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Speaking in Tongues: Emerging to the Visible 

“...if unspoken, distortion of vision, Black women have on one hand always been highly visible, 

and so, on the other hand, have been rendered invisible through the depersonalization of 

racism” (Lorde 41). 

Introduction 

The upcoming work speaking in tongues is a praxis to reveal representative words of 

women of color within the materiality of visual art using textual illegibility intertwined with the 

invisibility of women of color derived from the intersectionality in feminist theory. As a Korean 

Canadian and Asian woman, I use the Korean language and English as a method of textual 

illegibility for this art piece. Thus it authentically comprehends the intersectionality and 

invisibility of women of color interrelated with my identity. This piece is an archive of various 

forms of writings of women of color such as speeches, journals, review, fictions and so on which 

transcribed into the artist’s new pseudo-language system branched out from Hangul, the Korean 

writing system. This archive is a document sized print collection of pages of pages spread in the 

middle of its exhibition space from ceiling to ground like a vulnerable blind. As well as using the 
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space and atmosphere of its exhibition place, the intertwinement of the work’s content and 

context is through this research paper which examines the terminology of intersectionality, 

explores writings of women of color who acknowledged the invisibility of intersectionality and 

brought them into visibility. While the speaking in tongues correlates these writings with textual 

illegibility as its function, form, and utilization in visual literature, this research also analysis 

selective male representative artists; Ahn Sang-soo, Xu Bing, Cy Twombly, and Steve 

McCaffery. Through their works which express the textual illegibility in diverse ways, this 

artwork resembles and appropriates their artistic practices purposefully to represent the voice of 

women of color to arise. 

The Invisible Intersectionality of Women of Color 

Intersectionality means that simultaneous oppressions intersect the individuals and 

groups in a particular way which constructed oppressions based on gender, race, class, age, 

ethnicity and so on are often reinforced by each other. Kimberlé Crenshaw analyzed the concept 

and framework of the term intersectionality in her journal “Mapping the Margin” in 1991. 

Recently in her TED lecture “The urgency of intersectionality” in 2016, she publicly explained 

the intersectionality based on her encounter with Emma DeGraffernreid’s irrational experience; 

Emma had an interview for a production worker position in a car manufactory but disqualified 

because she was an African-American woman. She sued the company for the dual discrimination 

against race and gender, the court dismissed, and the reason was that the company does not have 

a charge because they hired African American men and white women. Crenshaw explained this 

to the intersection of race road and gender road. When a collision like Emma’s case occurs, it is 

invisible either from gender road or race road, even though she ought to be at the center of this 
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intersection. Mi-Sun Park manifests in her journal “Theorizing Intersectionality—Gloria 

Anzaldúa’s early writing and Borderlands/ La Frontera,” the interpretation of Gloria Anzaldúa’s 

mestiza consciousness as the precedent of the theory of intersectionality as a methodology that 

played a central role in the development of women of color feminisms (113); the mestiza 

consciousness is discussed as an epistemological space in which knowledge is produced beyond 

the synthesis of racial supremacy and national homogeneity at the borderland of race and culture 

(Anzaldúa and Keating qtd. in 102). 

The Invisibility Emerging into Visibility 

This invisibility of intersectionality of women of color emerges into visibility through 

their writings, words, and works. Dara Culhane describes the invisibility of Aboriginal women 

and their act of resistance to this erasure in her essay “Their Spirits Live within Us: Aboriginal 

Women in Downtown Eastside Vancouver Emerging into Visibility” (593). Audre Lorde, in her 

work “Sister Outsider,” implies that “visibility which makes us most vulnerable is that which 

also is the source of our greatest strength” (41). Moreover, she also asserts that to transform our 

silence into language and action is our survival (41). Donna Haraway states that “Cyborg writing 

is about the power to survive, not on the basis of original innocence, but on the basis of seizing 

the tools to mark the world that marked them as other” (53). According to Haraway, the identity 

of Cyborg writing is interrelated to the women of color as she suggests that “ ‘women of color’ 

might be understood as a cyborg identity, a potent subjectivity synthesized from fusions of 

‘outsider’ identities, sedimented in the complex political-historical layerings” (52).  
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Larissa Lai is an American-born Asian Canadian writer, and she implicitly conveys 

Haraway’s cyborg identity by her practice of writing and specifically the character Evie in her 

fiction “Salt Fish Girl.” According to Lai’s description of the character in her informative essay 

“Future Asian: Migrant Speculations, Repressed History & Cyborg Hope,” Evie is a “figure of 

the cyborg Asian” who is “vindictive, brimming over with anger. But she survives” (175). In this 

essay, Larissa Lai also questions our status as “Asian Canadian,” while she mentions that her 

writings are for the people who are “like me” (170). One example from her description is that 

who was marked as “other,” and have a certain privilege, and therefore a certain social 

responsibility and desire to act (170-171). As an Asian woman and Korean Canadian, I am 

different within the intersectionality of a visible minority, but as a settler, I also have the 

inevitable privilege and responsibility. The work speaking in tongues contributes to these above 

continuities of the invisibility of women of color emerging to the visible, within the 

intersectionality of a visible minority as an Asian woman, a  Korean Canadian, but also as a 

settler.  

Emerging into Visibility through Illegibility 

The speaking in tongues as a work of visual arts, it conclusively demonstrates the writing 

and invisibility of women of color reflected in visual literacy through textual illegibility which is 

a way of using texts and images in contemporary conceptual art. It is broadened significantly in 

North America thanks to Fluxus in the early 1960s. Among the many artists representing the 

period of conceptualism in the mid-20th century, the visual art journal “Cy Twombly, Steve 

McCaffery and textual illegibility in North American art and poetry 1950s -1970s” by Mikey 

Rinaldo compares the works of Cy Twombly and Steve McCaffery and introduces the function of 
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textual illegibility. McCaffery’s Carnival  is painterly poetry with graphemic units, and Cy 

Twombly artistic practice is painting with a juxtaposition of texts and images, of languages and 

lines (see fig.1 and 2). Although these two artists' use of textual illegibility is a divergent 

approach, they have a common characteristic which is the unreadable texts become visible. 

Rinaldo explains its function and the in-betweenness of text and images as an inter-

semiotic potential of writing as breaking down letters as a graphemic unit in its system. He 

interprets McCaffery’s Carnival (1967-1970, 1970-1075) as:  

exemplary uses of textual illegibility and hybrid format to foreground the visuality and 

materiality of writing... Because of the variety of mediums and the manner in which 

McCaffery presents textual illegibility, the fragmentation he aimed for went further than 

merely leaving individual letters intact. (151,152) 

Division of the poetic language into molecular units in Steve McCaffery’s work used as 

brush strokes in abstract paintings, it functions to reveal them visible by illegibility. On the other 

hand, Cy Twombly’s clumsy writings spreading on the surface of his paintings look like abstract 

blind contour drawings, show the sensitivity of visual art containing poetic language by 

converting the texts into images which expose linguistic silence into visual literacy. Further, in 

Rinaldo's words, “Twombly’s palimpsest or occlusion is to make the effacement itself visible/

legible …often leaving viewers with a residue of legibility” (148). This characteristic function of 

the textual illegibility which revealed as visual literacy in an art form is the critical element of 

the speaking in tongues. Contradictory, the illegibility materializes the collection of words of 

women of color become visible; whose writings survive which transformed our silence into 
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action, and whose invisibility emerge into the visibility which makes us vulnerable but also stand 

strong. 

While the work itself is intervening textual illegibility, it invites the audiences to 

experience the state of intersectionality under simultaneous suppression at the exhibition place. 

The installation also supports the artwork to be “emerging into visibility” (Culhane) with the 

sublime atmosphere that the form of it expresses itself in the space of the exhibition through “空

[gong]/emptiness,” which is translated as “from void and hollow to a sense of space or time ...

[which] refers to an empty awareness— a realization of being in the moment” (Freundl). 

Notably, Xu Bing and Ahn Sang-soo not only utilize the textual illegibility but also understand 

the sublime through “空[gong]/emptiness” in the space of exhibition through the installation 

from their specific works. In Xu Bing’s A Book from the Sky (1987-91) installation, enrolled 

pieces of paper descend from the ceiling, flow on the floor and hung on the walls that surround 

the audience. This surrounding leaves the space between the work and audience; the emptiness 

wonders the sublime scenery. Ahn Sang-soo’s “홀려라![hollyeora!],” enormous panel series of 

five put side by side on the elongated wall that standing in the middle of the exhibition place 

facing the main entrance (see fig.3). If the audiences are standing in front of the work, it 

produces an overwhelming sense of sublime, and it presents vast emptiness when the viewers 

start to walk alongside the wall.  

Textual Illegibility and Pseudo-Languages 

Although these two artists’ philosophical principles from the Eastern perspective 

influences the understanding of the emptiness, they are distinctive in how they use their 

languages for artistic practices. Ahn Sang-soo’s “홀려라![hollyeora!]” contains the design of his 
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Korean typeface known as the Yi-Sang font attached to a calligraphic sign resembles Chinese 

character. Xu Bing’s A Book from the Sky (1987-91) contains his invention of thousands of new 

printing types which resemble Chinese characters, but these are unreadable and unintelligible. In 

Xu Bing’s other projects such as Square Word Calligraphy (1994-96) and Art for the People 

(1999), his pseudo-language becomes recognizable by his use of the Roman alphabet as a 

graphemic system of Chinese characters (see fig. 4). The deconstruction of language between 

two linguistic systems of different cultural languages opens up new consciousness to understand 

from opposing perspectives. It leads to consider the method of textual illegibility in the speaking 

in tongues; while the use of English justifies for accessibility, using a new pseudo-writing system 

based on the Korean language to transcribe texts written in English distances the viewers from 

elitism and superiority. Where this phenomenon meets with the sublime of emptiness and the 

exposure of women of color, the atmosphere of its space induces the viewers' participation and 

their reflection. 

On the one hand, according to the document of a conversation of Xu Bing with Wenda 

Gu and Jonathan Hay, he strictly says about his work that “doesn’t have any connection with 

text, since there is no ‘real’ text, even though it takes the form of books and the appearance of 

‘words.’ But it does have a connection with writing and printing” (Leung 88). Also, he mentions 

print as a “public mode of communication,” and if he uses this mode, [the work] belongs to 

everybody (89). Consequently, in the speaking in tongues, the content of women of color’s 

writings is printed and published, the work already belongs to everyone. This interpretation 

connotes that women of color’s writings belong to all, which forms another way of emerging into 

visibility. 
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A Pseudo-Language for the speaking in tongues 

Unlike the Xu Bing's language, the pseudo-writing system for the speaking in tongues is 

not signified, but utterable; because it is on the basis of Hangul, the Korean writing system, 

which is the phonological representation of Korean spoken language. In the Korean alphabet, 

there is a foundation of fourteen consonants and ten vowels; the modern Korean alphabet 

includes some revised combinations within its foundation which end up as nineteen consonants 

and twenty-one vowels. A basic letter structure is in a square with one of each consonant and 

vowel with its placement from left and right, or from top and bottom. In consequence, there are 

nine compositions of the letter placement, and this enables more than 10,000 letters to exist, even 

though most of them are impractical and obsolete for the ideographic characters. This compelling 

feature distinguishes the use of textual illegibility in the speaking in tongues from above 

examples of Xu Bing, Ahn Sang-soo, Cy Twombly and Steve McCaffery. 

Historically, Korea used Hanja (Chinese character, similar to Kanji) as a writing system 

until the mid 15th century. It was limited to nobles, and a lot of the people were illiterate. King 

Sejong of the Joseon Dynasty published 훈민정음[Hunminjeongum], “The Correct Sounds for 

the Instruction of the People” (Hur 720), with the principles and pronunciation of Hangul 

described his motivation for creating the writing system accessible to the people. Hangul is 

“described as the only script in the world where people know who made it, when it became 

official, and how it developed” (739). According to Minjung Hur, in her defensive essay on the 

Framework Act in 2005 which mandates using Hangul in government official documents, 

Hangul is a language that has been used as a “tool of resistance” (718) and has survived beyond 

colonial ideology. It is the language of the people who were opposed to the cultural assimilation 
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by Japanese colonial rule that persistently suppressed people using Hangul during the Japanese 

colonial period from 1910 to 1945. Resistants and activists for national independence used 

Hangul in the independent newspaper and slogans; Hangul is a language of people with a history 

of survival. Representing textual illegibility by creating a pseudo-language system in Hangul is a 

manifestation of peoples consciousness which we/re oppressed, neglected, ignored and mocked 

under various forms of oppression. 

Conclusion 

The speaking in tongues is an expression of resistance by Hangul which is “sound of 

people.” It’s pseudo-language system from Hangul distances a specific ethnicity of the language. 

The act of transcribing texts written in English into this language system is against the unity by 

the dominant hegemony power of the world. The invisibility of women of color transcribed in 

this language system fills the exhibition space with textual illegibility by the materiality of visual 

art which expresses a way of emerging to the visible. The intersectionality caused by the dual 

and simultaneous discrimination of race and gender has made us invisible. My intersectionality 

as a woman of color emerges into visibility through this piece of work which is vulnerable but 

ultimately a means of survival that strengthens us, while it expresses my responsibility for my in-

betweenness as “Asian Canadian.” I acknowledge that effect to this artwork would be various 

because I understand that artwork belongs to not just me, but the audience. In addition to, I 

encourage them to have subjective interpretations. However, use of the Korean language and 

writings of women of color as the method for speaking in tongues is because they are the roads 

of my intersection of race and gender. It is not to be another oppression for them. I hope that my 

work will be a starting point for transforming their anger into resistance because this 



Seo !10

intersectionality exists in various forms of oppression such as religion, poverty, and gender 

identity and so on. On the one hand, for transforming their privilege into responsibility. Whether 

the sublime atmosphere in the exhibition space is wondrous awe or suppressive fear, this moment 

will not be forgotten. 
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Artist Statement 

I am inspired by the fluidity of organic things in nature, and I create patterns of line 

drawings to express the fluidity. I like to find changes and sense differences of what I feel, see, 

and hear in my daily life, which depends on the situation, feelings, and conditions; it motivates 

me to be inspired persistently. I use my cell phone to take photos, videos, and notes to keep track 

of these transitions, and I save these collections in the cloud which are connected to me with 

invisible lines. I wander along the cloud, and I draw these lines to create organic patterns. The 

empty space between my patterns formed by these lines is the invisibility emerging into 

visibility. This artistic practice of revealing is an expression of my identity; it reveals conflicts 

present at the intersections of stance as a woman of color, status as Korean Canadian, in between 

my Christianity and feminism. Due to its vulnerability, I feel isolated like I am floating around, 

but it strengthens me. 
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Fig. 1. Steve McCaffery. Carnival: The Second Panel (1977), Toronto: Coach House Press, 

1975, Between paint and ink: Cy Twombly, Steve MaCaffery and textual illegibility in North 

American art and poetry 1950s-1970s, edited by Mikey Rinaldo, 2018, pp.154. 



Seo !13

Fig. 2. Cy Twombly. Orpheus (Napoli), Sweep to Oblivion, 1975, oil and pencil on paper, Cy 

Twombly : paradise, edited by Julie Sylvester and Philip Larratt-Smith, 1st ed., Fundación Jumex 

Arte Contemporáneo, 2014, pp. 84.  
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Fig. 3. Ahn Sang-soo. 홀려라![hollyeora!]. 2017, acrylic on canvas, 1939x2591mm. 날개.파티, 

14  Mar. 2017-14 May 2017, Seoul Museum of Art, Korea, photographed by Seo, Heeyoon E. 

Visited 2 May 2017. 
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Fig. 4. Xu, Bing. Art for the People (installation view at MoMA, New York),1999, ink on fabric, 

Art Basel, Hong Kong, www.artbasel.com, 2015. 



Seo !16

Works Cited 

Ahn Sang-soo. 홀려라![hollyeora!]. 2017, acrylic on canvas, 1939x2591mm. 날개.파티, 14  

Mar. 2017-14 May 2017, Seoul Museum of Art, Korea, photographed by Seo, Heeyoon 

E. Visited 2 May 2017.  

Crenshaw, Kimberlé. “The urgency of intersectionality.” TEDWomen 2016, Oct. 2016, https://

www.ted.com/talks/kimberle_crenshaw_the_urgency_of_intersectionality. 

Culhane, Dara. “Their Spirits Live within Us: Aboriginal Women in Downtown Eastside 

Vancouver Emerging into Visibility.” American Indian Quarterly, vol. 27, no. 3-4, 2003, 

pp. 593-606. Rpt. in HUMN 101: Academic Core II, Ed. Jamie Hilder. Vancouver: Emily 

Carr University of Art + Design, 2018. 

Cy Twombly. Orpheus (Napoli), Sweep to Oblivion, 1975, oil and pencil on paper, Cy Twombly : 

paradise, edited by Julie Sylvester and Philip Larratt-Smith, 1st ed., Fundación Jumex 

Arte Contemporáneo, 2014, pp. 84. 

Freundl, Diana. Wall text for 空/Emptiness: Emily Carr and Lui Shou Kwan, 16 Dec. 2017-8 

Apr. 2018, Vancouver Art Gallery, Visited 15 Jan. 2018. 

Haraway, Donna J. “A Cyborg Manifesto: Science, Technology, and Socialist-Feminism in the 

Late Twentieth Century.” Simians, Cyborg and Women: The Reinvention of Nature, 

University of Minnesota Press, 2016. 

Hur, Michelle Minjung. “Hangeul as a Tool of Resistance against Forced Assimilation: Making 

Sense of the Framework Act on Korean Language.” Washington International Law 

Journal, vol. 27, no. 3, 2018, pp. 715–741. EBSCOhost, ezproxy.ecuad.ca/login?

http://ezproxy.ecuad.ca/login?url=http://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&db=a9h&AN=130791112&site=eds-live


Seo !17

url=http://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?

direct=true&db=a9h&AN=130791112&site=eds-live. 

Lai, Larissa. “Future Asians: Migrant Speculations, Repressed History & Cyborg Hope” West 

Coast Line, vol. 38, no. 2, 2004, pp. 168-175. Rpt. in AHIS 320: Introduction to Feminist, 

Gender, and Cultural Studies, Ed. deneige nadeau. Vancouver: Emily Carr University of 

Art + Design, 2018. 

Leung, Simon, et al. “Pseudo-Languages: A Conversation with Wenda Gu, Xu Bing, and 

Jonathan Hay.” Art Journal, vol. 58, no. 3, 1999, pp. 86-99. Rpt. in HUMN 303: Art + 

Text Seminar, Ed. Heather K. Smith. Vancouver: Emily Carr University of Art + Design, 

2018. 

Lorde, Audre. “The Transformation of Silence into Language and Action.” Sister Outsider. 

Berkley: The Crossing Press, 1984, pp. 124-133. Rpt. in HUMN 303: Art + Text Seminar, 

Ed. Heather K. Smith. Vancouver: Emily Carr University of Art + Design, 2018. 

Park, Mi-Sun 박미선. “Theorizing Intersectionality—Gloria Anzaldúa’s early writings and 

Borderlands/La Frontera—” PNU Journal of Women’s Studies, vol. 24, no. 1, 2014, pp.

95-126. 

Rinaldo, Mikey. “Between paint and ink: Cy Twombly, Steve MaCaffery and textual illegibility 

in North American art and poetry 1950s-1970s.” Journal of Visual Art Practice, vol. 17, 

no.2-3, 2018, pp. 144-159. EBSCOhost. DOI:10.1080/14702029.2018.1466458. 

Steve McCaffery. Carnival: The Second Panel (1977), Toronto: Coach House Press, 1975, 

Between paint and ink: Cy Twombly, Steve MaCaffery and textual illegibility in North 

American art and poetry 1950s-1970s, edited by Mikey Rinaldo, 2018, pp.154. 

http://ezproxy.ecuad.ca/login?url=http://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&db=a9h&AN=130791112&site=eds-live
http://ezproxy.ecuad.ca/login?url=http://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&db=a9h&AN=130791112&site=eds-live


Seo !18

Xu, Bing. Art for the People (installation view at MoMA, New York),1999, ink on fabric, Art 

Basel, Hong Kong, www.artbasel.com, 2015.  

 



