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FLOWERS AND HAPPINESS:

CHOI JEOENGHWA'S POP, POPULARITY, AND THE PUBLIC

Shin Chunghoon
Art historian/Assistant Professor, Seoul National University

1. Lately, | thought that, if someone were to ask for my impression of the work at Choi Jeonghwa's recent
exhibitions. ‘popular’ would be the first word to come out of my mouth. Similar keywords that can describe his
practice over the last few years could include ‘familiar” or ‘public-friendly’. Whenever | attended symposiums or
lectures addressing his art, or saw his exhibitions held in public museums and galleries, | observed how his work
engaged its spectators and cultivated empathy among them, seemingly with ease. Exclamations such as ‘marvelious!’,
‘cooll’, "pretty!’ and ‘beautifull’, which accompanied the flashing of cameras, were, | suppose, not just remarks of
politeness but more visceral and immediate responses from the heart. This is not a commonplace experience at
a contemporary art exhibition. Keep in mind the stock criticism and advice so much contemporary art receives
regarding the ever-growing degree of art's separation from public understanding and the necessity of narrowing
the gap. If ‘ostentatious’, 'snobbish’, or 'difficult’ is what contemporary art looks like, Choi Jeonghwa's practice is an
exceptional case. Who has enjoyed such renown among people affiliated with the contemporary art scene? Only
Park Su-geun. Lee Jungseob and Kim Whanki have perhaps had greater popularity in Korea than Choi. If this is so,
then among living Korean artists, he is the most popular. However, this growing popularity he's recently enjoying
has begun to give me a new challenge. Perhaps it will be more appropriate to say that his art has now become
problematic, insofar as the tools with which we've interpreted his work thus far are no longer valid; and because his
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work has presented us with the unfamiliar situation of ‘popular contemporary art’, his 1) Clement Greenberg, “Avant-

work has become complicated to art historians and theorists. This situation has given
me the chance to reconsider what | once believed | knew about his practice.

2, Once, his work was about ‘pop’ but was not of the ‘popular' kind. He used elements
of 'pop’. but his work was neither kind nor familiar to people. His work gained public
attention with elements of 'pop’, but not in a way that appealed to public taste.
Instead, in terms of taste, his work was closer to that of high art, and in the experience
of it. rather than being intimate, there seemed always to be a certain distance
between the art and the spectator. To put it differently, his work possessed the aura
of modernist art." For me, this irony in his work explained the success of his art. The
sense of distance and the grave fabrication of ‘pop’ were built organically through

garde and Kitsch” (1939), Art
and Culture! Critical Essays
(Bosten: Beacon Press, 1971),
pp.3-21. Walter Benjamin,
‘The Work of Art in the Age
of Mechanical Reproduction”
(1935). Muminations (New
York: Schocken Books, 1969),
pp217-252,

21 Kim Misook, Chol Jeongfwa,
‘my work is everywhere!
Contemparary Art and Medium’,
Chol Jeonghwa (Gaan Design
Group, 19965, 0.185

various elements at play in his work. The motifs he used were ordinary, but they were

never neutral or prevalent. They were the things that you could only find in specific places such as Youngdeungpo,
daldongnae (poor neighbourhoods sitting on the high hillsides). Moran Marketplace, Hwanghakdong, or Namdaemun
underpass, indicating that they were less trends of the times and more things from the recent past or things
that were about to disappear. This is to say that the images or objects used in his work belonged to the places
of 'heterotopia’ and the periods of 'heterochrony’. They showed something distinct from the mode of, or from
a different time-space parallel to the time-space generally represented in 1990s’ Korea, and his art. beyond the
superficial surface, was deeply layered with many different meanings. The layers contained stories, which aroused
in the viewer strong emotions. This was, of course, due to the way Choi Jeonghwa chose the ready-made objects to
use in his constructions and images. Uttering, "my work is everywhere”, he identified certain mass-preduced objects
and images with his art. and what he chose among others were “powerful’ ones, as he said? Although specifically
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what kind of ‘powerful’ appeal they had was not mentioned. that was predictable.
‘Low’ colourful materials, objects and images, that is. things called kitsch. They were
on edge rather than mild, hot rather than cool. Why? Many people proposed their
theories about that. Some felt that the wounds caused by Korea's rapid process of
modernization through the 2nd half of the 20th century were registered in his work;
some recalled the people of that time suffering from traumatic experiences; some
focused on the referential quality of things such as plastic baskets, crude wooden
chairs, daldongnae’s labyrinth-like space. awnings and circus tarpaulins. In whichever
way, Choi Jeonghwa's art was understood to be embedded in Korean cities, histories,
time and space.”

In this sense. his art possessed the "negativity” of Andy Warhol's sort rather than the
perfect sleekness of Jeff Koons." The objects or images he used were not simulacra
as surplus representations that do not stand on the ground on their own feet, but
were those which have references in reality. Hence. his work was not transparently
reflecting what is on the surface of things. but opaque in that something more was
believed to be under the surface. Negativity was at play that way in his art. This
very negativity drew the attention of the critics who had been concerned with new
directions for art to pursue after the decline of Minjung art. Likewise, that was why
international biennales and exhibitions in the 1990s eyed his art among other non-
Western Korean art practices. His work was something about Korea, in every sense.

More precisely, his work gained attention because of the different way something
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about Korea was referred to in it. This was because realism after Minjung art had 5) Gn the 'sensitivity’ of the
to be revised and also because there was a growing need for a language of global 9905 Korean ari, refer to

5 < s 2 4 iy 5 ; “Discourse: Bahc Mo, Park
relevance in the explosion of international biennales and exhibitions. Choi Jeonghwa's Charkyung, AR Kyuchul, Eom
art was about reality in the manner of the non-realist and was foreign with the Hyuk, Aina Hurvee”, Bahe Mo

elements of the non-Western. Although there were some disparaging comments (Kumho Museum exhibition
catalogue, 1995), on the politics

on his art, that it was 'sensual’ or ‘sentimental’, those expressions, in another sense,
of the senses that refuses

referred to a kind of political possibility of the senses, which was different from the Sanfication, refer. o the wiiting
realist approach to society through the reduction of the senses to the sign.® His above by Park Cheniguna,
images and objects defied interpretation, signification, and being signified, which

flattened their physicality, and instead boasted their physical forms and appearances. The reason his art was
deemed kitsch was that he created a post-colonial hybrid by putting together things like a minister's head from a
marketplace, a military uniform or plastic baskets, instead of the traditional motifs of Korean iconography. With that,
his art liberated Korean-ness from the past and revealed it as Korean-ness that contained the enforced norms of
the 20" century.

As such, Choi Jeonghwa's art was serious in contrast to its superficial appearance. Irony, alienation, negativity and
satire were at work. This can be called a sense of distance: the distance between the work of art, the artist, and
the spectator. In senses, his raw taste was the taste of high art and his anti-aesthetics awoke our bodies. This very
aspect gave his art the aura of modernism and of the avant-garde.

Despite being often introduced as a main figure in postmodernism, | believe that his work makes the most sense
when viewed as modernist. Because his art was ahead of or above us, it shocked, daunted and bothered us and
in this way he monopolized the rhetoric of youngsters and showed defiance, resistance, and subversion. What
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6} In a way, the comments of
anitics abroad on Choi Jecnghwa
work. such as ‘the powerful
expression that touches our
hearts beyond stylistic analysis
or any artistic discourse” or
“public value”, sound more
percipient and trenchant than
the complicated analysis of
domestic critics o art historians
who can read the subtle
dfferences in his practice. Refer
to Humio Nanjo, “The sublime
of the Everyday: Art of Choi
Jeanghwa', MMCA Hyundai
Motor Series 2018: Choi
Jecrghwa—Flowers and Forest,
National Museun of Medem and
Contemporary Art, Kerea, 2019:
Hou Hanru, ‘Prologue”, Chor
Jeongtma. Origin, Onignaity (P
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7) About the team chea’in, refer
to “Choi Jeonghwa's flower:
The Divine Future of Labour” by
Weo Jeang-a, Char Jeongtwa:
Ongwn, Originaiity, 0437-460.

underiay all this was the pathos of distance in his work. In this sense, the change | felt
recently in his art must be the change in the sense of distance.

3, The examples of violated or discarded distance can be found in his practice, in his
words, and in the public responses to his art. Plastic fruit trees or inflatable ‘breathing’
flowers are now known as his signature style and viewed by masses of people. The
iconography of these works is accessible and therefore reduces the sense of distance
or the feeling of discomfort, while the flowers, repeatedly inflated and deflated, bring
to mind our life and the cycle of life and death. Its title, "You are a flower’, is reminiscent
of the familiar metaphor of humans as flowers. Adding to that, the glamorous colours,
forms, and scale breathe life and fun into the prevalent and mild iconography. In
doing so, his work energizes our surroundings with new senses and creates a convivial
atmosphere. The same thing happens at Yokohama Station. at the Lime Street
station in Liverpool, in Bibo City, Singapore, at Lake St. Moritz in Switzerland and at
La Villette park in Paris. It doesn't seem like a coincidence that many children occur in
the majority of photos of his work. This seems to testify to the immediate appeal and
charm of this mode of representation, which traces back to 1995 in his work Super
Flower: An attraction occurring before a hermeneutical approach, and communication
before discourse, can be said to characterize these works.”

In a similar context, his art often takes on different forms. He uses plastic items in muitiple colours and forms and
from different origins to create site-specific works in accordance with exhibition objectives or the installation site.
Baskets, lids. tableware, plastic bottles or packing boxes turn into flowers, a horse, the Olympic flag, and even a
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8) “Choi Jeonghwa-Shin giant mobile ornament covering the Jamsil Sports Complex. Most of the time, the
Chunghoon Interview”, Chol
Jeanghwa: Origin, Originaiity (P
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production of his work developes with the cooperation of local residents. Recently,
there has been a noticeable extension in medium and form of his work. Stacking
or putting together stainless-steel bowls, discarded or antique furniture, brooms,
slippers, or swatters, he builds sculptural forms on architectural scales. Choi Jeonghwa and his design & production
team cheol-in (*sages”, "philosophers”), through their experienced skills and techniques, breathe a feeling of
sophistication, elegance or high-class into those "low” materials, so that viewer does not immediately register the
items in their original context.”) These works naturally create a peripatetic spectatorship by making viewers repeat
the action of approach and retreat. In doing so (while approaching and retreating), the audience can sense the gap
between items in their original contexts and again in the present contexts, and recognize an elevation of those items
from low to high. And this gap or elevation provides the viewer with a sense of sublimation. This sense of elevation,
delivered to the viewer so comfortably, becomes the charm of his work. *l used to think art is quite difficult, but
this work made with baskets, which | heard the artist collected from markets or so, feels easy and unique.” This
kind of response to his art is not rare. Of course, more trained eyes will read something more than that. But what
is important is that his work makes anyone relish art, the experience differentiated from daily experience, without
resistance. In this way and in this sense, his art is 'popular’.

This is obviously Choi Jeonghwa's attitude to his art. In an interview with me in 2018, he talked about his recent
work for the Olympic Museum in Switzerland: "It was a project of making the Olympic flag with children. Since those
children hadn't experienced this kind of thing by then, they found it very interesting. And looking at how beautiful
the result of their work was, they were so happy. The title is "Happy Happy Project’. Kids were happy, the museum
was happy. everyone was happy--" | don’t think that he exaggerated their responses. It seems natural, taking
pictures of his photogenic artworks and posting them on Instagram or clicking ‘like* on those postings. Because his
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9} About the beginning of his work doesn't seem to hide anything negative that makes the audience suspicious of
publc ant proect refer 10 °Chol -y ather there is something behind it. People are drawn to the colours and shapes of
Jeonghwa-Shin Chunghoon
Interview’, op.93-95.

10) *Choi Jeonghwa-Shin the word 'sublimation’.
Chunghoon nterview”, p.96.

his work and agree with the intention of his project. Or his work is the utterance of

So, it is not surprising that his projects have taken place in many parts of Korea and across the world. If
encountering his projects in museums is normal, encountering them in biennales, Expos, parks and tour sites
help ensure the festive and banquet quality of his art. The fact that his work is also available at places with more
conservative taste such as middle-class apartment complexes, shopping malls, department stores, or hotels, leads
us to reckon that his work maintains a certain balance between decency and sensuality.

The beginning of this tendency traces back to the early and mid-2000s.” Since then, his project has made a
connection with the discourses of the so-called public art or the institutionalization of public art. Technically, the links
began with the work A Column /s Columns, which was installed at Hakata Riverain, a shopping mall in Fukuoka, in
1998. The work heralded the beginning of a second phase of his career, marking a break from his practice in the
1990s. From then on. gigantic outdoor installation has become a heart of his practice. Of course, whether fruits or
flowers, huge plastic structures or inflatable objects, all those kinds of things had constituted his own language and
syntax from the beginning of his career. But, from that period. as he said, "Maybe, | can put it this way, my interest
in the public grew unconsciously inside of me. Yes, and so, | put some inflatable objects outside. and plastic ones
indoors, and conducted public programmes, and this way it became my kind of formula.”®

Of course, there was no reason for the fact that his work, now placed outside, exposed to public eyes, led to the
evaneshment of distance. Rather, his early public art projects were as if the so-called ‘white cube' art had gone on
a picnic. His first public art project conducted in Korea was 7he present of the century (2000), a golden plastic
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tower modelled after Wongaksaji 10-story stone pagoda, which was ironic, subversive and situational. For some,
it was special. and for some, it was unfaithful—so it inflamed a controversy. Also, around that time, he produced
an inflatable floral structure (Tokyo Convention Centre, 2000) modelled after Korea's national flower, the rose
of Sharon, which was in the vein of his 1992 works in exhibitions such as "Show, Show, Show™ and "Oh, Korea™
representing national flowers and flags, or his 1998 work Ssamyi Sports, rather than of his recent work Lotus.
However, it still seems that his practice began to pursue something universal and flexible from that time, especially
beginning with his project for the 2001 Yokohama Triennale, rather than something sensual, powerful and evocative.
From that time, fruit trees, flowers, or chandeliers have been put at the centre of his practice. (Certainly, not every
work of his project was of that sort nor was well received by the public. For example, his 2007 project in Changwon
to cover the fagade of the Changwon Cityhall with coloured strips of fabric was pulled down after the City received
complaints from local citizens pointing out that it looked like a shamanic temple.) In this respect. it can be said that,
for him, the public attitude of his art is ‘public-oriented’, 'public-friendly’ or ‘public-interactive’.

4. Maybe. the hospitable and friendly attitude of his work to the spectator and how it communicates and interacts
with the audience is not new to him. Rather, he was always kind to his audience and that was important to him. This
was when his work was more welcomed by the commercial art world than by fine art lovers. Indeed, he had shown
his talents in interior design, Cl, Bl, or space design before he became one of the emerging faces in the art world.
The countless contract papers stacked in his study are evidence to this. For him, the communication with clients, or
the efforts to win their hearts, was perhaps art in itself. I'm still surprised at his extensive range of acquaintances,
but | know that his charm is at the heart of his numerous relations. Having said that. it doesn't mean that he was
always tender while working. Sometimes, he was criticized by his clients for being self-assertive. Stretching between
fine art and commercial art like Choi did was rare in the 1990s’ Korean art world. Some people were even suspicious
about whether he was a commodity aesthetics preacher when postmodernism as the cultural norm of post-
capitalism was dominant'” But then again, purity was easily mistaken as doctrinaire and lightness as political amid
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11) About Wollgana Haug's the exhaustion of the '90s’ culture of resistance. Given that, there was a sense of
Criigue of commoalty ESNENS - dddance and of liberation in his artistic pathway. In a sense, his avant-gardist attitude
and Chol Jecnahwa's art, refer . R B ) B

1o “Leaming from the Street! to art was cultivated through his engagements with cultural industry or commercial
Cnoi Jeonghwa's Design and culture, the most notably developed sector of the time, rather than through his

Consumerist Urban-scape” experiments in styles or political intervention. One can sense why Choi calls his work
by Shin Chunghoon, The £ve —_— =

bait, decoy.
of the Time.! Korean Modern
and Contemporary Artists
[Hakaojae, 2001), pp.326-240. It should be interesting to find the beginning of his public art practice in the sector of
12) "Chot Jeonahwa-Shin - commercial art. which trained his techniques for communication with and approach to
Chunghoon ntervied”, p.95. % ? . % § g . .

the audience. His approach was unique in comparison with other public art practices
in 2000s Korea. For many reasons, the new millennium can be said to have been a decade of public art in Korea. (it
can also be said that the focus of Korean art moved from ‘minjung’ in the ‘80s, to ‘masses’ in the '90s, and to ‘publics’
in the 2000s.) During this time, as many different public art models were proposed, public art discourses deepened.
Most of all, Choi Jeonghwa's work received public attention that was both positive and negative, as it was either
beloved or found wanting. In my 2018 interview with him, he mentioned, “In response to the weird understanding of
‘public’ in Korea, | show my fruit trees or flowers.™ This clearly attracts the eyes of many more people, appeals to
them, and is visually entertaining.

More importantly, his public art practice is differentiated in meaning as well from the other significant public art
practices such as 'new genre public art’, site-specific and interventionist spatial practice’, or the ‘social turn’,
which are in keeping with global trends. The currency crisis that the East Asian countries encountered from 1997
to '98 brought about the crisis in Korean economy, IMF-driven restructuring and on a global level the spread of
neoliberalism. In this context, the previously mentioned public art practices emerged as new imaginations of the
public role of art. If Choi Jeonghwa's public art originated in his commercial art projects, the other models originated
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in Minjung art.” Apparently, conflict, tension, rupture, intervention, exposure, or
criticism are not suitable expressions for Choi. His work neither stands on the side
of the community treated as invisible nor empowers them. The collaborations and
participations involved in his practice only take place under his authorial direction and
his community is neither regional nor specific but more universal. Moreover, the way
he designs an environment does not push people into a relationship, temporarily, with
their environment.

If 1 was ever a little doubtful about the publicness of his practice, that would probably
be because my understanding of public art was closer to the participatory and
interventionist model. In art history, the public art references from the 1990s include
Suzanne Lacy, Grant H. Kester. Claire Bishop, and many activists' works. These are all
related to art as public imagination in the post-communist era. Based on this premise,
| provoked him a little during my interview with him asking whether he is content with
the fact that people like his work and take lots of pictures of it, even if there is no

131 About the 20005’ discourses
on Minjuna art, public art, and
post-Minjura art, reler 1o Post-
Minjung! Art of the Time—
Urbanity, Public Art, Politics of
Space’ by Shin Chunahoon,
Journal of Korean Modern &
Contemporary Art History.
vol.20., 2009, pp.249-269.
"Situating Contempaorary Art of
South Korea, 1980 to 2016 by
Young Min Moon, 4 Comoanan
to Korean Art. eds. JP. Park,
Burgind Angmann, Juhyung Rhi
{John Wiley & Sens Inc.. 2020),
PR.465-496.

14) “Choi Jeonghwa-Shin
Chungnoon Intervew’, p.99.

more, whether he thinks that is the best public art has got, and whether there should be some political gesture in
public art practice in order to achieve meaningful public intervention. Understanding my intention fully, he still said,
“l only give a nudge to the public. What do you think artists should do? Other than ask or provoke? How can artists
create things except asking or provoking? Artists can't make such worlds happen as they are creating.”'¥ At that
moment, | thought his answer was not enough. But, these days, I've found myself constantly returning to his words
and his practice.

Maybe, my thought is outdated or banal. Contemporary art should be different from the ordinary, should be more
liberating. It should be able to distance itself from the ordinary time-space of our society. This kind of belief lied
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15} In this sense, the comparison
betwaen post-Minjung” putlic
art project and Chol Jeongnwa-
kind pubiic art evokes the debales
over reiaticnal aesthetics, f the
former is avant-garde, the atter
is friendly. Or if the former is
ditist, the latter s mendadous.
16) The problem of contemporary
is that it is 100 public. not that
it Is not public, isn't it? This
provocaive guestion Is what
Boris Groys basically says in
*Politics of Installation’, Going
Pubic (Berln, Sternberg Press,
2010). pp.50-69.

at the core of modernism. Therefore, artists of that time were bohemian, mad men,
children, heroes, pioneers, and activists. And spectators were baffled, daunted.
shocked, or isolated before their works. On the contrary, Choi Jeonghwa's art
turns the space in which it is placed into a colourful, lively, exciting and accessible
environment. And so, his work extends the accessibility of art and makes it friendly.'
In a way, it can be said that he democratizes art. So, what's the matter? Don't many
contemporary art museums pursue bringing ‘the publicness' to the fore through
interaction, communication, and friendliness?'® Indeed, it is not by accident that his
art, or his taste, is placed in galleries, museums, or in the receptions of corporate
buildings and many similar spaces. We've seen his work at Art Space Pool, at Gallery
Kkul, at Art Sonje Centre, at the Seoul Museum of Art, and at the National Museum
of Modern and Contemporary Art. Korea. In fact, however hard one tries, creating
friendly art is not easy. As it turns out, art institutions or systems are no longer

spaces of high culture believed to be where high tastes and refinement are reserved. Art fairs are changing more
and more into public events, and museums are becoming spaces for leisure time or tour sites. In this condition, the
tensions, conflicts and discomfort that the so-called participatory public art creates can be treated as no more than
another cultural production. I've gone too far, of course. Too pessimistic. or too cynical. Mass culture may not be as
powerful as one expects just as high culture is vulnerable. Non-institutionalised spaces may not be as pure as one
expects just as art institutions often lose their touch.

Nevertheless, it seems that Choi Jeonghwa doesn't pretend to be something else at least. He doesn't pretend that
his work is not to attract more people. Calling it 'bait, decoy’. In a way, this kind of self-depreciation was regarded as
an avant-garde gesture of provocation, subversion and demythologizing in the 1990s when art systems pretended
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that they didn't care about the public. But from the 2000s on, when art institutions 17) About the strategy of art
took off the mask and began to assess the success of an exhibition by the number ¢ 920 1N® pubic mings in

e " 2 : 52y the milieu of advanced media
of visitors, calling art a commodity, his seif-depreciation seems to play as a way of
winning public minds and trust.'” Namely, while thinking his work is too charged with
mass culture, too commercial or calculative, people find themselves saying “well, at

technology and the fashion of
seli-desan, refer to Boris Groys
“The Ofigation of Seif-Design”,

least it's not snobbish”, “straightforward”, and that it is "clear, not ambiguous.” And so, BH/pdt=20

they may begin to think about affectation and disguise.

In that Choi Jeonghwa's work engages the general time-space of society and does not build a distance from it but
conforms to it, his art is naive (if that is unintended) or sarcastic (if that is deliberate). Recalling his words, *How
can artists create things except asking or provoking? Artists can't make such worlds happen as they are creating”,
he seems more like the latter. This reminds me of his past when his art served to arouse something more than
habitual thinking or sensations and to suggest alternative forms of living rather than the life of “here and now",
and of how his practice is now distanced from that (In the '90s, he once mentioned making the world in balance
visually.) However, on the other hand, his practice seems to have brought all the discourses of public art or even art
in general to point zero. Why is his art familiar? How does his art become a bait and a decoy? Why is it popular? If
there is no conceit to deceive people, is there a sense of integrity in which people find a reason to consume his art?
And so, maybe, is his art trying to suggest some different scenarios for conforming to society and accepting its
demands, instead of distancing or shocking? What is his art's strong universalism, which is different from the ‘weak
universalism’ of the avant-garde that utilizes grids and repetitions to shock the audience by showing that there is
nothing there? From there, we need to think about the changed art of our time.
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