed for the purpose of skateboarding”. Duncan McDuie-ra (2021) builds upon this argument by suggesting that urban landscapes in Singapore and China provide a seemingly endless amount of skatespots that appeal to international skaters.
On a similar note, O’Connor (2016) displays Hong Kong, the focal point of his ethnographic research, as a node in and of itself—suggesting it’s simply another centre of the global skateboard network, not unlike Los Angeles or New York. In fact, O’Connor (2018; 2019) suggests that Hong Kong can be seen as an East Asian example of a skateboard pilgrimage site. Whereas Dixon (2011) argues that Tokyo-based skaters hope to visit or move to Los Angeles, O’Connor (2018) writes that the Morrison Hill skatespot in Hong Kong is a destination for many international skaters.
Stephanie Geertman, Danielle Labbé, Julie-Anne Boudreau, and Olivier Jacques (2016, p.602) write that skateboarding in Hanoi is “understood to be a non-competitive, self-motivated, and self-directed existence that may or may not fit into the expected patterns of individuation”. While skateboarding was banned from Hanoi’s centrally located and politically charged Lenin Square in the early 2000s, skaters managed to build a trusting relationship with local policemen and vendors, grew attached to the square, and established the Lenin Skate Team. 
Relatedly, Olivia Pincince (2016, p.13) claims that the “skateboard scene in urban Nepal has positioned itself as a resistive counter culture vis-a-vis typical class and cultural values that attempts to mediate the space between traditional and contemporary social divisions”. In Nepal, skateboarding represents the chasm between generations, whereby skaters aspire to dismantle long-existing socio-economic divisions—“seeking freedom from coercive powers ranging from governmental antagonism and familial expectations” (Pincince, 2016, p.16). Moreover, the skateboard community in Nepal actively positions itself as a driver of societal change, as it is “commonly viewed by its members as equalizing sport” (Pincince, 2016, p.20). 
Ethnographic studies like these accentuate the extent to which skateboarding is a situated practice. Yet these studies are significant for another reason. As Neftalie Williams (2020) underscores in his PhD thesis, “Action sports scholars have long identified the ‘whiteness’ of this sport but rarely created space for the voices of people of colour (POC) within skateboarding”. 
Filmmaking as method
Not unlike skaters elsewhere, Seoulites document their daily lives through photographs and moving images, some of which are published online, while others are backuped on harddrives, exhibited in Seoul and the wider Gyeonggi province, or featured in magazines. In this study, I explore the extent to which images and the praxis of image-making shape how skateboarders feel, perceive, and articulate the city of Seoul. In particular, I am interested in the situated manifestations of skateboarding, in the sense of both the spatial configuration against which skaters weigh their skills and the site-specificity of these very locations. 
As part of my study, I made a film—Reverberations (2017). This piece explores three skateparks within the Seoul Capital Area by blending rhythms, textures, and colours with spatial skills, bodily gestures, and social practices. Building upon the field of sensory ethnography, the film gauges bodily encounters with architectural surfaces, the rhythms of urban spaces, and the affectivities of palpable textures and movements. Sensory ethnographies, Sarah Pink (2015, p.15) writes, “both attend to and interpret the experiential, individual, idiosyncratic and contextual nature of research participants’ sensory practices and also seek to comprehend the culturally specific categories, conventions, moralities and knowledge that informs how people understand their experiences”. Sensory ethnographies investigate the layered and expressed relationship between sensory perception and forms of cultural expression. 
The medium of film has the capacity to convey the sensuous plenitude and visceral immediacy of everyday life. Film, anthropologist David Macdougall (1998, p.79) argues, not only reflects upon experience, “but necessarily includes the experience”. Sensory ethnography, in its filmic exploration of lived experiences, shows an interest in the phenomenological concerns (Pink, 2006; 2015; Pink and Howes, 2010), yet is also interwoven with the broader scholarly turn to the senses. I position my research in close proximity to these inquiries into perceptual experience, the anthropology of the body, and skill acquisition.
Reverberations is an attempt to speak nearby the rhythms, sensations, and fleeting moments within and on the margins of three skateparks, by attuning my own bodily skills to the particularities of and affectivities within these spaces, so as to be able to respond to and be oriented by the textures, tempos, colours, bodily gestures, spatial skills, and social practices of and within these parks. Within sensory ethnography, there is a distinct interest in gesturing towards duration, rhythm, and cadence as crucial cinematic principles to construct and respond to experiential meanings. Reverberations is structured around long takes—as uninterrupted cinematic time—to propose a slow disclosure of architectural minutiae, bodily movements, and significant repetitions.
By making Reverberations, I propose to think through the skateboarding practice in relation to the textures, surfaces, rhythms, affects, and movements of and within the contours of Seoul’s skateparks. Skateboarding is often represented as a fast-paced and trick-based phenomenon. But the three skateparks, as gauged and approximated in and through Reverberations, are not solely spaces of velocity and ephemerality. These spaces also make room for bodies-at-rest, intimacy, dwelling, and being-together, which are foregrounded through the film’s temporality and its slow disclosure of routines and rhythms. In terms of its pacing, durational filmmaking, and general sense of temporality, Reverberations is unlike other films on skateboarding. It highlights something that is often overlooked within its otherwise rich videography: affectionate gestures, textural details, sonic rhythms, skilful gazes, and unexpected encounters. 
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Scan the QR code for a screener link of Reverberations (2017).
 

Notes
	1	The research for this book was conducted for my PhD at University College London. I published an abridged version of this section at Vice. See: Hölsgens, S. (2018). 
	2	Some names of the skaters featured in this book have been anonymised at their request.


Chapter 2 
The memory of things
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In 2003, UNESCO and Hollym published their third volume in the Anthology of Korean Studies. Its title, Korean Anthropology: Contemporary Korean Culture in Flux, seems to be as accurate in 2021 as it was nearly two decades ago: since the fall of the Joseon Dynasty in 1897, Korea is in a state of constant change. The Korean Empire (1897-1910) came into existence as a result of the Donghak Peasant Revolution (1894-1895) and the Gabo Reforms (1894-1896). In 1897, the Korean peninsula was annexed by the Japanese Empire. After forty-seven years of Japanese rule, Korea became a playground for Cold War politics. Split into two regions, the Korean War (1950-1953) led to the country’s geographical and political division. 
By 1953, South Korea was one of the poorest countries in the world, with a per capita yearly income of less than US$100 (Kim, 2001). Whereas the North persevered in its engagement with socialism, the South remodelled itself from a developmental state under a dictatorial regime to a neoliberal and democratic welfare state (Choi, 2012). President Park Chung-hee (1962-1979) established a developmentalist dictatorship, aiming to construct a globally competitive country that would overcome the drawbacks primarily caused by the Japanese colonial empire. During the 1960s and 1970s, the state’s urban utopia was to build a more mobile and modernist society: “Korea’s economic growth spurt began after a military government seized power in 1961 and announced that the country would build a self-reliant economy by adopting an ‘outward-looking strategy’” (Jung, 2013, p.51). 
Park Chung-hee, whose presidency lasted nearly eighteen years, considered architecture and urban design to be decisive in the socio-political and economic transformation of South Korea. His administration initiated a fundamental reshaping of urban space “comparable in scope to that of Paris in the mid-nineteenth century and New York in the early twentieth century” (Jung, 2013, p.51). During South Korea’s decades-long period of developmentalism, which arguably ended with the country’s formal democratisation in 1987, Seoul was considered to be the predominant locale for architectural and urban forms of experimentation—from where successful methods could be circulated nationwide. 
Non-economic aspects of development—notably, environmental justice, social transparency, and citizen participation—were neglected, bringing about a range of political rallies throughout the 1970s and 1980s (Cho, 2010). This changed after the June Democratic Struggle in 1987, a nationwide movement that led to constitutional revisions—including democratic elections. “After democratization [in 1987] and the successful hosting of the 1988 Olympic Games, various South Korean actors, including the government, have criticized the reckless urban redevelopment projects under past regimes” (Yun, 2011, p.1). 
Subsequently, the governmental administration under president Kim Dae-jung (1998-2003) “embarked on remaking South Korean landscapes in a series of urban renaissance projects through a deployment of ‘culture’” (Yun, 2011, p.1). This post-developmentalist approach brings together a revitalisation of Korean traditions, as well as the state’s commitment to issues around ecological sustainability, bodily and mental health, local traditions, and human rights. According to Lie and Park, this shift marks a new generation: those born from the early 1980s onwards are more committed to the kinds of issues that are “popular in the affluent West” (Lie and Park, 2006, p.62). 
These ideological transformations had substantial implications for architectural and urban developments. Seoul’s former mayor, Oh Se-Hoon (2006-2011), built upon president Kim Dae-jung’s ideological aim to nurture certain cultural sensibilities via the built environment. By pursuing a creative city policy, Oh hoped to transform Seoul into a global city that is clean and attractive, ecologically progressive and internationally oriented (Lee & Hwang, 2012). Creative industries, including fashion and design, were to play a key role in this metamorphosis, led by a handful of creative city administrations, ranging from the Hundred-day Creative Seoul Project to the Design Seoul campaign. In so doing, Oh materialised reports and studies by the Seoul Development Institute, which, in 2002, “concluded that there is a need to cultivate ‘cultural spaces’ in Seoul in order to follow the global transformation from the industrial to postindustrial age” (Yun, 2011, p.3). 
This shift from industrial and manufacturing industries to creative and cultural modes of working would thereupon bring about and promote a higher quality of life, multiculturalism—as global investments would complement the country’s notoriously protectionist markets and talents were recruited with the support of state-led funds and schemes—and the reconstruction of precolonial Korean traditions: “The concept of a ‘soft city’ promoted in the Design Seoul project emphasized the appreciation of invisible things—such as cultural traditions and emotional well-being” (Yun, 2011, p.9). 
Seoul’s transformation, then, would not only bring about a positive architectural and ecological metamorphosis, so as to break away from efficiency-based and modernist design and urban planning, but would also realise a rebranding of the city, attracting tourists and international investors to its (restored) cultural and historical highlights (Lee and Anderson, 2013; Bracken, 2015). According to urban planner and architectural historian Cho Myung-Rae (2010), this rediscovery of tradition was a new phenomenon in post-war South Korea, as the term “restoration” was precedently untapped within the field of urban planning. 
Moreover, Yun (2011) claims that the spatial and experiential implications of the rediscovery of history are not to be underestimated: firstly, “the colonial experiences have heightened the contrast between the traditional and the modern, on both discursive and perceptual levels” (Yun, 2011, p.12). Secondly, even though the preservation and reconstruction of cultural traditions were on the political agenda since the mid-1960s, this was undermined by the fact that rapid modernisation was the focal point of post-war governmental administrations.
These socio-political transformations brought about a new conceptualisation of space. Until the 1990s, the term kong kong (“public”) was mainly associated with state institutions. But this is changing: “downtown Seoul is becoming a city of ‘public spaces’” (Hong, 2011b, p.1). Such spaces point to “the sphere of civil society and its association with citizenship, democracy, communication, participation, and openness” (Hong, 2014, p.277). In South Korea, and in Seoul in particular, public spaces now carry the connotation of recently designed spaces for leisure, but also as designated sites where citizens can assemble to celebrate or challenge socio-political affairs.
This context is the matrix for skateboarding in Seoul, as three of the city’s most remarkable skateparks—Nanjido, Cult, and Ttueksom—are encapsulated within landscape architectures with public space, openness, and participation in mind.
Design Park and Plaza
In August 2007, the Seoul Metropolitan Government announced that the proposal of Zaha Hadid Architects had been selected for the redevelopment of a vital area of the Dongdaemun district. According to the judging committee, Hadid’s design embodies historical, cultural and economic meanings of Dongdaemun, while restoring the relationship between human and nonhuman life. It is, in short, part of “an effort to rebrand Seoul’s image from that of an industrial city relying on manufacturing to that of a post-industrial city emphasizing service industries” (Yun, 2014, p.17). The Dongdaemun Design Park and Plaza, which opened its doors on March 19, 2014, hosts multiple museums of design, historical relics, art galleries, public squares, and plazas.
The Design Park and Plaza replaced the district’s baseball and athletics sport stadiums, which no longer had any commercial value, couldn’t compete with newer sports facilities, and caused traffic jams. Crucially, the stadiums were also associated with the Japanese colonial period (1910-1945), as they were built “to commemorate the marriage of the Japanese crown prince” (Yun, 2011, p.80). Consequently, the Seoul Metropolitan Government considered the site as a material remnant of colonialism, which served as an argument for the replacement of the stadiums by the new plaza. At the same time, the Design Park and Plaza, as an architectural project, was a state-led attempt to transform from an industrial society—valuing progression, innovation, and efficiency— to a post-industrial society (Choi, 2012).
Hadid’s architectural project was part of the broader Design Seoul campaign—following Seoul’s selection as the second World Design Capital in 2010 (Yun, 2011; Jung, 2013). Ideologically, Design Seoul was enveloped in the state’s narrative that South Korea had failed to celebrate long-dormant aspects of Korean traditional culture (Park, 2010). Or, as Yun Jieheerah (2011, p.81) writes, the campaign implied that contemporary South Korean society has “lost touch with emotional well-being and other values because of the emphasis on rapid economic growth. Planners have argued that it is time to reverse this tendency by ‘rediscovering’ the cultural heritage of South Korea”. While acknowledging that industrialisation and rapid economic growth were crucial in the development of the country, the municipality noticed that developmentalist strategies were no longer desirable for its city branding (Bae, 1999; Castells, 2009). 
The Seoul Metropolitan Government hoped to counter the focus on industrialisation and neoliberalism by claiming that cultural heritage is crucial in nurturing a desirable social and national identity. This—selective and post-colonial, yet not necessarily postcolonial—narrative of Korean culture and history is, in turn, predominantly materialised via architecture, design, and urbanism. In consonance with this rhetoric, Seoul’s former mayor, Oh Se-hoon (2006-2011), regarded design as the driving force “to instigate (what was termed) a city ‘upgrade’ and encourage both tourism and regeneration” (Lee, 2015, p.3). This emphasis on design and the built environment has a historical precedent in South Korea (Lee, 2012). Throughout the twentieth century, architecture and design have been continuously related to different forms of economic development (especially in the 1950s and 1960s), the top-down formation of Korean identity, and official attempts to grapple with the Japanese colonial period (from the 1980s onwards).
Underlying the rhetoric to shape the public perception of Dongdaemun Design Park and Plaza, there’s an ongoing, state-led attempt to approach design, architecture, and gentrification as methods to construct a Korean national subject. This ideal subject is concerned with cultural heritage and indigenous traditions to the point of chauvinism, as well as with the so-called positive characteristics of a welfare state, including a structural investment in leisure cultural, ecological sustainability, and emotional well-being (Kikuchi, & Lee, 2013). That is to say, the attempt to transform Seoul into a post-industrial city works towards a reconsideration of modernity. 
The Dongdaemun baseball and athletics sport stadiums didn’t have much priority in terms of cultural heritage; although completed in 1926, these historical constructions were not considered to contribute to a “re-discovery of the past”. Yet this is not to say that the Dongdaemun Design Park and Plaza completely veils the country’s colonial heritage: although hidden, visitors can still see one of the stadium’s remaining floodlights—an image of which marks the opening of my research film Reverberations (2017). But this is an exception. Most of the exhibited historical artefacts are from or reference Seoul’s original city wall and archaeological findings that pre-date the Japanese colonial period.
In a review of the Design Park and Plaza in architecture and design magazine Dezeen, architectural critic Amy Frearson (2014, online) notes that:
The DDP Park is a place for leisure, relaxation and refuge - a new green oasis within the busy urban surroundings of Dongdaemun. The design integrates the park and plaza seamlessly as one, blurring the boundary between architecture and nature in a continuous, fluid landscape. Voids in the park’s surface give visitors glimpses into the innovative world of design below, making the DDP an important link between the city’s contemporary culture, emerging nature and history.

Despites affirmative reviews like Frearson’s, not all Seoulites embrace the Design Seoul campaign. First and foremost, the Design Park and Plaza affected the Dongdaemun clothing market, which geographically surrounded the area where the plaza was eventually built. The market dates back to 1905, and was, especially in the late 1950s and throughout the 1960s, of the utmost economic importance to the district. The market has survived the redevelopment project, but “street vendors in Dongdaemun lost their space as significant portions of the sidewalks were closed off during the construction” (Yun, 2011, p.86; see also Kim, 2004; Park, 2012). As far as I understand from the various conversations I’ve had with vendors, this hardly changed when the Design Park and Plaza opened its doors in March, 2014. Instead, the area attracted a number of competing retail stores and chain restaurants, limiting the opportunities for street vendors to survive gentrification.
There’s social critique, too. In 2010, the graphic design group FF, formed by Seoul National University graduates, started the I Like Seoul campaign. FF Group blamed the local government for financially supporting international designers and architects over social institutions such as food banks: “As the 2010 World Design Capital, the city of Seoul has hosted diverse events and programs involving design, but many of them were mere improvisations or one-sided shows, with very little room for real people to truly enjoy design” (Choi, 2010). For their activist campaign, FF placed stickers over the official Design Seoul posters to change the original message of the campaign. Skaters are amid these deliberations.
Free Cult
Cult—one of Seoul’s most prominent skateparks—is located right next to the Design Park and Plaza. Trees and a pavement separate Cult from a business district, an apartment block, and the Design Plaza itself. In the late 2000s, while the Dongdaemun Design Park and Plaza was still under construction, Cult developed into a reputable skatespot. After a skater-led campaign in 2011 to legalise skateboarding at the site, the municipality turned the public square into a formal skatepark. 
Youngjoon Kim, a local skater and the founder of the Candlroute skate brand, explained to me that, by 2010, the design plaza was a hotspot for skateboarding. One of the site’s benefits was the fact that it was still under construction: the clattering of skateboards mingled with construction noise and the space was not yet claimed by anyone. Youngjoon also emphasised that its design became more and more skateable: the sizable pavements were made out of smooth concrete, the Design Park and Plaza offered vertical and curved obstacles, and there were plenty of (polished granite) ledges, steps, and gaps. 
However, by the summer of 2011, the local government saw the need to ban skateboarding from the Dongdaemun area—and possibly from the city as such. Skateboarding, after all, was not directly in line with the intended use-cases of the Design Park and Plaza, as urban planner Cyo Myung Rae explained to me when I visited him at Dankook University in 2013. Following the governmental plan to ban skateboarding, the Seoul-based Timber Skate Shop initiated a campaign and a petition: Free Cult. This campaign, which ran from September 2011 until February 2012, ultimately turned into a collective attempt to define what skateboarding means to skaters in Seoul, including what its value could be for the Dongdaemun district and the city as such. 
The Free Cult campaign proposed that skaters are the ideal neighbours to the Design Park and Plaza: local skaters engage themselves in arts and craftsmanship, and DIY in specific—a form of artistic and cultural expression that is regularly exhibited by the plaza’s art galleries. Moreover, the campaign presented skateboarding as a community activity that, in South Korea, is inclusive and non-hierarchical, yet could benefit from formalisation, professionalisation, and general support from the municipality. 
The campaign’s petition was signed by over 5,000 people. Eventually, the municipality agreed to the campaigners’ terms and Cult as a skatespot was saved. In comparison to the Long Live Southbank campaign in London to save the world’s longest continually skated spot (Borden, 2016; Ong, 2016; Madgin, Webb,  Ruiz, and Snelson, 2018), Free Cult was limited in terms of size, duration, and exposure. Nevertheless, the municipality was remarkably receptive and understanding—and decided to acknowledge Cult as a legal skatepark on December 11, 2011. And even though the plaza’s architectural design remained largely untouched, the government contributed to a limited budget for new skateramps, rails and wooden ledges. On April 16, 2012, the site was reopened to skaters. 
I was told multiple versions of this story, some of which more heroic than others, but there was one crucial common denominator: the idea that skaters embraced the public space when the Design Park and Plaza was still under construction, whilst simultaneously acknowledging the site’s initial purpose and thus without the intention to claim that it was their own. That is to say, the Free Cult campaign was introduced to me as a civil movement that reflects on how public space is negotiated and organised within the city of Seoul. In so doing, the campaign is considered to be a formal and official request to have skateboarding acknowledged as a recreational activity that flourishes in public spaces, as well as a cultural phenomenon that directly contributes to Seoul’s public life. 
To take this argument a step further: Free Cult is said to be a negotiation of what Korean culture ought to be about, whose narratives are proclaimed, and what actors and stakeholders are included. The campaigners’ stand was clear: skateboarding must be seen not as a counterculture, but as being intrinsically interwoven with Korean culture at large. This cautious yet productive approach seems to me to exist in opposition to the claim that certain groups of skaters present themselves and/or are presented as victims, outsiders, subversive youths, or renegades, in order to be marginalised or categorised as belonging to an incendiary subculture.
By acknowledging and legalising the practice, the municipality positioned skateboarding as part of the layered strategy that colours the Design Park and Plaza and the Design Seoul campaign. Skateboarding is now incorporated in the official discourse of urban renewal, not only in the sense that the municipality and skaters successfully collaborated to implement revisions to a public space, but also by legalising the practice and turning a valuable space into a formal skatepark. These outcomes, as well as the largely unquestioned fact that the skatepark is now designated for “X Games” and operates under official opening times (10 am until 6 pm), are indicative of the way in which skateboarding in Seoul has developed alongside, rather than merely in opposition to, governmental policies. Yet not all skaters seek support from the state, as I’ll argue below.
Candlroute
Youngjoon Kim enjoyed his work as the owner of a clothing brand, which—diligent as he was—kept him as busy as he could be. From Candlroute’s foundation in the spring of 2015 onwards, he accepted responsibility for nearly all activities insofar as they involved the company: designing much of the clothing and most logos, running a customer service, drafting proposals for collaborations with retail stores, managing social media, photographing attire in professional studios, and managing a skate team. Candlroute’s hoodies, shirts, hats, caps, socks, and sweatpants are sold in skateshops, including OneStar and Found Store in Seoul; Stalefish, Monopatin, Boastful, GoSouth in Busan; and Yawata and Kyoto in Japan. By 2016, Youngjoon sponsored five Korean skaters: three twenty-something men in Seoul, as well as two skaters from Busan, in the southeast of the country. He also sponsored a competitive skater in Kyoto, who promoted the brand in Japan yet regularly travelled to the Korean peninsula for competitions, filming video parts, and skate trips. 
On a clement day in January 2016, Youngjoon and I were walking in a residential area in East Seoul. He explained that he had recently moved back to his parents’ home, so as to have more financial flexibility. Having lived by himself in proximity of Ttueksom’s skatepark for nearly a decade, he now wanted to prioritise his clothing brand over his living arrangement. Besides pursuing an alternative source of income, he deemed Candlroute to be a critical response to the reputable position that international brands hold in contemporary South Korea. He could never realise this desire, he acknowledged—at least not alone: alone he would be a dissonant, a senior skater out of tune with novel and internationally-oriented cultural developments in Seoul.
Then, a waving young man on the other side of the road caught my attention. He wore wayfarer sunglasses, a black beanie, dark-grey Nikes, and a Candlroute-branded shirt, grabbed his skateboard in an avid and energetic manner, and skated towards us. Smiling wholeheartedly, he gestured in my direction and exclaimed my name, as though we had met before. A 22-year-old skater from Kameoka in Japan’s Kyoto prefecture, Katsuya Nakazawa had recently obtained a work visa to spend nine months in South Korea. He expressed a great esteem for Youngjoon, who sponsored him by providing free Candlroute attire and paying for some of his travels. It was clear he felt a discreet but genuine affection for him. Youngjoon was equally fond of Katsuya, who skated as powerfully and fiercely as he could, because he knew that he would otherwise have to earn a living as a salaryman. 
Youngjoon accompanied Katsuya and myself to what seemed to be a desolate wasteland, which was filled with the remnants of torn-down apartment complexes. This was a site of ruins, an urban suggestive of a not-too-distant past. The proliferation of newfound residential areas alongside Seoul’s Han river during the 1990s brought about investments and gentrification in less desirable locations, including the Sangil-dong district we were now traversing. Youngjoon entered one of the few standing complexes; Katsuya and I followed. The building lacked a front door but was cluttered up with old furniture and other household items implying that it was inhabited not too long ago. We eventually reached the rooftop—I estimated it to be twenty meters up—and the lack of a balustrade caused vertigo among all three of us. 
The site was filled with graduated colours, and its progression of chromatic nuances reminded me of some of the most candid impressionist paintings. Colours, rather than a singular, exact contour, gave form to these ruined streets, demolished structures, prevailing trees. I seemed incapable of tracing the actual outlines of these urban details. Instead, the objects and phenomena at this site appeared to me to exist as a multiplicity of lines and colours, as a diversity of broad painterly strokes. For a moment, I thought myself able to see the depth, the smoothness, the odour, the character of this ruined site. For a moment, this encounter with found architectural space seemed to approximate the act of skateboarding: I felt how the city vibrated, radiated, reverberated in my body.
Out of Youngjoon’s gunnysack emerged a dozen of Candlroute caps, blue, red, white, grey, and black shirts, a professional photo camera, bottled water, and a couple of paper sheets submerged in coffee stains. I registered these items as indications of a photo shoot to come. Youngjoon walked up to me with a couple of t-shirts and caps, and made an effort to convince me to alternately wear them while posing in front of his DSLR camera. I considered making up an excuse as to why I would prefer not to be photographed, but I quickly realised that this was a fair, reciprocal request: earlier that morning, Youngjoon had kindly agreed to take part in my research and he soon shared a couple of reasons why he had approached me in the first place.
Skateboarding was his primary world and his principal way of life. Youngjoon enjoyed working alone, without external funds, without support from his family, without encouragement from Seoul’s most successful skaters. Left to himself, he developed an interest in establishing a movement, or at least a brand, that would encourage skaters to be independent, imaginative, and politically engaged. Contrary to what the existing literature on skateboarding led me to anticipate, he expressed his scepticism of the necessity for skaters to be authentic and legitimate, rebellious and transgressive. 
“With Candlroute”, he would frequently say, “I just want to share my perspective on the world”. Youngjoon would alter between wongeunbob and begyon to substantiate his thoughts. The former points towards perspective in the literal sense of the word, that is, someone’s direct point of view. The latter, which he preferred, also signifies a painterly scenography, a frame, a backdrop. Begyon, Youngjoon explained to me, indicates a perspective that points at its contours, its limits, its edges. Youngjoon’s reasoning for photographing Katsuya and myself against the urban backdrop of ruins and demolished apartment complexes, was informed by his interest in begyon. The photographs were not striving to render this site in a realistic and well-outlined manner, but, rather, sought to communicate Youngjoon’s idealised representation of the built environment. 
Youngjoon explained to me that desolate, bleak, and inhospitable sites, including the one in the Sangil-dong district we had travelled to, would resonate with a proper idea of skateboarding. While taking pictures, he defined skateboarding as, primarily, a raw street culture that thrives on the edges of liveable spaces, of regulated forms of architecture. In other words, Youngjoon was hesitant to exploit and refer to notions of authenticity and transgression, yet I would occasionally trace indications of such a well-outlined definition of skateboarding within his reasoning. He hoped to establish a brand that was rooted in Seoul, but simultaneously chose to take photographs at a site of demolition against the background of an unidentifiable metropolis, preventing site-specific, recognisable architectural minutiae from entering the viewfinder of his camera.         
My participation in the Candlroute photo series is of anthropological interest, whereas Katsuya’s involvement seemed to me to be as perceptive and astute as Youngjoon’s reasoning for organising it. In conversation, Katsuya is focused and warm, speaking lively and spirited, with an edge of urgency. Besides his Yawata-based skateshop Sclarch, Candlroute is his prime sponsor; he is a competitive skateboarder, taking part in most contests in South Korea and Japan; he represents Candlroute in Yawata, and the Kyoto prefecture at large. Later, Katsuya told me that, to his own delight, his love for skateboarding had made him into a social disaster. Katsuya would often sleep until the late afternoon, have dinner with the people he stayed with, and would then go out for a skate until his body would no longer carry him. He would often forget to take care of his administration and related societal necessities. There is, to paraphrase Maurice Merleau-Ponty (1964, p.35), a certain kind of intimacy he would invariably evade; one could live beside him but never with him—he would move to another city the moment his hosts got used to his presence. 
One of the reasons Katsuya started to fall in love with Candlroute was its declared mantra. Skaters, Candlroute’s website (Kim, online) reads, “use wax for easier and smoother grinding and sliding tricks”, yet they also wax “to find a new path on the ridge”, that is, trace and construct unforeseen ways to approach architectural details. By proposing candles as an alternative to wax, Candlroute encourages skaters to “find a rough path and start to turn it into [their] own path”. Katsuya understood this statement as an appreciation of independence, self-reliance, and autonomy, and not much would drain his enthusiasm for Candlroute’s proclaimed values. 
When Youngjoon grew tired of taking photographs on the rooftop, we left and entered another empty building. We stumbled upon a narrow space that had the temperament of a living room. Its view displayed an apartment complex, an overgrown garden, and bits and pieces that once belonged to the structure of a building. As the actual windows were missing, we felt the breeze of a lukewarm winter afternoon and attuned our ears to the silence of the former residential area. As if orchestrated, Katsuya and Youngjoon decided to have a smoke in front of the windowless outlook, and in so doing, briefly inhabited this domestic space that seemed to belong to another time. “This is what skateboarding is about”, Katsuya eventually said: “we walk around, find surplus spaces, and make them our own. A site like this”, he summarised, “feels like autonomy and freedom—and that’s what Candlroute is about, too”.
The photo shoot unfolded over the course of an afternoon. Looking back, I think my real motives to participate in this photo series were what I would call human rather than political: I hoped that Youngjoon’s plans to appeal to Korean skaters would succeed. The photographs, some of which were eventually published on Candlroute’s Instagram profile, turned out to be a topic of discussion for the remainder of my fieldwork. 
Hell-Joseon
A substantial number, if not the majority, of skaters in South Korea grew up after the student movements from the 1970s and 1980s (if not the 1997 Asian financial crisis). These protests were key in the country’s democratisation process that led to the election of Roh Tae-woo in 1988 and Kim Young-sam, the first civilian president, in 1993 (Choi, 2012). 
Yet despite the ostensibly successful collaboration with Japan for the 2002 FIFA World Cup, the global triumph of Korean pop culture (the hallyu, or Korean wave, including cinema, K-pop, K-drama, and fashion), and the fact that, in 2011, 82% of high-school graduates enrolled in university programmes (The Economist, 2011), many Seoul-based skaters I encountered during my fieldwork feel ambivalent about their home country. The state is distrusted, as are Korean chaebol (conglomerates) such as Samsung and Hyundai, whereas meaningful jobs are considered to be scarce, demanding, and competitive. 
Such vigilant and agonising expressions of cultural scepticism are often ascribed to Hell-Joseon. This neologism was coined in the fall of 2014 to describe the Korean society as hell-like. The term implies a resonance between contemporary South Korea and the Joseon dynasty (1392-1897). By reintroducing specific Confucian values, this dynasty infamously became a “slave-society” (Palais, 1984) that favoured the monarchy and the autocratic state. It was not until 1801 that slavery was formally abolished, and because the labour force was considered to be less civilised and continued to be subject to the ruling aristocracy, many Koreans faced a limited social mobility (Hwang, 2016). 
The term Hell-Joseon is primarily used by Korean residents born between the early 1980s and the mid-2000s who feel as though the country—including and especially the state—is migae (uncivilised) and that there is no talchul (escape) from its hell-like conditions (Kim, 2015). Hell-Joseon pronouncers tend to refer to the sinking of ferry MV Sewol in April 2014—and especially the unsuccessful efforts of the ferry’s captain and crew to save their passengers, as well as the government’s refusal to take responsibility for the catastrophe (Kim, 2015)—as a key example of the state’s incapacity to take care of its own citizens. Hell-Joseon pronouncers also regularly refer to the MERS outbreak in May 2015, which resulted in the death of 38 of the 186 Koreans who were infected with the virus. In this instance, the government was heavily criticised for its lack of transparency, openness, and communication (Kim, 2015). Yet another example of the proclaimed defective nation state is the Choi Soon-sil scandal that led to the imprisonment of president Park Geun-hye and former Samsung chairman Lee Jae-yong in March 2017 (Choi, 2019).
Hell-Joseon is not an entirely new phenomenon. Take the notion of ing-yeo: “a term that many and unspecified young Korean call themselves, [which] refers to people whose existence are [sic] not recognized as useful or valuable in society” (Kim, 2015, p.5). Ing-yeo ugan, which translates into “surplus human being”, reflects Korean youth who are unable to find a job or contribute in other meaningful ways to society. These youth engage in ing-yeo-jit, activities that are especially related to fan culture and video games, which are considered to be “useless” or “meaningless” in neoliberal and meritocratic contexts (idem). 
On the one hand, some Korean youth internalise the term ing-yeo through a form of self-humiliation by emphasising their own “incompetence and misfortune” with regards to career opportunities, as well as their insecure economic and socio-political conditions (Baik, 2011). These conditions are further explored by Shin Kwang-young (2013), who sees a direct link between youth unemployment and class inequality. Lee and Shin (2010) have examined ing-yeo as a collective feeling of powerlessness or helplessness, whereas Paik (2013, p.51) go as far as to claim that “ing-yeo subjects want to be snobs but are not allowed to enter that circle, so their social status is temporarily suspended and deferred”. Woo and Park (2007) relate the phenomenon to the 88 Man-Won Gen, the generation of Koreans born after 1988 for whom “spec”—that is, the skills (specs) to get a job—are a crucial form of human capital. Some self-proclaimed ing-yeo argue they lack such competences. 
On the other hand, the term has been appropriated by those who call themselves ing-yeo so as to perform a form of resistance. For Sangmin Kim (2015), this is especially expressed through the ing-yeo-jit, or the “useless” activities in which ing-yeo are engaged. But this is not a collective endeavour:   these acts of resistance are “nothing more than satires and sarcasm on society and themselves. Even though ing-yeo subjects seem to be treated unfairly in society, they have never appeared as a united (political) group or an angry mob on their own” (Kim, 2015, p.7). 
For Kim (2015, p.243), this is where the experience ing-yeo differs from Hell-Joseon: “While ing-yeo is the individual manifestation of the youth’s incompetence and helplessness in this precarious society, Hell-Joseon is the expression of frustration with the social structure or political-economic regime in which individual effort cannot change or improve their precarious status”. As a result, those who experience South Korea as Hell-Joseon, as hell-like, would either like to leave the country or to lift Jukchang. The latter, the bamboo spear, symbolises the revolt: Korean civilians used it as a weapon against the aristocratic regime during the Donhak peasant revolution in the late Joseon dynasty (1894-1895). Throughout this book, I argue that this collective discontent with South Korea as a society and related forms of social resistance give a relevant insight into the ways in which skateboarding moves through and positions itself within the city of Seoul. 
Skateboarding as escape
Youngjoon revelled in Eight-ball. He would regularly visit one of the many pool bars around Konkuk University, a stone’s throw away from Ttueksom skatepark. He claimed to be an adequate player and invited many skaters and most bystanders to join him for an evening session in one of these bars. On a summer evening, he persuaded Don-Kwan—an equally competitive pool player and an outstanding skater—and a couple in their early twenties, to leave Ttueksom skatepark and play a game of pool with him. The couple was young and new, so they didn’t say much. Based in Wonju, two-and-a-half hours east of Seoul, they visited South Korea’s capital during their college holidays, so as to travel to a handful of skateparks and meet fellow skaters. 
The couple was impressed by Seoul’s skate community and overwhelmed by its nightlife. In the bar, they would constantly glance at the dozen or so men who seemed to be more interested in drinking than in playing pool. This, I knew, was not an uncommon sight, as it was generally cheaper to drink alcohol in places like these than in proper pubs. Youngjoon, who claimed to be an active pool player since his early college days, was hardly intimidated by the presence of the men, yet he felt responsible for the couple’s wellbeing. He told them that he began to think of himself as a skater when he started to regularly spend time in pool bars and discovered that he was one of the few visitors concerned with the actual game. The couple seemed flustered, so he started to explain what he was getting at.
In Seoul, Youngjoon argued, it isn’t easy to have both a sustainable and relaxing life. The city is relentless and tough as nails. If you’d like to raise children here, you should expect to spend over half of one’s salary on nursery, accommodation, living expenses, education, and extracurricular teaching, only to see that your offspring is suffering from a deeply competitive environment: only a small percentage of people succeeds gets accepted by a top university and finds a meaningful job. “There is a reason”, Youngjoon said, “that South Korea has one of the highest suicide rates in the world: people work too hard, feel depressed, are oppressed”. For many people, he specified, South Korea is a patriarchal Hell-Joseon, and hard-working men, who take on financial responsibilities for their family, visit pool bars and similar places to drink away their worries—accompanied by friends who consider themselves to be in a similar, unavoidable situation.
Erudite as he is, Youngjoon mentioned that such a collective feeling was a matter of one’s environment. He grew up in the east of Seoul, in a working class environment in which one’s education and professional career were considered to be life-defining. He felt part of the fabric of his home country and was deeply affected by South Korea’s political issues. Certain situations, such as the repugnant relation with North Korea, were unspeakable, as they were enough to make him feel horrified. Others, including the sinking of ferry MV Sewol in April 2014 and the MERS outbreak in May 2015, contributed to his active socio-political engagements. He felt that the notion of Hell-Joseon captured his concerns, and made an effort to implicitly integrate his beliefs into the values of his company. 
By skating, he noted, we imagine an alternative to this hell. Skateboarding offers a talchul, a temporary and palpable escape from Hell-Joseon: skaters have a vigorous attitude to life and resist harmful coping mechanisms that these middle-aged men showed by drinking extensively. Instead, skaters perform a subtle critique of Hell-Joseon by valuing their well-being, by resisting socio-political pressures that would condition and limit their life, by taking care of one another, such that there is an escape from societal misconduct and pressures. Skateboarding, Youngjoon continued, instills a sense of independence and individuation through which to pit oneself against the perception of South Korean society as being uncivilised and oppressive. Following this impromptu speech, the couple would finally enjoy themselves in the pool bar, for they felt comforted by Youngjoon’s speech.

Chapter 3 
Sites, skills, and skateparks
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When skaters are coping with the world at their best, to paraphrase phenomenologist Hubert Dreyfus (1991), they are drawn in by solicitations of their direct environment and respond to them in a skilful bodily fashion. Coping, here, is a skilful response to a solicitation, or what Dreyfus (2014, p.234) calls a site-specific and “temporally unfolding situation”. That is to say, coping is a bodily and embodied form of flexibly responding to and engaging with the “significance of the current situation—a response which is experienced as either improving the situation or making it worse” (idem, p.257). Take Maurice Merleau-Ponty’s example of our everyday coping with paintings in art galleries and museums: 
For each object, as for each picture in an art gallery, there is an optimum distance from which it requires to be seen, a direction viewed from which it vouchsafes most of itself: at a shorter or greater distance we have merely a perception blurred through excess or deficiency. We therefore tend towards the maximum of visibility, and seek a better focus as with a microscope […] The distance from me to the object is not a size which increases or decreases, but a tension which fluctuates round a norm (Merleau-Ponty, 1945[2013], p.352).

This norm, as Merleau-Ponty (1945[2013]) would have it, is site-specific and embedded within a cultural context, or milieu, as well as dependent upon one’s acquired bodily skills. Skilful activities such as looking at paintings and skateboarding, then, allow us to achieve a better grip on specific circumstances, so as to relieve our current bodily situation from a less optimal stance within the world we inhabit. 
In this chapter, I work towards a phenomenological description of Ttueksom skatepark, located in central-east Seoul, in order to work toward an intimate understanding of the perceptual experience of a small group of skaters. To approach a situated form of skateboarding as a phenomenological problematic—and to theorise skills as an embodied form of coping with the world—requires a sensibility to gauge and describe the direct encounter between skater and architecture, body and surface, skills and circumstances. I suggest that the technology of the skateboard and the architecture of the skatepark shape the human body in its capacity to skilfully be-in-the-world-with-others. 
This argument is partly disclosed and spelled out within my research film Reverberations (2017). Composed through static images and long takes, I consider Reverberations to exist in proximity of the rhythms, outlines, edges, noises, surfaces, materials, bodies, skills, and tools that move through and shape three of the most prominent skateparks in Seoul: Ttueksom, Cult, and Nanji-do. As I illustrate below, the film is a bodily and embodied process of learning to attune and attend to the specificities of these three spaces.
I partly position this chapter as an ethnographic response to the conviction that “skateboarders analyse architecture not for historical, symbolic or authorial content but for how surfaces present themselves as skateable surfaces” (Borden, 2001, p.219; see also, 2016). This form of embodied knowledge, which Borden calls the skater’s eye, is the ability to scan the built environment for skateable space. The skater’s eye suggests a universality of skill acquisition, as though the embodied practice of skateboarding escapes sociocultural affectivities and nuanced forms of difference. Similarly, sports philosopher Sigmund Loland (2007) proposes a phenomenology of lifestyle sports that positions both the skater and the snowboarder as universal subjectivities. My argument is that the bodily engagement with both the skateboard as equipment and the skatepark as locale for skilful learning conditions how skaters-are-in-the-world. In other words: I emphasise that skateboarding takes root in situated rituals, social practices, and socioculturally significant ways of engaging with urban space.
As private as a skatepark
In Seoul, I would argue, skateboarding dwells in the skatepark, which is inhabited as though it is an extension of a jib, a home. Emitting positive and emancipatory values such as inclusivity and gender equity, these skateparks propose an idealised conception of what homes can be, through a commoning of space. These are spaces where one can take a nap or prepare dinner, without having to conform to the set of sociocultural norms that relate to either decisively public or private life in South Korea. Instead, it’s an idealised version of what a jib can be, critiquing the kind of domesticity in South Korea that presses close to patriarchal and Confucianist value systems.
Seoul is home to many street skaters, who scout for found and skateable space, but this generally takes place as brief, conscientiously planned and choreographed performances in front of a photo or video camera. I will explore street skating and its representation in the next chapter. For most of my interlocutors, however, the skatepark is as familiar as their home: these spaces appeal to a particular affective register, including the possibility of homecoming and homesickness. As Gaston Bachelard (1958[2014], p.26) writes, a homely space is “our corner of the world. As has often been said, it is our first universe, a real cosmos in every sense of the word”. Moreover, “the feel of the tiniest latch has remained in our hands” (idem, p.36).
Similarly, the textural and material qualities of the skatepark give shape to the felt memories of my interlocutors, as though the seemingly infinitesimal architectural eccentricities and commonplaces within this space are engraved onto their body, affecting its sense of touch, muscular reflexes, and motility. In Seoul, the skatepark manifests itself as the source of meticulous bodily skills, as well as the space against which to weigh one’s bodily capacity to cope with and respond to architectural design. To a certain extent, this resonates with Vivoni’s (2009; 2010) understanding of skateparks: as purpose-built sites in which the choreography of tricks is foregrounded. Vivoni (2009, p.137) positions the skatepark as a space of velocity and excitement: “Pillars anchor these impromptu skateparks while skateboarders skillfully glide from one smooth curved surface to another. Speed and exhilaration are achieved as skilled skateboarders manoeuvre through these purpose-built terrains”.
I argue that skateparks in Seoul are also serene places full of affectivities, within and through which the skateboarding practice is held into wholeness and tranquillity. That is to say, these are sites for quiet moments and resting bodies as much as they invite the praxis of performing energetic and intense bodily skills. So, the skateparks are not only useful architectural tools to perform and train one’s most acute and vigorous skills and techniques, but also places and spaces with which to familiarise oneself, as one would get to know and remember the intimate parameters of a home. At stake is a different kind of accessibility and sensibility: these skateparks simultaneously exist as private, public, and common spaces, echoing Luke Cianciotto’s (2020) argument on how skaters use Philadelphia’s LOVE Park. 
This notion of the skatepark as a private or common space not only roots in existential phenomenology, but also builds upon anthropological studies of the sociocultural and spatial discourses of domesticity in South Korea. Specifically, in Seoul, public spaces seem not to be solely used for what we generally understand as public behaviour. Rather, Cho (1999; 2003; 2008) notes, the city of Seoul can be characterised by what he calls “flexible sociality” and “the genetic code of Seoul-ness”: 
The essential feature of flexible sociality lies in the flexibility of social interactions, as implied by a Korean saying that “depending on the situation, seemingly impossible things may be accomplished with ease, while seemingly easy things may become impossible.” In an ideal-typical form of flexible sociality there is no necessary division between public and private life, as the networks of loyalty and interdependence cross any possible dividing lines which might separate out a private sphere and protect it from a public sphere (Cho, 2003, pp.203-204)

Cho (1999, p.134) also proposes that “Koreans behave in public parks as if they were in the private gardens attached to their own houses”, for instance by using these sites to organise private meetings, cook and eat together, sleep, and sing—often by bringing and setting up a tent so as to enclose or be veiled from the visibility of other visitors of the parks. Moreover, public spaces like these show “traces of a compressed development”, as the hypermodern and wonderfully fashionable are intermingled with the “traditional or anti-modern” (idem, p.135). 
Although designed as public spaces, skateparks resonate with the skaters’ idealised understanding of what such a site of hybridity can be: an emancipatory, inclusive, and affectionate space where one can break away from social pressure and misconduct. These spaces are not considered to be jibs because of their design or visual appearance, nor are they structured around a “vertical filial piety characterized by benevolence, authority, and obedience” (Park and Cho, 1995, p.124)—Confucianist values that are often ascribed to Korean domesticity. Instead their spatial configurations press closer to a standardised and more or less universal typology of the skatepark: a sizable flatground cramped with small, skateable objects, often made out of wood or polished granite.
From yi (integrity, uprightness) to chi (moral understanding), Confucianism is often positioned at the heart of Korean social and family life (Park and Chesla, 2007). It denotes strong family and social ties that revolve around cardinal hierarchical relationships between ruler and citizen, as much as being structured around the compliance with which women and youth give precedence to their (male) elders. “Family cohesion and community are taken as the foundation for sustaining the human community and the state. Confucianism is also understood as a code of ethics that prescribes behaviour” (idem, p.296). Yet interestingly, Korean skaters nonchalantly and informally refer to skateparks as their jibs, as their homes, precisely because such spaces stand in contrast with these more hierarchical domestic values. 
Skateparks clear leeway for skaters to propose an alternative “homely” value system, one which is grounded on equity and care. These spaces represent an idealised version of domesticity: here, one can be at ease, use informal speech levels, and temporarily escape professional and societal pressures. In Seoul, skateparks are inhabited in a homely and private fashion insofar as they resonate with the skaters’ proposed conception of domestic space and family values, as opposed to adhering to essentialist norms and values. Fellow skaters are cared for as if they are kin. 
Indeed, Korean skaters regularly refer to their peers as their “little brother” or “big sister”. These purpose-built spaces are resided in, instead of simply functioning as practical training facilities—and Seoul-based skaters feel the responsibility to care for and support their peers to the extent of rendering skateparks as intimate and comforting as a home can be. By operating as jibs, skateparks also provide a talchul, an escape, from Hell-Joseon—or the idea that South Korea fosters an uncivilised society full of misconduct and injustice.
Ttueksom Skatepark
By 2021, Seoul is home to over 25 skateparks. There are a couple of privately owned skateparks, including the temporary House of Vans (winter 2015-2016) in the Dongdaemun district, yet most parks are supported by the Seoul Metropolitan Government. The geography of Seoul’s most prominent skateparks is hardly surprising—bordering a football field (Hanyang University), underneath bridges of subway lines (Banpo; Seobing-go, Yongsan), in proximity to large-scale public shopping malls (Wangsimni; Jukjeon). 
Most skateparks in Seoul can be found in or on the margins of public (recreational) parks (Sangong Lake Park; Ttueksom Resort; Nanji Hangang Park; Unjeong; Seoul Forest Park; Pyeongchon; Sindaebang). These recreational parks root in South Korea’s recent history of sports for all initiatives (Yun, 2011; Jang, 2013; Lim and Ryoo, 2013; Jung, 2013). Not only were these plans and campaigns aimed at health and well-being, they were also designed to ensure a sophisticated leisure culture and to further develop South Korea’s welfare society. 
Throughout the 1990s and 2000s, the Korean government exploited the mantra of sports for all to achieve a fruitful mingling of leisure culture and physical well-being (Hong, 2010). Not unlike Seoul’s skateparks, the outdoor sports facilities that are encapsulated in these state-led initiatives are generally located within or on the margins of public parks, so as to take advantage of existing greeneries and the proximity of the Han River. Ttueksom Hangang Park is one of the prime outcomes of not only the nationwide implementation of the sports for all initiatives within public spaces, but also of Seoul’s move towards landscape architecture and the attempt to build a post-industrial society. 
The urban typology of landscape architecture marks the aspired return to and implementation of an allegedly traditional Korean understanding of the physical, natural landscape within contemporary architectural and urban design, while simultaneously freeing up space to exhibit both monuments of precolonial Korea and icons of a “global society”. In so doing, landscape architectures, like the Dongdaemun Design Park and Plaza, the Cheonggyecheon stream, and indeed Ttueksom Hangang Park, are portrayed as spaces for national heritage, leisure, ecological sustainability, and bodily well-being (Hong, 2011a; 2011b; Lee and Anderson, 2013; Lim and Ryoo, 2013). It is for reasons like these that Ttueksom Hangang Park houses the Jabeolle cultural complex, decades-old flea markets, a swimming pool, tennis and basketball courts, a gym, and an outdoor theatre. The proximity of the Han river has transformed the park into a popular site for water sports, including wind surfing and water skiing, and visitors are constantly reminded of the fact that the area has acted as a monumental resort site for close to a century. 
The state’s footprint on Seoul’s architectural and sociocultural landscape is wide and deep, yet there is another reason for zooming in on this particular site. Whereas Ttueksom Hangang Park hosts a diversity of spatial forms and shapes, its skatepark is an architectural study in neutrals. Pale green and brown surfaces, unremarkable mostly wooden and partly metal skateramps, standardised handrails, and the washed-out white writings on the all-too-smooth and cracked red ground indicating that this is a quintessential skatepark. Most of the tones are outstandingly muted and many of the architectural details are wonderfully common to skaters, regardless of their background or expertise. Architecturally, Ttueksom is extremely ordinary, and yet there are peculiar techniques required to traverse the skatepark. For Ttueksom encourages carefully orchestrated and highly predictable movements in space, rather than spontaneous bodily responses to the immensity of architectural minutiae that a city of this scale offers outside the realm of skateparks.
This is not uncommon for skateparks in Seoul. Their designs are hardly experimental or innovative, favouring wooden ramps and stone plazas over concrete transition forms that echo the intricate relationship between skateboarding and surfing. The dark-brown curved wooden elements and their metal copings of Ttueksom, but also of Cult and other skateparks in Seoul, stand in stark contrast to the smooth and wave-like skatepark design that is easily found outside the Korean peninsula. 
The implications of these designs are both spatial and experiential. Spatially, Seoul’s skateparks tend to consist of a fairly large flat ground, often within recreational spaces and public parks, to which individual skateable obstacles are attached. In Ttueksom, these obstacles range from five-feet long handrails and two-feet tall ledges to steep but architecturally unimpressive ramps and pyramids. As these individual elements are simply positioned and affixed to a smooth piece of flat ground, there is a peculiar lack of verticality; stairs are conspicuously absent, and so are the minute differences in height that encourage a more experimental and creative form of skating. 
Only the ramps and pyramids add a sense of verticality to these parks, yet their standardised forms and shapes seem to especially foreground that these are homogeneous spaces. Architecturally and structurally, Ttueksom skatepark could have been designed and built at any other plaza across the globe, whereas some of the world’s most beloved sites, including London’s Southbank and Stockwell, as well as Venice Skatepark in Los Angeles and Morrison Hill Skatepark in Hong Kong, take advantage of and respond more directly to their spatial surroundings. 
Experientially, this means that once a skater is familiar with one skatepark in Seoul, they would effortlessly attune themselves to the particularities of most of the city’s other parks—especially those designed by construction company ESP Korea. Moreover, this lack of concrete transition forms, in favour of the cheaper and standardised wooden ramps and stone plazas, means that Korean skaters are hardly offered the opportunity to build upon the fine and historical relationship between skateboarding and surfing, or skateboarding and the urban arts. Rather, these skateparks are designed and marketed as X Games training sites, as recreational spaces, as sports facilities, rather than as spaces that propose new spatial conceptualisations for skateboarding. 
Here, I not only note physical, architectural, and material details of a universal sort, but also trace the indications of situated difference. Like Ocean Howell (2001; 2005; 2008), Iain Borden (2001, p.198) suggests that skateboarding revolves around the “unused time” of particular architectural details and urban elements, since skaters use “spaces outside their conventional times of use, substituting one temporal rhythm for another”. Consequently, the temporality of this form of skateboarding depends upon a diversity of rhythms within a city, as well as the rhythmic intervals that draw up and shape architectural textures and minuscule urban encounters. 
Moreover, Borden (2001; 2019) contends that the experience of skateboarding is structured around a tangible relation between the self and architectural space. This relation with urban details manifests itself through the skaters’ use of architecture’s “textural and objectival qualities to create a new appropriative rhythm distinct from the routinized, meaningless, passive experiences which it usually enforces” (Borden, 2001, p.200). In so doing, skaters redefine the meaning and significance of architecture (and its surfaces, forms, textures, material, but above all: its use, reproduction, and representation), as well as practice and perform a heightened and intensified awareness of their body and its motility. 
Skateparks escape the kinds of urban rhythms that generally condition the temporality of skateboarding, yet their designs include “simulacra of regular street furniture such as benches and hand-rails” (Carr, 2017, p.28). Ttueksom skatepark breaks away from the rhythm of the city of Seoul in yet another manner: it is located in a recreational park that is designed to formalise ludic activities within predefined spatial designs. 
In other words, the time of Ttueksom skatepark seems endless—the only measure being the presence of skaters and their equipment. The significance of this seems to me to be the following. Firstly, novice practitioners acquire skills within an area that renders skateboarding as a sport, rather than as a subcultural lifestyle or a transgressive practice. The skatepark is but one of the many sports facilities in Ttueksom Hangang Park. Secondly, the one-dimensional and ordinary spatiality of the skatepark requires a particular set of bodily skills, which differs from street skating in substantial and meaningful ways. 
As a result, one of the principal characteristics of the skater’s eye—the ability to scan the built environment for skateable elements by looking beyond the intended functions of architectural space (Borden, 2001)—is fundamentally compromised. The skater’s eye is in a certain sense superfluous, as all objects in skateparks are skateable. Architectural design, here, is a commodity. I would like to illustrate this point via an ethnographic vignette chronicling an encounter between a competitive Japanese skateboarder and a talented, yet inexperienced Korean practitioner. 
Being gravitated down towards the earth 
It’s 10:15 on a Friday evening in March, 2016. Katsuya is waiting for his friends to show up. It is a clear, lukewarm spring night, after a winter that had seemed to go on for far too many months. For Katsuya, Ttueksom skatepark is as dull a space as it would be possible for him to imagine: a smooth, vaguely colourful plastered floor, countless fences and litter bins, lightly soiled ramps, and somewhat unstable handrails. Katsuya frees up some of his spring breaks and most of the long, humid summer months to leave Japan, if only to prove to himself that he would be able to make a living from skateboarding. He is not unsuccessful, winning prize money and attire on a biweekly basis—and it is fair to say that he is a welcomed face within South Korea’s skate scene.
Jong-Pil, a third-year undergraduate student in pedagogy, sat down besides Katsuya and me at the edges of Ttueksom skatepark. He was dimly aware of Katsuya’s background, although they had never shared a word prior to this encounter. Noticeably exhausted by the endless struggle with his skateboard, he wiped the edges of his chin with the collar of his shirt. For the half hour prior to his short break, he continuously fell and struggled to get up, posing both vainly and full of embarrassment in front of Katsuya and myself, whilst his heavy breathing revealed an injured, or at least painful, body. Jong-Pil expressed the familiar burden of concern, as though he sensed that Katsuya was disheartened by the absence of his friends and the less-than-impressive design of the skatepark.
Jong-Pil has a raspy, yet comforting voice and a perpetual smile. He grew up peacefully and prosperously in the Chungnam province, and at the age of nineteen started his adult life at Konkuk University, a mid-tier college only a stone’s throw away from Ttueksom Hanhang Park. Katsuya liked him right away, just talking to him on the margins of the skatepark. They exchanged a few words in Korean and English, initially sharing their thoughts on Adidas’s highly anticipated Away Days skate video, which would premiere in Seoul in May 2016. Katsuya mentioned professional skater Mark Gonzales favourably, as he was ‘raw, authentic, and from the streets’. “The best skaters”, Katsuya said, “are the ones who are willing to make the city their own, for whom urban space is like a playground, whereas the worst are those who skate as though it is a sport and prefer new attire over the excitement and pleasure of exploring the world”. They are the ones, he deduced, who refuse to leave the skatepark, who let the authorities decide where and how to skate. 
The young Korean skater was holding on to the handrail and grabbed his brand-new phone out of his backpack, gasping and coughing to recover from his intense skate session. Even though he was still catching his breath, I could see his eagerness to talk to Katsuya, who was glamorous to him simply because he wouldn’t let himself be confined by the limits of a skatepark. In Seoul, Jong-Pil would later explain to me, there is no dirt, no disobedience; even all the skaters look like they just got out of the shower. Katsuya, on the other hand, continuously displayed his love for the disorderly and noncompliant, and stood out among his Korean peers, as he allowed himself to wander around in the foreign and unhomely. 
The conversation was interrupted by a teenager, who injured his shoulder by falling on a loose chunk of metal. Jong-Pil ran up to him with a bottle of water and a towel, hoping to soothe his pain. The teenager, whom I had never seen or met before, said he was fine and left the skatepark without delay or hesitation. Jong-Pil grabbed the sharp piece of metal and placed it safely underneath a quarter pipe, one of the largest obstacles in the park. He was noticeably distressed and slightly irritated, and shared his dissatisfaction regarding the state of Ttueksom skatepark. “This is outrageous”, he said. “Our government exploits us all and makes corrupt deals, and we won’t even get a safe and secure skatepark to stay healthy and learn new skills. This is yet another example of Hell-Joseon”, he moaned. Jong-Pil gestured towards the handrail that had broken down earlier that month, and a large ramp, which was full of holes and was in the process of becoming a breeding site for fungi. “How can we skate here?”, he asked Katsuya and me.
Jong-Pil’s frustration was fed by an incident that had taken place a handful of days prior to our insightful encounter. A Taiwanese skater lost his balance by riding over multiple loose screws on a damaged ramp, tumbled down, and ended up with a deep wound in his right calf, for which he spent a night in Konkuk University’s hospital. Katsuya looked puzzled, and said that a frog who lives in a well does not know the depths of the ocean. I had heard the proverb before, but asked him nevertheless to explain what he meant. He suggested that everybody (and by extension: every body) is weighted down to earth by its gravity. But that does not mean that everyone can or indeed should try and climb mountains, swim in the ocean, or aspire to be a skateboarder. Being a skater, he explained, means that you are willing to wrestle with the world and embrace all its irregularities, instead of wanting to be safeguarded by someone else’s mechanisms or schemas. Katsuya believed that was precisely the way in which Korean skaters understood skateparks: as a safe space that is familiar, predictable and impervious. His own stand seemed to be the opposite: skateboarding ought to be a form of risk-taking, as it exists by the grace of spontaneity, the unexpected and unplanned, as well as the ever-changing and vigorous.
Katsuya’s convictions, I would argue, stand in stark contrast to those who acquire their skateboarding skills within Seoul’s skateparks, for Jong-Pil is hardly unique in his reliance on these spaces as architectural and cultural safe havens. Jong-Pil was on the verge of criticising Katsuya’s firm words when a handful of skaters arrived at Ttueksom—Katsuya’s Korean friends, all of whom were seasoned skaters. They were carrying unsightly plastic bags, filled with microwaved ramen, energy drinks, and disposable towels—preparing a sort of dinner that one would consume in front of a television on the verge of a long-awaited weekend. Jong-Pil noticed immediately he was now the youngest person around and decided to keep his seemingly inevitable critical response to himself. Katsuya, however, continued by asking his friends why they would constantly reside in skateparks and, in turn, why they wouldn’t explore the cityscape of Seoul, that is, go street skating. Their responses were telling: they enjoyed the familiarity and familial nature of skateparks, just like one feels at ease in one’s apartment. Here, they felt they could dwell in the proximity of their peers, whereas streets and public squares were not theirs to constantly expropriate and exploit.
Besides street skating, as I’ll show below, some skaters avoid risk-taking: skateparks like Ttueksom counter the spectacle of ecstatic bodily performances with bodies at rest, with serene and familiar affectivities, with a sense of domesticity. These spaces may be designed for training (and even disciplining) the senses. Yet unlike the idea that skaters concern themselves primarily with a deliberate form of risk-taking (Wheaton, 2004; Wheaton and Thorpe, 2011), skateparks also manifest themselves as spatial configurations within which to be at ease and be comforted. This resonates with skateboarding in Hong Kong, as the local government enforces the use of mandatory helmets in the city’s skateparks (O’Connor, 2016). The difference, here, is that the risk-aversion in Seoul is skater-led, as opposed to being imposed by the state via formal rules and regulations. Rather than restrictive, skateparks carry emancipatory weight. 
Moreover, the Seoul-based skaters I worked with share an understanding of skateparks as excellent locales to improve one’s skills, as one would slowly attune oneself to the design of the park—its obstacles, materials, surfaces, rhythms. In so doing, or so the logic goes, one manifests and displays oneself as a healthy, competent, and resilient human being. Not unlike gymnastics or figure skating, then, this group of skaters would practice a carefully orchestrated set of movements until they would get it right, that is to say, up until the point this causation of bodily manoeuvres can be routinely and elegantly performed.
It is, in that sense, significant that Ttueksom skatepark is said to be falling apart, bringing about both injuries to oblivious and unskilled skaters, as well as an aesthetic of superficial damage. This deterioration enrages many of the Seoul-based skaters I worked with, but appeals to, for instance, Katsuya. The latter is reluctant to consider the park’s wooden ramps to be hard and lifeless matter that should be in a state of architectural stasis, but, rather, should be as soft, tactile, and spirited as the skaters who would encounter them. Katsuya, then, was constantly seeking the tangible traces of skaters’ rites of passage, so as to familiarise himself with the type of skills that would dwell in these skateparks. He treasured scratches on metal surfaces, bruised pieces of wood, and oily handrails.
Coping with the un/familiar
The already felt, to paraphrase Erica Manning (2011), is a form of content that is pre-mapped unto experience, and Seoul-based skaters seem to prefer polishing embodied knowledge through repetition (repeatedly experiencing the already felt) over challenging their skills through bodily encounters with unknown architectural forms and shapes. In Seoul, then, skateparks are not only spaces for a particular form of dwelling, but also a central locale for ritualistic performances through which to cultivate knowledge of clearly demarcated spaces. The practice is, in terms of skill acquisition, remarkably similar to certain Olympic sports, glorifying the known and tested skatepark as the quintessential site for skilful learning by focusing on carefully composed routines and scrutinised mundane repetitions.
In Seoul, the skater’s eye is habituated in such a fashion that it predominantly recognises and responds to the spatial parameters of purpose-built recreational skateparks, rather than enabling the possibility to observe the unfamiliar, the inconvenient, and the unreliable as potentially skateable spaces. What is preferred, here, is a knowledge of familiarity and a flight of mystery, rather than a skilful openness towards the world unfolding in possibly unforeseen ways. It is an orientation towards that which is proximate to the body, which makes one feel at home (Ahmed, 2006a; 2006b).
Chess grandmasters have the capacity to play on the highest level while their mind is being absorbed in something completely different. Expert players, it appears, do not think through a game of chess by adhering to rules or by remembering strategies and situations. Instead, they simply move pawns and knights around the chessboard by, as it were, intuitively responding to the specific “opportunities and possibilities for action that a particular setting offers” (Dreyfus and Wrathall, 2014, p.8). Experts, in other words, attune themselves to and skilfully cope with the specificities of a situation, for which they do not have to rely on or build upon general rules and planned strategies. 
Dreyfus offers multiple examples of this sort, including the difference between inexperienced and proficient tennis players:
If one is a beginner or is off one’s form, one might find oneself making an effort to keep one’s eye on the ball, keep the racket perpendicular to the court, hit the ball squarely, etc. But if one is expert at the game and things are going well, what is experienced is more like one’s arm going up and its being drawn to the appropriate position, the racket forming the appropriate angle with the court—an angle we need not even be aware of—all this so as to complete the gestalt made up of the court, one’s running opponent, and the oncoming ball (Dreyfus, 2014, p.82).

For experts, then, the world no longer shows up as “composed out of objects with discriminable properties. Instead, one’s discriminatory capacities are enriched so that one can immediately discern affordances” (Dreyfus and Wrathall, 2014, p.8). Put differently: instead of thinking about how to hold a tennis racket and where to position herself on the court, an expert player is simply drawn to the exact location where best to hit the ball. The tennis ball itself demands a precise set of movements from the player, which are not thought through or based upon rules and regulations. Instead, these moments are simply performed and acted out as a bodily response to the particularities of the situation at hand. In phenomenological terminology, experts inhabit their skilful practices: “When we inhabit something, it is no longer an object for us but becomes part of us and pervades our relation to other objects in the world”. (Dreyfus, 1991, p.44). 
Surely, Ttueksom skatepark hosts plenty of expert practitioners who cope with the architecture of the park in a similarly effortless, intuitive fashion, responding to the particularities of architectural minutiae via miniscule muscular adjustments. But whereas experts seem to transcend rules and regulations, so as to enable themselves to respond to the specificities of a situation, those who are novice attempt to successfully negotiate yet mainly struggle with the skateboard as equipment, let alone the intricate relation between delicate and precise bodily movements and a diversity of architectural surfaces. Their faces down, their muscular focus appears to be redirected from facial expressions to the tensile inner lines of thighs and calves under the struggling weight of an unbalanced and restless skateboard. 
Some Seoul-based skaters acquire highly specialised and situated skills that are rooted within the precisely defined spatial configuration of the skatepark, rather than bodily techniques to cope with the microscopic details of found spaces and the incalculable dynamisms of unknown terrains. In Seoul, the skilled activity that we call skateboarding is in that sense deeply formalised, for it primarily exists as a carefully outlined performative practice, dwells predominantly within recreational parks, and flourishes through its repetitive bodily engagement with architectural details. In this way, most of my interlocutors strive for and achieve a remembered form of felt knowledge. 
Skateparks also provide a spatial and sociocultural talchul, that is, an escape from the challenges of living in a Hell-Joseon society. Skateparks like Ttueksom are experienced as though they are home-like, and allow skaters to take matters in their own hand, namely by providing the spatial contours to support and take care of their peers. This interest in kinship and domesticity is not an attempt to reinstate the equivalent of an archetypical Confucianist Korean family, where “relationships between family members are not horizontal—that is, based on mutual love and equality—but vertical filial piety characterized by benevolence, authority, and obedience” (Park and Cho, 1995, p.124). For this is precisely the type of social construct that Hell-Joseon is grounded upon, albeit in a socio-political context: an obedience towards the state, which is, moreover, considered to be incompetent, corrupt, and oppressive. 
Instead, skateparks make space for a resting body, for intimacy, for dwelling, offering an alternative to the alienating experience of Hell-Joseon. Skateparks are safe and encouraging spaces to support peers, meet kin, rest and fall asleep, and eat and drink together. These are spaces of stillness, of closeness, of stability, of care.
 

Note
	1	I published an abridged version of this chapter in the Journal of Sport and Social Issues. See: Hölsgens, S. (2019). 


Chapter 4 
Mimesis and street skateboarding
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In Mimesis and Alterity: A Particular History of the Senses, anthropologist Michael Taussig (1993) rethinks and thinks through Walter Benjamin’s notion of the mimetic faculty by exposing it to ethnographic theory and film-philosophy. He points to the sensory implications of mimetic reproductions, especially with regards to magical mimicry and cinematic representations. Drawing upon Walter Benjamin, Taussig considers the mimetic faculty, to be 
the nature that culture uses to create second nature, the faculty to copy, imitate, make models, explore difference, yield into and become Other. The wonder of mimesis lies in the copy drawing on the character and power of the original, to the point whereby the representation may even assume that character and that power (Taussig, 1993, p.XIII).

Taussig (1993) is primarily concerned with mimetically capacious machines like film cameras, and the extent to which representational images approximate and alter the original, that is, the real. Modernity, both Benjamin (1936[2008]) and Taussig (1993) hold, grants the copy, or the imitation, the character and power that presses close to the original. The representation maintains the particularities of the represented in, for instance, film sequences, to the extent of being equivalent to more than merely a translation and transcription into a different medium or an explanation of an object or situation. 
When discussing the “anthropologist story-(re)teller”, or the ethnographer as storyteller, Taussig (1993, p.16, italics in original) argues that the reproduction becomes “a sensuous sense of the real, mimetically at one with what it attempts to represent. In other words, can’t we say that to give an example, to instantiate, to be concrete, are all examples of the magic of mimesis wherein the replication, the copy, acquires the power of the representation?” The copy is not exactly that which it is a representation of, but it does become more than itself, by acquiring the properties and qualities of the original. The mimetic faculty becomes the sensory and bodily manner through which to get hold of something, precisely by way and means of its likeliness. 
The significance of mimesis is twofold. Firstly, as Benjamin (1936[2008], p.23, translations in original) points out, “every day the urge grows stronger to get hold of an object at close range in an image [Bild], or, better, in a facsimile [Abbild], a reproduction”. Here, Benjamin observes a tendency to understanding (or “getting hold of”), in this instance, an object by means of its imaging, rather than by sticking to the object itself. In so doing, one strips away the veil from the object and gets rid of its aura, so as to achieve a sense of sameness in the world one inhabits: “by means of reproduction, [the facsimile] extracts sameness even from what is unique” (ibid; see also Buck-Morss, 1991). 
Secondly, the reproducible image of the object is one of alterity, as Taussig illustrates by referring to the anthropologist as a story-(re)teller: 
The fundamental move of the mimetic faculty taking us bodily into alterity is very much the task of the storytelling too. For the storyteller embodied that situation of stasis and movement in which the far-away was brought to the here-and-now, archetypically that place where the returned traveler finally rejoined those who had stayed at home. It was from this encounter that the story gathered its existence and power, just as it is in this encounter that we discern the splitting of the self, of being self and Other, as achieved by sentience taking one out of oneself—to become something else as well […] The storyteller finds and recreates this staggering of position with every tale (Taussig, 1993, pp.40-41).

In other words: the reproductions, retellings, and scenographic stagings of ethnographic encounters point to alterity and difference. But the very reproductions and retellings also affect the original, precisely by sharing or acquiring the actual properties of the represented. Mimesis, here, acts as the “sensate skin of the real” (Taussig, 1993, p.44): its manifestation is one of similarity and even sameness, as well as of alterity and difference. In certain cases, this mirroring even appears to be more sensuous, expressive, and evocative than what it is an image of: “a shot of a traffic light held too long is no longer a traffic light” (idem, p.27). As much as mimesis is an act of copying, it also enables the construction of something else.
Skate videos operate and function not unlike mimetic representations. These videos generally revolve around the representation of tricks—set against the backdrop of found urban space. The hegemonic and archetypical videography of skateboarding gained momentum in the 1980s, especially in North America and Western Europe. In the 1980s, new camcorder and video technologies gave rise to skate brands producing “elaborate manufacturer videos showcasing professional team skaters” (Borden, 2001, pp.116-117). 
Perhaps the most ubiquitous cinematic trope within the genre of skate videos is the use of fisheye lenses, which bring about a horizontal field of view that equals approximately 180 degrees and renders straight lines in a spherical manner. The ultra-wide angle and visual distortion allow filmmakers (as well as photographers) to get up-close to skaters, whilst keeping the surrounding architectural space in focus. That is to say, filmmakers regularly skate in close proximity to the filmed skaters so as to capture a sequence of tricks, while the wide angle compensates for compositional imprecision and slip-ups. 
It is perhaps because of this filmic rendering of a heightened sense of motility that David Buckingham (2009) claims that the use of fisheye lenses in skate video proposes an aesthetic of spectacle. By routinely disregarding tripods and minimising long shots and long takes, videographers and filmmakers also tend to use camera-mounted microphones that are consistently positioned within an arm’s length of the skater, recording the grainy and rattling vibrations of wheels and trucks touching concrete floors, wooden ledges, and metal handrails. For similar reasons, Iain Borden (2001, p.118) positions tricks-based videos like these as “perhaps the most accurate way of reproducing the sound and movement of skateboarding, portraying skateboarding at its most prosaic, ordinary in its accessibility and location, extraordinary in its appearance and context”.
Throughout the 1990s and 2000s, lower-cost equipment such as VCR technology and mobile streaming devices enabled skaters to make their own videos. Importantly, these videos are not only reproductions of skateboarding as an embodied practice, but their aesthetic and formal structures are also copied within a wide range of sociocultural and ideological contexts. This is exactly what this chapter is about.
The mimetic quality of skate videos points towards the physicality of the human body, the manner in which sounds and materials strike upon one’s senses, and the textural qualities of the sometimes grainy but generally smooth surfaces of its architectural details. “In this imitating we become aware of the sound of sound—of its physical presence in action” (Taussig, 1993, p.80), and these kinds of mimetic reproductions enable skaters to attune themselves to, for instance, the screeching sound of polyurethane sliding over polished granite. 
Åsa Bäckström (2014, p.757) argues that “propositional knowledge in skateboarding, such as the ability to distinguish certain tricks by how they look and what they are called or to explicitly describe how to perform a certain trick to a fellow rider, refers to an articulated, consciously accessible ‘knowing-that’”. This embodied knowledge is in part the result of the bodily efforts to imitate the imitation, that is, the skate video, so as to advance and nurture one’s capacity to negotiate urban space. It is, in this sense, no longer clear who or what can be said to be the imitator and who or what the imitated, or, “which is the copy and which is original” (Taussig, 1993, p.78). 
Here, it is of significance to touch upon the layeredness of mimesis with regards to skate videos. For not only are these images a straightforward reproduction of bodily skills, these filmic reproductions are also, conversely, copied via bodily skills. The copying skater does not simply mimic the represented skater, but, rather, touches and makes contact with the filmic representation of the represented bodily skills. It is an abstracted form of acquiring bodily knowledge regarding the choreography of techniques and tricks, as reproduced via filmic means. 
The unwritten rules of skateboarding 
In Mimesis and Alterity, Michael Taussig (1993) wonders to what extent a copy must be similar—that is, “faithful”—to the copied in order to be effective. Should it have a mirroring quality or would an impression or an imagined reproduction bring about a similarly palpable and sensory relationship between the representation and the represented? Although hesitantly, Taussig suggests that it is in the construction of the copy, however “faithful” to the copied it may be, that a different mode of seeing and sensing and perceiving emerges: the significance of mimesis is its capacity to “take us bodily into alterity” (Taussig, 1993, p.40), as well as to act as the “sensate skin of the real” (idem, p.44). 
Here, I trace the phenomenological and sociocultural significance of mimesis, both as a bodily practice and as an act of image-making. Image-making has the potential to affect the experiential dimensions of skill acquisition among Seoul-based skaters. These images overlook the recreational spaces and landscape architectures in which skateparks are caught up, so as to make room for reproducing the generally overlooked but sparsely represented found spaces within the city of Seoul. These representations veil a vital and preeminent dimension of the lived experience of Seoul-based skaters, rooting in the homely skateparks, in favour of a re-enactment of street skating, through which these images seem to pay homage to a mythical idea of skateboarding.
This form of mimesis is reverberated in the various issues of skate magazine Unsung (2012-2015), a Seoul-based collaboration between Timber Skate Shop and the Korean-Canadian hardware company Kadence Distribution. Although the quarterly production cycle of the magazine was brought to a halt in 2015, the lasting appeal of Unsung is not to be underestimated: like Timber Skate Shop, Unsung appeals to neophytes because of its Northern American staff and international outlook, which can possibly be related to the often signalled drift of Korea’s youth cultures to appropriate global and international ideologies, symbols, and values (Shim, 2006; Lie, 2012; Messaris, 2016; Wee, 2016). 
This cultural phenomenon, Shim (2006) emphasises, is rather a transnational meeting point “between the periphery and the centre, [in which] hybridity reveals itself as new practices of cultural and performative expression. For example, locals appropriate global goods, conventions and styles, including music, cuisine, cinema, fashion and so on, and inscribe their everyday meaning into them” (Shim, 2006, p.27). Unsung is an example of hybridity, not only by bringing together international and situated authors, editors, skaters, and photographers, but also by opting for a bilingual layout. 
Unsung dedicates a substantial section of most of its issues to what seem to be guidelines for a respectable, unobjectionable, and quintessentially international form of skateboarding. Staff writer Martyn Conrad (in Kim, 2013e, p.44), for instance, provides a set of eight “unwritten rules” through which to 
look past the traditional form and function [of architecture] and give meaning to things that were never even considered or built into the design. As skaters, we develop a special skill that allows us to identify this potential in any urban landscape (…) Much like any skill, this ability can be learned and developed. Some are more proficient than others, but with training, skaters can learn to perceive greater possibilities in everything around them. How can you develop this skill, you may ask. Well, if you skate chances are that you already do this to some extent. However, the unwritten rules for spot hunting will help you. 

Conrad’s unwritten yet discursively published rules reveal the preferred sizes and materials of architectural details, suggest ways of dealing with security guards and traffic, and disclose that skateable sites should have a certain “fun factor”. This could be perceived as an ironic experiment to find out what would happen if one were to render skateboarding as being inherently rule-driven, as opposed to its often-claimed subversive, spontaneous, and creative character. Yet Unsung’s contributing writers take this taxonomy of skate rules fairly seriously, favouring found urban space over skateparks. What follows are a few examples that epitomise the tonality of these advisory, if not slightly patronising, aphoristic passages:
There are close to 50 skate parks in Korea, but you shouldn’t skate them.
Yes, this seems a little silly.
 
Why wouldn’t you go to a place
that has all the obstacles you want
And nobody to kick you out?
 
Why would you shy away from the smooth ground and coped ledges?
Why are the training grounds built for you the wrong place to go?
 
It’s because of the exact reason I just stated,
they were built for you.
(…)
 
Real improvisation and creativity comes from rubbing your wheels
on things that weren’t designated for you.
On things that were built for some utilitarian purpose;
To provide a handhold,
To impress businessmen,
To sit on.
(…)
 
This being said, parks are a good place to train. But for those of you who spend your time on the boxes and rails, take it to the streets! You’ll find obstacles that no skate park designer could conceive.
Patrick Biffle (in Kim, 2014b, pp.10-11).

Where should skateboarding be? The parks?
In the streets for sure, why do you even ask? Skateboarding started in the streets and moved to bowls and stuff. That’s what I’ve always seen. When I first got into it I was always like: wow, that’s what I want to do. I’m into that. In the streets it’s more creative, there’s more obstacles, more unexpected situations. I love the streets.
Dae Geun Ahn, interviewed by Patrick Biffle (in Kim, 2014b, p.43).

Korea has the highest spots-per-city-block ratio most skaters have ever seen. If you’re presently in a Korean metropolis, throw a rock in any direction and chances are you’ll find something fun to ride. It’s pretty ridiculous how amazing this country is for us urban pirates.
Jin Yob Kim (in Kim, 2013c, p.46).

If you take a roll down Cheonggyecheon [in Seoul], you are bound to stumble upon countless spots along your journey. In any direction, you just might find a spot that would seem as if it were designed with skateboarding in mind. (…) As a bonus, the spot is lit at night, has a low bust factor, and is surrounded by conveniences.
Jin Yob Kim (in Kim, 2013b, p.38).

When scouting for spots in new territory, it is usually a safe bet to search out the closest university campus. It is not uncommon to find a plethora of obstacles scattered amongst these scholarly grounds. A perfect example of this is the campus at Soongsil University in Dongjak-gu, Seoul. Though frustrated security guards and irritated students will forever be an issue at this spot, don’t let it discourage you from exploring the architectural delights the university has to offer. Take for example the beautifully polished marble manual pad. Never has balancing on two wheels felt so smooth. Or perhaps you would prefer the aesthetically pleasing, brick set. The stairs are evenly spaced and are mellow enough to allow for a quick three line trick. 
Martyn Conrad (in Kim, 2013d, p.54-55).

There is a certain kind of feeling that washes over you when you successfully seek out and skate a new spot. It’s something about the creativity of transforming mundane objects into something more exotic (…) The more abstract the spot, the better. Things like benches, sculptures, fountains, and even walls are surveyed. Nothing gets past our radar. We habitually examine the subtle nuances of the slopes and textures of everything we see. Like an invasive species, we can adapt to any environment 
Martyn Conrad (in Kim, 2013e, p.44).

Skaters, in Unsung, are urban pirates, if not invasive species with internal radars to find, sense, and cope with architectural spaces that were not designed with them in mind. Implicit is the argument that this psychogeographical form of exploring urban space is unusual among Seoul-based skaters. Unsung articulates their appreciation for the vibration of urethane on asphalt ad nauseam, so it is telling that staff writer Patrick Biffle mentions the amount of skateparks in South Korea, as well as poses the confronting question, “Why are the training grounds built for you the wrong place to go?” Biffle considers these skateparks (or training grounds) to be a “good place to train”, but subsequently writes, in the imperative mood: “for those of you who spend your time on the boxes and rails, take it to the streets!” (Kim, 2014b, p.11). 
Here, Biffle (Kim, 2014b) displays his understanding of skateboarding as a quintessentially urban phenomenon that should break free from the limiting spatial contours of skateparks, a conviction that is emblematic of Unsung’s ideological stance. Skaters are urban pirates who hunt for skateable spots, though Unsung’s staff writers recognise that Seoulites are hardly the “invasive species” they hope them to be. Taking into account the fact that Unsung was distributed widely and free of charge during the early 2010s, during which Korean skateboarding matured and was formalised in significant ways, what does it mean that these kinds of magazines propose an idealised image of what skateboarding is? 
During my fieldwork, I observed a tendency to film and photograph not the intimate corners and everyday experiences of skateparks, but rather the act of exploring unfamiliar, unknown, and unexplored urban space. What, then, can be said about the omnipresence of these audiovisual reproductions of skateboarding in Seoul, which disregard the skatepark as a locale for skill acquisition, in favour of the representation of a particular type of urban space? What are these images a copy of and how do these particular representations of the city of Seoul affect the skaters’ phenomenological encounter with architectural space? 
Both Unsung (2012-2015) and its spiritual successor The Quiet Leaf (2015-) map out the felt and imagined geographical knowledge of contemporary cityscapes. Yet whereas the former magazine takes the discursive initiative to suggest a respectable form of skating for the city of Seoul, the latter relies almost entirely on photo series, sporadic anecdotal notes, and intimate and affectionate interviews. The Quiet Leaf was founded by Jin Yob Kim, a former contributing writer of Unsung who grew up in Germany and moved to Seoul after the completion of his studies in Germany and England. Although the magazine is edited from and printed in Seoul, the individual issues look into cities, countries, and events both within and outside of South Korea. The magazine’s first issue, for instance, explores skateboarding in Japan, and Fukuoka prefecture specifically. Later issues focus on Hong Kong, the UK, Thailand, and The Netherlands, among special issues on events and skate videos. Although the anecdotes and captions are written in two if not three languages, the emphasis lies on voluminous photo essays, many of which are made with 35mm or medium format cameras. 
A recurrent category of photo essays are the Visible Cities, a reference to Calvino’s Invisible Cities (1997). In a later issue, called House of Vans Asia Tour (Kim, 2017), this visual- and sight-driven notion of the photo essay is amplified to the point where the magazine exhibits four East Asian metropoles: Guangzhou, Beijing, Hong Kong, and Seoul. Are these, as the Calvino reference suggests, indeed visual approximations of one and the same city, namely the city of Seoul? Leaving aside the traces of alternate writing systems, it would at least be a difficult and challenging task to distinguish the four cities on the basis of the featured photographs, even if one were to be no stranger to one or more of the East Asian metropoles. Rather than composing and displaying recognisable locations, the photographs showcase nameless skyscrapers, unidentifiable public squares, and untraceable bridges, pavements, and apartments. Certain images contextualising interviews—such as a conversation with the owner of the Hong Kong-based skateshop 8FIVE2, Brian Siswojo, and a chat with Seoulite Gun-hoo, who is working in social services after being rejected by the military—reveal the city at hand, yet it appears to me to be anything but a representation of iconic locations, even for local skaters.
As such, these photo essays point to the appraised subversive form of exploring the built environment in an intuitive, or at least unplanned, manner: The Quiet Leaf showcases a lack of mapping, in that the editorial staff generally doesn’t explain where photographs are taken or how to find the best skatespots. Yet the magazine does encourage the act of exploiting found urban space, which is to say, leaving no skateable stone unturned. What seems to be at stake, here, is both an appreciation of an urban aesthetic of the street, as well as the idea that skateboarding ought to place within the undefined and limitless measures of the built environment—both of which are encapsulated in the term begyon. 
In both Unsung and The Quiet Leaf, as well as in local zines such as Ahn Daegeun’s Draobetaks (2011-2015), skateparks are conspicuously absent, as though they are abhorred and scorned—the sole exception being the visualisation of and reports on occasional contests and competitions via posters, advertorials, and feature-length articles. Seoul-based skate videos are no different. So, what does that mean? Why do these representations celebrate street skating, rather than pointing towards the everyday lived experiences of skateboarding within the contours of purpose-built skateparks? 
Imaging and imagining no man’s land
Peniscolada: Hunger (Kwak, 2016) is an eleven-minute video featured on Seoul’s most popular Youtube skate channel, called Daily Grind. The video, filmed and edited by Kyungryun Kwak, opens with an image of four figures against the background of piled up beer crates, only to announce voyeuristic recordings of a group dinner and an elderly lady. The four-by-three aspect ratio—emphasised through the circular fisheye lens, the muted colour scheme, and the digital grain shimmering through the moving images—elucidates and reveals the aimed-for tonality of the video: a formal homage to the heydays of full-length skate videos that are made with the Sony VX1000, an antiquated piece of film equipment that is interwoven with the videographic and rhetorical historiography of skateboarding. 
David Buckingham (2009) argues that the VX camera has an almost mythical status, precisely because of its particular rendering of colours and the excellent optional Mark 1 Century Optics fisheye lens. Yet this distinctive character seems to me to also be ingrained in the globally discernible attempt to provide a visual and affective alternative to the deeply-rooted commercialisation of the practice: initiatives and collectives like the French skate crew and brand Magenta cherish the “low-fi” image reproduction of the VX1000, so as to take a stand for notions of autonomy, authenticity, and creativity. The camera has come to stand for video productions that are skater-owned, as opposed to being profit-making advertisements for money-driven conglomerates, which suggests a salient contradistinction between two value systems within contemporary skateboarding. 
As the Seoul-based videographer Hotminator says in a 2021 interview with Free Skateboard Magazine: “All of my favourite videos were filmed with the VX1000. With VX, I can use my arm very actively, putting my VX deep into the angle. Of course, I broke lots of lenses doing that, haha. HD camcorders make me feel like I need to keep distance from a skater” (Harmon, 2021). Hunger, being filmed with a handheld VX and withholding itself from showing brand logos, reverberates an idealised aesthetic of street skating. But precisely in doing so, its mimetic qualities point to alterity. 
Amplified through elaborate sound editing, the framing of a skater in camo pants and white sneakers recalls the suppleness and modus operandi of videographers from another decade: in line with Northern American films like Osiris’s The Storm (1999) and Alien Workshop’s Photosynthesis (2000), videographer Kyungryun Kwak discloses his bodily capacity to film in close proximity of skilled skaters, constantly readjusting his bulky, plastic film equipment, and depicting able bodies in motion. Hunger is a film of visual contrasts: being predominantly recorded during Seoul’s unfathomable autumn nights, Kyungryun’s VX1000 is equipped with an extra camera light, overexposing the skin of human bodies, as well as the fabric and leather of attire, whilst the surrounding architectural space is rendered in a distressingly underexposed and hardly perceptible manner. 
In one of the most intricate compositions, it is remarkable that streets, pavements, and incoming traffic only enter the spectrum of the audience’s eyesight tenths of seconds before skater Shin Jun Seop is forced to skilfully cope with them. Still, Kyungryun’s entire body, and specifically the gestures of the firm hand with which he holds and negotiates the position and angle of his camera, is decidedly oriented towards the terrifying darkness of the city-at-nightfall and the prodigious unpredictability of the performing body in front of him.
But then there are the experiential and phenomenological implications of the mimetic encounter with the built environment: mimesis, here, is not only rooted in the skilful displacement of the human body from Seoul’s skatepark into the wider cityscape, in order to bypass difference through representational techniques, but also in the gestural camera work and the sensory and skilful forms of coping with the severe and sharp outlines of the city’s many Euclidean landscapes and geometrical spaces. 
To sense and experience architectural space is to come to inhabit it—to habituate oneself to it. Sensing is a habitual form of attuning oneself to and orienting oneself towards the intimate corners and reverberating indications of, in this instance, architectural minutiae. Yet, within videos like Hunger, the sensory orientation towards architectural space is as much a habitual performance of skills as an acute mimetic encounter with unknown, found space. For whereas the everyday lived experience of Seoul’s skateparks is punctuated by felt repetitions, trained rituals, and precise forms of skill acquisition, the intensity and physicality of the embodied engagement with found urban space in Hunger demands a myriad of gestures, postures, techniques, and skills that can only be achieved outside the edges of recreational spaces such as Cult, Nanji-do, and Ttueksom.
These bodily competences, however, are predominantly acquired, trained, and performed in front of mimetically capacious machines, as though they can only exist by the grace of mimesis and reproductions. Put differently: next to the equipment that we call the skateboard, these acute encounters with urban space require the type of equipment—the film and photo camera—that makes room for the dexterity of audiovisual representations. Because of this, the encounters not only point towards urban begyon, but are also dependent upon the term’s doubled meaning: a type of urban space, and a frame of imagery and a painterly scenography. They are an experiential form of coping with urban space as much as they are a framed and painterly (that is: impressionistic yet choreographed) scenography that cannot be detached from its representational aesthetic. 
These encounters are, moreover, acute in that they are deeply perceptive and full of sensory responsiveness; direct and pointed; atypical and stringent. In so doing, these bodily and mimetic encounters resonate with, echo, and embody the attractive yet partly preposterous idea of skateboarding as being intuitive and subversive, to the point of it giving the impression of being a purely spontaneous proprioceptive and kinaesthetic phenomenon. One of the primary functions of this mimetic type of representing skateboarding, then, is to work towards and represent the notion of the skater as a decontextualised flâneur, who exploits and reconfigures the streets of the contemporary metropolis not through routine-like and precisely choreographed techniques, but through spontaneous sentient responses to architectural minutiae and their begyon. Here, I would like to suggest a subtle difference—though of phenomenological significance—with Tokyo-based skaters, as described by Dwayne Dixon (2013, online): 
these skateboarders continually work at the play of skating to create the necessary video footage that would solidify their figures and present ideal selves immobilized against the backdrop of the city even as the real bodies roll and tumble in constant motion. (…)What the skaters desire, however, is to land the trick and ride away, continuing the exploratory, ebullient relationship of board, body, and city through a series of complex motions. Each attempt, bounded as it is by an incompletion or interruption of the desired telos of the landing and continued flow, is itself comprised of the body’s arriving and passing through intense arcs of motion that are understood as ‘failure’. This unachieved telos is in fact part of the structure of the trick, a disordered potential fraught with the risk of bodily damage that in itself constitutes a corpus of practice undergirding the authenticity of the [Japanese] mei-ku captured by the patiently tracking camera.

Although videos like Hunger also acknowledge the significance of the “mei-ku”, or the “successfully completed or landed trick”, the emphasis is also (and I would argue: primarily) on exhibiting the skater’s bodily ability to haptically and skilfully engage with architectural typologies other than purpose-built skateparks. In Seoul, videos of this sort copy the appraised idea that skaters must first and foremost be able to weigh their skills against found urban space, so as to communicate to a global audience that Korean skateboarding is not unlike the practice elsewhere. “Bodies are shaped by histories, which they perform in their comportment, their posture, and their gestures” (Ahmed, 2006b, p.552), and some Seoulite skaters embrace a mythologised history as their basis for embodied and skilled mimicry.
History, for Ahmed (2006a; 2006b), happens and takes place in the repetition of gestures, through which bodies orient themselves. These gestures, within the context of skateboarding, have certain objects in view, such as the architectural minutiae of Seoul’s found urban spaces, the film camera through which to reproduce and copy these gestural movements, and the skateboard as equipment “in order to” cope with the spatial configuration at hand. The notion of history, here, is interwoven with the manner in which the body tends towards certain things more than towards others. This is not only the outcome of repeatedly practiced sensory skills, but is also knitted together with an intersectional orientation and positioning. 
This gestural and motile mode of bodily orientation towards traversing streets and pavements in an energetic, powerful manner—as is at the heart of Hunger—exhibits the embodied enactment of a perceived, yet mythologised history of skateboarding. Videos like Hunger are a sensory and mimetic testimony to what have developed into the site-specific connotations of the term begyon, which seems to me to subtly punctuate alterity and difference. Alterity, here, “is every inch a relationship, not a thing in itself” (Taussig, 1993, p.130), and the videographic representations of the skilled skating body against the backdrop of urban begyon exposes how certain Seoul-based skaters aspire to position themselves in close proximity to an idealised and mythologised understanding of the history of skateboarding, as well as what it ought to look and feel like. 
Videographers like Kwak and Hotminator themselves in the global network of skateboard culture partly through facsimiles and copies, which appear to press close to their originals—that is, the aesthetic and ideological implications of the archetypical skate video and the notion of the practice as a quintessentially urban and psychogeographical phenomenon. Yet these copies appear to be not quite the same as that which they represent, in that they are anything but mimetic encounters with lived experiences and daily life. Rather than displaying Seoul’s skateparks, the videos mimic a mythologised idea of how the practice is embodied elsewhere: as an acute and constantly reinvented engagement with and negotiation of found urban space. These images chronicle a site-specific re-enactment of an urban form of culture that flourishes elsewhere, or at the very least seems to escape everyday lived experience within the city of Seoul.
Filmic taxonomies
A video like Hunger (Kwak, 2016) is decisively speaking to the global skate community, not by primarily foregrounding existing cultural specificities, but by retelling and re-articulating existing histories, which are either the skaters’ own or those of others. These approaches to positionality are interwoven with audiovisual forms and structures that have occurred or have been developed over the past couple of decades, in geographical and sociocultural contexts beyond the bounds of the Korean peninsula. I would even go as far as to claim that, within videos like Kyungryun Kwak’s Hunger (2016) and Hotminator’s Triple Soul (2021), there is a filmic taxonomy built into their formal structure that does not distinguish between the act of referencing or citing and the attempt to document and disseminate innovative, site-specific tactile skills and ways of being. 
Hunger is as much a tangible reverberation of the video Memory of 1996 by Joo Kim—one of the earliest, if not the first, full-length skate video from Seoul—as it is a vigorous undertaking to chronicle a carefully constructed history of Korean skateboarding by veiling the gravity and paramountcy of skateparks in favour of urban begyon. It seems as though Hunger conveniently slots itself into the existing, yet mythologised historiography of Northern American skateboarding, through both its filmic form and its scrupulous representation of the city of Seoul.
In so doing, the modus operandi of videographers like Kyungryun Kwak and Hotminator transcends the simple aspiration of copying trends and fashionable aesthetics. Rather, Kwak’s bodily capacity to film within an arm’s length of skilled skaters, while mostly overexposing their skin and underexposing the surrounding built environment, allows his filmic reproduction of able bodies in motion to exist in the context of how skateboarding and its relation to architecture shows up and is perceived by certain Seoulites. Hunger disguises the city of Seoul and its specificities, precisely by rendering its found urban spaces nearly invisible or at least hardly recognisable: skyscrapers appear blurred and veiled, whereas public squares and streets (seemingly resembling European boulevards) are filmed with such deftness and velocity that they enter and leave the frame before spectators can take in and review much of the architectural space at hand.
Hunger is part of a mimetic world, in which the old is made new and lived experiences are undermined, or at least retold, rearticulated, and rigorously choreographed, so as to mimic a glorified idea of what skateboarding ought to look and feel like. The video is structured around the bodily and skilful engagement with urban begyon, partly in order to reference and position oneself in close proximity to the existing corpus of skate videography, and especially the kinds of videos that are claimed to breathe and stand for notions of authenticity, legitimacy, and independence. This form of mimesis seems to me to be heightened and intensified by the use of a Sony VX1000 camera, as well as by engaging with an urban and cinematic aesthetic that echoes Northern American films from the late 1990s and early 2000s, including Baker’s Bootleg (1998) and 2G (2000) and Emerica’s Yellow (1997) and This is Skateboarding (2003). The title of the latter film is in that regard telling: not unlike how the skater-led brand Emerica uses sounds and images to make a claim as to what skateboarding is, Kyungryun Kwak and the skaters involved in Hunger take a stand for their perception of where and in what contexts it should take place. 
Yet Seoul-based videos like Hunger also offer moments of disorientation, as they hardly resonate with the everyday experiences taking place within the contours of skateparks, but to make an image is also “to resurrect a soul—[the] invisible counterpart of the (mimetic) world” (Taussig, 1993, p.11). That is to say, these audiovisual reproductions exist as more than false and unfaithful copies of Korean skateboarding. Rather, these acute, embodied, and reproduced encounters with architectural space display the counterpart of these lived experiences within the safe and familiar surroundings of skateparks, namely by enacting and “resurrecting” an imagined, idealised, and envisioned form of skateboarding that weighs one’s bodily skills against the backdrop of urban begyon. The original (or that which is represented), here, is as much the composed and sporadic experience of skating in Seoul’s urban begyon as it is the idea of what skateboarding should be like—and is thought to be within Los Angeles, Long Beach, New York, London, Barcelona, and other alleged hegemonic skate capitals. 
The cultural and experiential significance of these videos seems to me to be closely related to what Michael Taussig (1993) calls an imitation through contact. Taussig, when discussing the Cuna people, suggests that healers imitate and make contact with “the West” by wearing particular types of attire and gear: “Not only is the healer copying the look of the West (imitation); he is also putting it on (contact). In putting it on he is establishing physical contact with the West, the touch, the feel, like putting on a skin […] Here the healer’s very body becomes the vehicle onto which mimetic appearance becomes three-dimensioned, becomes optics in depth” (Taussig, 1993, p.191). In copying the aesthetics of the archetypical skate video, as well as by touching and sensing found urban begyon, Seoul-based skaters work towards a similar physical contact with “the West”, or at least with a mythologised conception of Skateboarding.
Hunger, then, exists in close proximity to and can even be said to mimic videos such as Emerica’s This is Skateboarding (2003)—which foreground the exploration of found urban space—precisely by drawing on “the character and power of the original, to the point whereby the representation may even assume that character and that power” (Taussig, 1993, p.XIII). What’s more, the continuous and ongoing production of skate videos within the city of Seoul affects how its built environment seems to be and will be perceived. Although skateparks are currently the experiential centre of gravity, the growing interest in the audiovisual representation of this mythologised and idealised conception of skateboarding encourages younger generations to explore urban begyon more regularly, as though it is intrinsically part of the practice. 
The seemingly decontextualised choreography of tricks makes it hard to discern where Hunger is made. This is precisely what begyon denotes: the noisy, slightly obscured and veiled, yet unmistakably urban backdrop that exhibits skateboarding as an escape from Hell-Joseon. These are spaces that either tend to be forgotten or ignored, or are structured around some of the more generic architectural details one would be able to find while visiting other metropoles: unspecified pavements, streets, and public plazas. By amplifying yet slightly recalibrating and modifying the alleged thin and hackneyed images and soundscapes that constitute much of contemporary skateboard videography, Hunger punctuates the relationship between mimesis and alterity.
In its aspiration to mimic an audiovisual aesthetic that resonates with the mythologised, psychogeographical form of exploring and weighing one’s skills against found urban space, videos of this sort give the impression of undermining the cultural significance of Seoul’s skateparks. At stake, here, is what Sara Ahmed (2006b, p.543) understands as bodily orientation:
If we know where we are, when we turn this way or that, then we are oriented. We have our bearings. We know what to do to get to this place or to that. To be oriented is also to be oriented toward certain objects, those that help us find our way. These are the objects we recognize, such that when we face them, we know which way we are facing. They gather on the ground and also create a ground on which we can gather. Yet objects gather quite differently, creating different grounds. What difference does it make what we are oriented toward? 

It seems to me that my interlocutors, most of whom are Seoul-based skaters, tend to be especially oriented towards and by the spaces existing within (recreational) landscape architectures, which is to say, skateparks. These are, to paraphrase Ahmed (2006b), the spaces and architectural minutiae that skaters skilfully recognise, such that when they face them, they know which way they are facing. Their carefully shaped and trained bodily skills enable them to recognise these architectural spaces as skateable commodities, while also being drawn in by the solicitations within these spaces: skateparks, in other words, provide the spatial context to learn everyday bodily skills, but also act as an experiential force of attraction. Some Seoul-based skaters, then, appear to be primarily oriented toward and by these precisely outlined spaces, as well as by their surrounding landscape architectures.
However, as much as skateboarding in Seoul seems to be a habitual acquisition and execution of skills within the formal and formalised boundaries of purpose-built spaces, their bodily orientation is also shaped by hegemonic representations of skateboarding. Åsa Bäckström (2014, p.757) suggests that “the sensing skateboarding body learns and knows its socio-spatial whereabouts through information in relation to the material environment, (re)produced through the flesh”. In Seoul, such everyday coping skills are primarily acquired within the context of skateparks, rather than through everyday engagements with found urban space. Street skating does take place, but seems to rely on the use of mimetically capacious machines like cameras. 
Film and photography manifest themselves as modalities through which to make a claim to and construct a tangible affinity between skateboarding in Seoul and the practice elsewhere. These audiovisual representations perpetuate the idea of skaters as urban explorers, rather than acknowledging the sociocultural significance of skateparks. At least conceptually, skateboarding exists on the borderland between the everyday use of purpose-built skateparks and the representation of found urban space, including ruins, untapped alleyways, and empty streets at night. In that sense, skate videos reproduce a mythologised idea of what skateboarding ought to look and feel like, rather than pressing close to everyday lived experiences. 
These architectural and ideological typologies do not exist in opposition to one another, but are mutually related. Skateboarding in Seoul appears to me to be a sensuous and bodily endeavour that is both situated and universalist, static and on the move, affectionate and rigid, well-outlined and spontaneous. This highlights the multiplicity of sensory experiences, including the manners in which they are communicated—discursively, bodily, affectively, spatially, audiovisually. 

Chapter 5 
From body to image; from image to body

[image: SkSeoul-05.jpg]
Rather than pursuing Truth, Objectivity, and Reality through cinema and speaking on behalf of Others, Trinh Minh-ha (1990, 1991; 1999) encourages filmmakers to try and speak nearby. The praxis of speaking nearby foregrounds and points towards intervals, in-betweens, twilights, outside-in and inside-out movements, the traveling self, and the migrant at home. It is a form of speaking-with or speaking-in-proximity-of, instead of speaking about, for, or on behalf of. Existing as a critical response to matter-of-fact and interview-based documentaries, the praxis of speaking nearby involves a listening to intervals and a sensing of the between, through which to give space to a kind of disclosure that leaves possibilities and meanings open. Both linguistically and methodologically, the notion of speaking nearby implies an emphasis on proximity and closeness, which, in turn, presuppose a physical and methodological distance. For it is through approximation—rather than methodological colonisation—that one can speak (and film and sense) nearby people, architectures, and social practices in a gentle and considerate manner. 
By speaking nearby, Trinh notes (1999), one also differentiates sight from touch. Rather than privileging the eye, this filmic praxis works towards an intimate relation between ear, eye, and hand. The hand, for Minh-ha (idem), doesn’t grab or enclose, but goes toward things and beings with delicateness. Formally, epistemologically, and ethically, Trinh’s (1999, pp.56-7) proposal to speak nearby, that is to say, to film in proximity of, is an appreciation of “jump cuts; jerky, unfinished, insignificant pans; split faces, bodies, actions, events, rhythms, rhythmized images, slightly off the beat, discord; irregular colours, vibrant, saturated, or too bright; framing and reframing, hesitations; sentences on sentences, looped phrases, snatches of conversations, cuts, broken lines, words; repetitions; silences”.
My research film Reverberations is an attempt to speak nearby the rhythms, sensations, and fleeting moments within and on the margins of three skateparks in Seoul: Cult in Dongdaemun, Ttueksom in Ttueksom Hangang Park, and Nanji in the Nanjido Hangang Park. The film blends textures, tempos, and colours with bodily gestures, spatial skills, and social practices, so as to work towards a cinematic approximation of the sensory experience of these three skateparks. In doing so, Reverberations is a filmic undertaking through which to sense how bodies are oftentimes, if not always, on the verge of a skilful movement; to feel and respond to the affective weight of architecture; to approximate how skills are acquired and expressed; to allow my muscles (including the extraocular ones) to familiarise themselves with and attune themselves to the measure of Seoul’s skateparks; to inscribe my body into urban spaces; to touch the edges and contours of architecturally well-outlined places.
Reverberations unfolds, yet also composes, the fine textures of three of Seoul’s most remarkable skateparks. It brings forth how bodies cope with architectural surfaces, as well as punctuates the miniscule and sometimes unnoticeable affective and material differences between the skatepark and its surrounding environment. The filming process of Reverberations initiated, perhaps surprisingly, as a return to my own bodily techniques and skills. For rather than establishing it as an observational film through which to work towards a primarily discursive understanding of cultural and site-specific routines, rituals, and practices, Reverberations seems to me to have come into existence as a sensory undertaking that allowed me to carefully position my body and the camera-body vis-à-vis both Seoul-based skaters and the architectures of this triad of skateparks. The affective, critical, and ethnographic implications of this mode of filming—and by extension, mode of conducting research—seem to me to be the following.
Significantly, this mode of filming frees up space to work towards an affective form of knowledge that complements the arguments made within my written text. I consider Reverberations to be a precarious evaluation of, and response to, the sensory experiences of those inhabiting and moving through these skateparks. These experiences, and the skills, contexts, and representations that shape them, are not just the film’s point of convergence, as could be the case in a written ethnography, but are also at the heart of what moving images are: gestural experiences in and of themselves (Taylor, 1996). When thinking phenomenologically, Jenny Chamarette (2012, p.66) writes, “cinema cannot be solely a representational system; it is as much a mode of embodied gestures as it is a system of relational signs […] The sense-making of the cinema is also world-making of me, and my sensing body”. One of the underlying aims, then, is to compose a filmic form that exists as an affective and embodied response to, rather than merely a representation of, the lived and sensory experiences within and on the margins of these three skateparks. 
That is to say, all the gestures, postures, rhythms, and finesse of skills belong to the people traversing and inhabiting these spaces. Yet the static compositions, montage techniques, durational arcs, and formal elisions and ruptures are specifically designed by me, not only via purely representational methods, but also by carefully constructing my bodily and filmic response to these spaces. During the filmmaking process, this emphasis on positionality and its relation to my sensing body made room for a selective and scrupulous form of composing and sense-making of a thin fragment of the city of Seoul, as opposed to proposing a panoramic exercise through which to strive for making everything (and by extension: every thing) visible and apparent. 
Instead, Reverberations is a phenomenological attempt to attune myself, and, accordingly, the camera-body, to muscular sensations, everyday encounters, radiating surfaces, permeating noises, and recurrent affectivities. Filming, like skating, requires precise sets of practical, everyday skills to cope with and respond to the world around us: “a skill is a bodily set, given concreteness in a particular worldly setting, and only by means of such a set do we gain access to the ‘thickness of existence’” (Dreyfus and Wrathall, 2014, p.14). 
Skateparks in Seoul strike me as precisely outlined spaces to which skaters hope to attune their bodies. As I argue above, the Seoul-based skaters I work with seem to prefer repeatedly experiencing the already felt over putting their skills to the test by exploring architectural and urban spaces they are less familiar with. In so doing, their bodily skills are, or are striving to be, in tune with the particular architectural minutiae within these spaces. As I position Reverberations as a response to both these spaces and the fleeting moments taking place within them, I regard the (phenomenological) notion of attunement to be of vital importance to my own methodological approach as well. For not only did such a methodological framework enable me to film in proximity of (and therefore speak nearby) the skateparks and the people acquiring skills within them, it also allowed me to turn my phenomenological exploration of skill acquisition into an equally phenomenological method through which I inquire how my own bodily skills relate to and condition my understanding of the measure of these skateparks.
“We always find ourselves already suffering a certain mode of receptivity to the world, in a situation at once determined by and determining a sense of the world as mattering to us—as fearful, boring, hateful or cheering”, writes Stephen Mulhall (2011, p.123) in his discussion on Martin Heidegger’s phenomenology. This mode of receptivity is a form of attuning yourself to the world, of being-in-the-world through attunement. Attunement, here, is the translation of the German Stimmung, a musical term that indicates the praxis of being in tune with and being oriented by a worldly tone or mood. These moods, in turn, are “ways of revealing something about that world that would otherwise be missed” (idem, p.124), and attuning yourself to the surrounding world allows one to be constantly responsive to and thereby oriented by it. 
Not only is this form of attunement crucial for the kind of skill acquisition that occurs within Seoul’s skateparks, it also constitutes the backbone of the filmic methodology of Reverberations. Over the course of my fieldwork, I freed up space and time to attune my bodily skills to the particularities of and affectivities within these three skateparks, so as to be able to respond to and be oriented by the textures, tempos, colours, bodily gestures, spatial skills, and social practices of and within these spaces. I consider Reverberations, then, as my undiluted and carefully composed ethnographic response to the skateparks, that is, as the stylised outcome of my sensorial attempt to attune myself to these spatial configurations.
Specifically, I propose the long take—as uninterrupted cinematic time—to suggest a slow disclosure of skateparks as homely, textural, and rhythmic spaces that point at the affectivities of homecoming and being-at-home, as well as the sensorial implications of boredom and repetitive rituals and deeply formalised routines. In so doing, I place dialogues and more conventional forms of storytelling in brackets, in favour of ambient noises, flimsy materials, shimmering surfaces, unpolished techniques, and muted colours. Through this emphatic form of durational filmmaking I also work towards a critique of the seemingly scholarly consensus that both the skateboarding practice and post-war architectures in Seoul embrace a particular tempo, which is one of velocity, transitions, ephemerality, but also of totality, homogeneity, and uniformity.
Seoul’s skateparks, I found, clear leeway for a resting body, for intimacy, for dwellers, thereby offering an alternative to the felt ambivalence and alienation with regards to what is considered to be the Hell-Joseon society. It is, in that sense, hardly surprising that a skater fell asleep during the first day of filming in Cult—the final sequence in the first section of Reverberations. Or, for that matter, that the thirty-nine-year old Cho Min, the founder and owner of a digital printing service, takes his time to practice his kickflips in Nanji-do skatepark. He prefers regular breaks and a more laid-back approach to skateboarding over the vigorous and incessant “pali-pali” (literally: fast-fast) work ethic that The Korea Herald (Yu, 2014) and The Huffington Post (Schweitzer, 2016), among other news outlets, ascribe to South Korea.
Besides Cult and Ttueksom, the third skatepark featured in Reverberations is Nanji-do. It’s part of a recreational park that attracts relatively few skaters, and instead appeals to many families looking for a quiet place to picnic, bmx’ers, and other cyclists. The most unambiguous reason would be the park’s material composition: as opposed to the majority of skateparks in Seoul, Nanji’s most prominent obstacles consist purely of cement and similar concrete materials. Whereas Seoul-based skaters seem to prefer smooth surfaces so as to advance their highly technical and finesse-based style of skating, Nanji offers rough and relentless textures that require aggressive and powerful skills. 
Moreover, Nanji is a thirty-five-minute walk away from the closest subway stop, discouraging plenty of skaters to visit the park on a regular basis. These practical reasons aside, politically engaged skaters like Youngjoon also dislike Nanji for being showcased as an eco-friendly locale whilst its historical background as an unethical wasteland is mostly concealed. As a result, Nanji is more frequently cleaned and is maintained much better than Ttueksom and other wooden skateparks. Whereas the latter is running over with physical traces of skateboards, in Nanji one would only find an indication or two that a few skilful bmx’ers have visited the park. So, significantly, it can hardly be said to be inhabited as though it is a dwelling in a manner similar to other skateparks in Seoul. It can feel forsaken, or at least abandoned by Seoul’s skateboard communities, as it mainly accommodates the odd skater who happens to live nearby or is yet to familiarise themselves with the park’s standing. 
Rhythms like these have affected my filming in a couple of ways. Firstly, by attuning myself (and thus: my body and the camera-body) to these affective, architectural, and skilful phenomena, I allow my filming to become embodied. Embodiment, here, is “the way that my body involves itself with and orients itself towards the world” (Chamarette, 2012, p.37), and “our sense-making of the world always takes place within the world of our lived bodies, rather than objectively exterior to it. Our senses are the ‘dimensions’ by which we come to realise and interrogate ourselves as beings-in-the-world” (idem, p.55). Reverberations, then, is my embodied gesture towards sensing and making sense of the particularities and affectivities of three of Seoul’s most alluring skateparks. Through and within this film, I not only respond to the temporality of actions and movements as performed within these spaces, but also compose their stillness and serenity, which have repeatedly struck and affected my senses. 
Secondly, my emphasis on long takes allowed me to carefully work through cinematic excess, which, for Dai Vaughan (1999, p.113; see also, Taylor, 1996; Sniadecki, 2014) is “present in images, in their potential always to reveal […] aspects of the pro-filmic hitherto unremarked”. This form of excess exceeds a film’s narrative and, in the case of Reverberations, includes the intimate moment a human body falls asleep, the felt recognition of the camera’s presence, the sonic range of wheels and feet touching bruised surfaces, and the audible cadence and measure of routinely executed bodily skills. In so doing, I manifest the process of attuning myself to these architectural spaces as a sensory openness to being oriented by excessive details of this sort. The static imagery may appear to stand in contrast to my attempt to propose a filmic form through which to gesture towards sensory experiences and embodied skills. Yet I would argue that my compositional estimation of stasis—as the camera-body appears to be at a standstill—makes room for sensing the phenomenological parameters of the three skateparks and simultaneously reveal and unveil the edges and boundaries of the human body, and its skin, flesh, pores, ellipses, postures, measure (Nancy, 2008). 
Being-in-the-world-together
Reverberations and Kyungryun Kwak’s Hunger seem to me to approximate and work toward a filmic and sensory understanding of two sides of the same coin: seemingly incompatible in terms of filmic form, spatial context, and cultural significance, yet interwoven in terms of everyday experiences. In Reverberations, the body is at rest, whereas Hunger displays the busy body and the body at work; the former embraces long takes and static imagery, so as to suggest a sense of stillness and intimacy, whilst the latter appears to mimic but also carefully alters the clichéd, hegemonic, and typically fast-paced aesthetics of the contemporary videography. These antitheses are, however, inseparable, in that they oscillate between and touch upon one another. The skatepark wouldn’t be a homely, familiar space for skill acquisition without the uttered significance of the notion of urban begyon, which, in turn, would not have the same site-specific and cultural depth if it were not for the everyday lived experience within the formal outlines of the skatepark. 
It is this co-existence of the sensory and skilful engagement with different urban forms and architectural typologies that orients Reverberations and Hunger (and therefore: two seemingly contrasting yet mutually inclusive bodily practices) towards each other. Orientations, Sara Ahmed (2006b, p.545) writes, “are about how we begin, how we proceed from here […] It is from this point that the differences between this side and that side matter. It is also only given that we are here at this point, that near and far are lived as relative markers of distance”. 
Similarly, the outlines of Seoul’s skateparks make visible the seemingly borderless constitution of urban begyon, whereas the often relentless and unregulated embodied and filmic encounters with this particular spatial typology underscore the capacity of skateparks to operate as emancipatory spaces of familiarity, which allow skaters to temporarily take shelter from that which is undesirable. It is as though the precisely configured places that we call skateparks counterbalance the idealised notion of urban space, inasmuch as the skaters’ understanding of urban begyon as a spatial concept highlights the extent to which skateparks are experienced as relatively confined and safe places. 
Although it is not my principal aim to position this book as a response to the differences and overlaps between place and space, it is noteworthy to mention the extent to which Yi-Fu Tuan’s (1975) understanding of both terms resonate with my ethnographic account of skateparks and begyon respectively. Space, he writes 
is abstract. It lacks content; it is broad, open, and empty, inviting the imagination to fill it with substance and illusion; it is possibility and beckoning future. Place, by contrast, is the past and the present, stability and achievement. […] To remain a place it has to be lived in […] To live in a place is to experience it, to be aware of it in the bones as well as with the head (Tuan, 1975, p.165).

Skateparks verge on Tuan’s perception of place, including his understanding of home as a place—precisely because they have boundaries through which to enclose space and create tangible and imagined insides and outsides (Tuan, 1975; Casey, 1993). Urban begyon, on the contrary, is given meaning predominantly through its conceptualisation and reproduction as space. Yet I note significant differences between Tuan’s binary reading of place and space and my ethnography of thin spatial and experiential slices of the city of Seoul, for I make room for deliberately positioning and rendering begyon and skateparks as both spaces and places, as well as how these complex environments inform and habituate the everyday bodily experiences of skaters in culturally and phenomenologically significant ways. More precisely, my written text and research films exist as a response to my interest in the affective and sensory meters and parameters of skateboarding in Seoul. My inquiry into embodiment and the senses, then, moves beyond the scholarly inquiry into the differences between place and space, or is at the very least situated within slightly different theoretical and methodological frameworks, namely phenomenology and the anthropology of the senses.
In so doing, my research has foregrounded the skaters’ everyday sensory negotiations of architecture and the built environment, including a reflexive stand on the ways in which I have interfered with these formidable concerts of the city of Seoul, the skateboard as equipment, skilled bodies, and rhythmic moments. I consider my interference to be of crucial importance within my study, in that it has allowed me to position my own bodily abilities vis-à-vis those of Seoul-based skaters, whilst my long-term and noticeable presence in the Korean capital has also punctuated their daily routines, albeit ever so slightly. I have taken part in a photo series, immersed myself in and filmed everyday rituals and rhythms, and, more generally, spent approximately twenty months living and sensing my own skating body within the context of Seoul. This phenomenological point of departure has also outlined both my fieldwork and my research at large. Although there are paragraphs and sections within which I hoped to provide an overview of the history and sociology of Korean skateboarding, my ethnography primarily pronounces and makes emphatically clear the extent to which my research places confidence into my own encounters with a small group of skaters. 
In point of fact, my ethnography particularly chronicles my engagements with those involved in the Candlroute brand, and takes seriously Sarah Pink’s (2015) understanding of sensory ethnography, or the anthropological turn towards phenomenology, affect, and the senses. Specifically, my research is one of long-term fieldwork, skilful learning, intimate perceptions of architectures and their rhythms, indications of auto-ethnographic writing and filming, tracing the multi-sensoriality of human experiences, anecdotal storytelling, a reconsideration of my own bodily skills and techniques, and a methodological inquiry into approximating and representing the knowing and emplaced body. In turn, my written ethnography and research films embrace the limitations of such a phenomenological endeavour, in that my methodological emphasis is on the notion of positionality, that is, the praxis of exploring and reflecting upon the manner in which my sensing body moved alongside and in proximity of a small group of skilled people. One of the aspirations for my research was to become bodily attuned to muscular sensations, spatial rhythms, recurrent affectivities, and skilful gestures, rather than positioning my fieldwork as a panoramic expedition through which to make everything and every body visible, palpable, and apparent.
The sociocultural and technical developments of Korean skateboarding that came about over the course of this period have proven to be striking, expeditious, and emancipatory, and these changes seem to me to be predominantly for the better. When I first arrived in the South Korean capital, in the fall of 2011, I was struck by the fragmentation of the practice: from a skater’s perspective, city districts felt as though they were compartmentalised, as if small-scale cohorts of skaters colonised specific neighbourhoods and districts. Within this context, I met skaters who belonged to the WSR Skateboarding Crew from Wangsimni in northeast Seoul, some of whom I am still in contact with—Youngjoon being the most prominent of former WSR crewmembers with the realm of this ethnography. 
In 2011, the interaction between the different crews was limited and there were only a couple of skaters who were in the position to make a living from sponsorships and competing in championships and contests. By the mid-2010s, crews like these were conspicuously absent, as most of them ceased to exist between 2012 and 2015. By the early 2020s, at least a dozen Korean skaters hold international sponsorship contracts, including conglomerates such as Vans, Nike, Adidas, and Red Bull. Stronger yet, Dae Geun Ahn, Minhyuk Lee, Gunhoo Kim, and Hyunjun Koo now constitute the Vans Korea skate team, and I consider it to be likely that this group of skilled and experienced skaters is in an excellent position to represent South Korea during the 2021 Summer Olympics in Tokyo. Relatedly, American-Korean professional skater Jason Choi has signed contracts with Red Bull, New Balance, and Kadence Skateboards, while Junseo Kang, Daun Kim, Hyunju Cho, and Jeehoon Lee joined Nike’s skate team in 2020—featuring in FLOW, a Nike SB Korea video made by Jin Yob Kim (2020). 
Proposed as one of the protagonists of my written ethnography, Youngjoon Kim founded Candlroute in the spring of 2015, so as to establish a local brand through which to compete with international conglomerates. When I left South Korea in the fall of 2016, Candlroute sponsored five people, among whom Katsuya Nakazawa. As I write this conclusion, in the spring of 2021, Yuri Lee, who skated for Candlroute in the mid 2010s, recently obtained sponsorships from Meow Skateboards and New Balance Numeric. Katsuya Nakazawa is running a successful YouTube channel on skateboarding with over 130,000 subscribers, while being sponsored by some of the world’s most prominent brands. Candlroute played a significant role in supporting Katsuya and Yuri in their path to make a living as skaters.
On a similar note, non-Korean skateboard brands increasingly show an interest in the peninsula. Kwang Hoon Cho, for instance, runs the Daily Grind YouTube channel, where Kyungryun Kwak’s Hunger was published in the summer of 2016. Eventually, Cho managed to reach and subsequently get in touch with Jerry Hsu and Kenny Anderson, two professional skaters riding for Chocolate Skateboards. A subdivision of Spike Jonze, Rick Howard and Mike Carroll’s Girl Skateboards, Chocolate tends to be perceived as a skater-led brand for skaters, and it signed Kwang Hoon Cho in the fall of 2017 as one of their East Asian team riders. In 2021, diversity skate magazine Skateism published a conversation between Jin Yob Kim (2021) and Yuri Lee, while Free Skateboard Magazine’s Will Harmon (2021) ran an interview with one of Seoul’s most acclaimed skate videographers, Hotminator.
Such publicity would be hardly imaginable when I started this research in the fall of 2011. This is exciting for the South Korean skate community and encouraging for researchers focusing on skateboarding. It’s, moreover, an invitation to move beyond the Idea of Skateboarding and embrace a multiplicity of skateboardings. As sociologist-skater Indigo Willing (2019) writes,
“a fresher, more diverse mosaic of skateboarding has also thrived underground and is finally getting more global attention. This includes DIY scenes, skating in the non-West, womxn, non-binary and non-conforming gender skate-led scenes and LGBTIQ+ ones. And, importantly, First Nations skaters are also influencing the wider world of skating and telling their stories”.
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Figures

Figure 1. Skateboarding in Seoul, photo by Jin Yob Kim.
Figure 2. Dae Geun Ahn, photo by Jin Yob Kim.
Figure 3. Arim Go, photo by Jin Yob Kim.
Figure 4. Eugene Choi, photo by Jin Yob Kim.
Figure 5. Street skating, photo by Jin Yob Kim.
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