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Civilization and Art: On the Installation Language of CHOIJEONGHWA

Introduction

In art, the act of creation/the avant-garde/the future results from a mod-
ern reinterpretation of the protoplasm or order-of-beauty through the
continuous representation/repetition of history. In other words, the tran-
scendental-state of tradition meets the modern/foreign to create a new
tradition. Taking the development of ‘tools’ in human civilization as an
example, we could trace a lineage from knife - brush/pen - keyboard. In
each case, the more ‘eternal’ aspect of tradition is transfigured into a new
mode. If a picture was ‘carved’ into stone, in a pre-historic and the Age of
Myth, letters are ‘written’ by brushes and pens. Today, in the period of the
Age of Machine, with no division between East and West, a plastic key-
board is ‘hit’ and information is stored digitally. The historical trajectory
of the relationship between civilization and art could be expanded in the
following way:
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Civilization and Art: On the Installation Language of CHOIJEONGHWA

Tradition and history inform the creation of new aesthetics and new
formal languages as can be seen in the visual arts of painting and callig-
raphy. Practices as varies as Picasso’s Cubism, Marcel Duchamp’s instal-
lation works, ‘Chusa.' Kim Jeong-hui's Chusa style calligraphy#£#, the
fantasy and multi-viewpoint visual language of anonymous folk painters,
new literati paintings of Qi Baishi®&&, Nam June Paik’s video art, and Kim
Chong Yung’s beauty of ‘not to carve’ all exemplify this point. Another
way of thinking of the development of alternate forms and aesthetics is
via the collapse of dichotomous terms and the emergence of third op-
tions between East and West, past and present, yin and yang.

Choi’s ‘Installation Art’ uses plastic or pots as a language that did
not exist in the history of traditional art. In fact, both the material and the
formal language are unfamiliar. In particular, the visual language of ‘piling,’
characteristic of these installations, is new. Although there are resonanc-
es with stone pagodas and massive engineering projects such as dams,
the physicality of installation exceeds the traditional art categories of
painting and writing. The materiality of plastic itself eludes the conven-
tions of artistic media. The notion of piling, new forms, and materials are
on the periphery of art, and they appear trivial and insignificant and dif-
ficult to connect to for those versed in the traditional modes of drawing
and writing as art-making. It is also worth pointing out that since colonial
times and the division of South Korea from North Korea, up to the con-
temporary situation, existence itself if shaped according to western stan-
dards, further complicating the relationship to history.

Thus, there has always been a problem of the historical context, or
root, in Choi’s installation language. It is often said that Choi’s art is not
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part of Modernism (that is, the product of democratization, industrial-
ization, and westernization), nor is it folk art, but rather it occupies an al-
ternate position, it is a strange being. It is tempting to regard Choi’s work
as irrelevant to the history of traditional art and to the cultural context in
which it exists. The work bears no apparent relationship to oil painting,
nor can it be understood from the point of view of Asian painting and cal-
ligraphy that use inks and brushes as tools. As such, Choi’s work appears
as peripheral/outsider/minor and not part of either traditional, main-
stream, or even in contemporary art.

One of the critical misunderstandings is to see Choi’s work in his
20s and 30s, around the 1980s and 1990s, as ‘Kitsch.’ The category of
Kitsch relates to fake/pseudo-/cheap/cynical art-production. The appear-
ance of Kitsch is related to the peripheral position of his art and its origin
in the popular/commercial/everyday life. He did not belong to Minjung Art
or Modernism. Fast-forwarding a few decades to 2018, it is now impossi-
ble to see Choi's work in his 50s as Kitsch, since it differs fundamentally
in character, quality, background, and orientation.

The evaluation of Choi’s installation art as Kitsch is a result of
seeing the work superficially. The significance of Choi’s installation art is
comparable to the case of Qi Baishi, who brought the peasant painting
that was on the periphery of art to the new literati of painting and moving
Chinese painting to the center of international contemporary art. It was
Qi who revived the world of ink and brush, integrating these historical
materials into modern life. From the historical perspective of civilization,
Choi's installation art has a multi-layered structure, decipherable only
when we go beyond the dichotomous notions of history and prehistory;
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Civilization and Art: On the Installation Language of CHOIJEONGHWA

art and daily life; East and West; material and spirit; and painting/calligra-
phy and fine arts.

In this context, it is paradoxical that Choi’s art called Kitsch does
not remain kitsch but surpasses it. It does not stay in it but has overset
it fundamentally and upgraded. The present efforts have yielded the ex-
hibition MMCA Hyundai Motor Series 2018: CHOIJEONGHWA-Blooming
Matrix in the National Museum of Modern and Contemporary Art, Korea.
However, Choi’s installation language continues to evolve and change
into the future as it is rushing profoundly in the opposite direction toward
the origin and prototype of historical civilization. This point makes Choi’s
art more meaningful and calls for our constant vigilance.

From Picture Language to Installation language

It is clear that Choi’s work exceeds our abilities to evaluate it within the
framework of drawing. It is worth noting, however, that his artistic style
is not the result of a lack of skill in the language of drawing or painting.
For his painted works, Choi was awarded the second place in the 1986
JoongAng Fine Arts Prize which didn’t have a Grand Prize winner, the
following year he was awarded the Grand Prize in the same competition.
The first work, entitled May 27, 1984, Sunny painted while in Air Force
service at the age of 23, clearly shows his eloquence in the language of
drawing. The painting creates great pathos by its depiction of a group of
combat policemen wearing military boots painted in the upper space and
kindergarten children talking with their backs turned around depicted
below. There is no brushing of any accusation here. Instead, the painter’s
warm-hearted perspective finds hope in a bloody reality. The space of
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silence is louder than any shouting slogan. | see the true power of art in
this painting; it is like a lotus flower blooming in a ditch. Although | am
giving a lengthy account of the installation language of CHOIJEONGH-
WA, it is merely a transition from ‘drawing’ to ‘piling.’ Of course, the draw-
ing contains spatial elements as well. For example, there is no fence line
between the children and combat police, and there is nothing but a blank
space. Still, they cannot speak to each other. The boundary is stricter
than the DMZ. The title is May 27, 1984, Sunny, but the early summer
rain is pouring. The emptiness in the scene reminds me of The History of
Shadows, a poem Choi wrote while working on an installation in 2018.

It is a history of darkness that conceives hope.
The future is dark, but the darkness is
that of the grave and that of the womb
Let’s listen to the silence,
Keeping silence, sitting as silence
Listening to silence, extraordinary silence, shining silence, emitting si-
lence, flowing silence,
inorganic silence, organic silence,
the silence that does not care

There is no motto or crying for democratization in this painting. It is the
silence of silence. Choi painted poetry of ‘the history of darkness that
conceives hope.! We are now experiencing again that democracy cannot
be achieved only through struggle, but it desperately needs the mind, it
needs to embrace others and its actual practice in our lives. In short, the
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social issues implied in May 27, 1984, Sunny resonate with our times and
create a more profound echo than any current newspaper.

Choi's move from pictorial language to the language of installation
is surprisingly simple. He quit painting by burning the awarded pictures.
He said, “Regardless of skillfulness in painting, | was afraid of being only
technical.” As soon as he felt that way, he cremated the works right away.
Meaning, he figuratively cut his wrist to avoid resting in an art trend,
which is evaluated only by the dexterity of craft. He “cut his wrist,” that
was the beginning and end of skillfulness.

This turn away from a conventional idea about technique perhaps
opens up avenues toward trying to find the original form of beauty and
the foundation of human civilization. Like Shamanism and the act of writ-
ing in everyday materials, Choi found plastic, moreover, in a trash can.
In this context, Choi’s installation is a serial documentary on the healing
possibilities of our civilization.

In conclusion, there is certainly an awareness that painting as a
form of art could not save modern civilization. This sentiment led to the
language of installation, although it is a straightforward case. Unfortu-
nately, we are living in the Anthropocene in which plastic permeates our
world to such an extent that microplastics are even found in the milk we
drink. Choi’s work is the result of his determination that it is possible to
create a new installation language of ‘piling,’ for the 21st century, that
uses plastic and abandons the formative language of drawing/writing.

Material and Spirit
To reiterate, Choi chose plastic for his language of installation because of
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the realization that the material itself should be reconsidered to express
the foundation of the material era. In short, if the material properties of
pen and ink embody the spirit of a writing civilization, plastic, which is
the foundation of our material era, is rightly noted as the matter convey-
ing the spirit of our times. Of course, historically, there ensue civilizational
conflicts before any such idea is accepted.

For example, since the creation of hieroglyphics, the most sig-
nificant transformation regarding tools in the history of writing, which
has been in existence for more than 3,500 years, is the invention of the
brushes of the West Han era in China. After that, writing expanded into
art, and the aesthetic debate began—the intense discussion between the
sword and the brush was inevitable. The controversies over ‘Zhao-Yi#®'s
‘Feicaoshu*"®' is a representative example. From his perspective, mov-
ing to cursive characters as products of a brush was inevitable from the
previous seal script produced with a knife. He argued it should be criti-
cized if this transformation obsessed with the superficial imitation of the
character. This transformation focuses on the superficial imitation of the
end appearance of the characters, in the same way, the value of ‘writing’
with pen and ink is underestimated when simply ‘replaced’ by the ‘hitting’
of the keyboard.

We are only in the middle of a transition into the language of in-
stallation, a position occupied by Choi. Although a hundred years have
passed since Duchamp brought a urinal into the art scene, the language
of installation art is still unfamiliar to the public. The previous regime lays
the groundwork for what is to come: if it were not for ink, there would
be plastic; without a knife, there would be no brush/pen. In other words,
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Choi’s installation speaks in the language of ‘piling’ plastic, expressing
the formality and spirit of the Age of Machine which cannot be repre-
sented with the pictorial language due to limitations in the physical prop-
erties of the ink.

Choi’s installation language in this plastic era cannot be translated
into another formal language. He is the native speaker of his own lan-
guage. Therefore, beyond writing/drawing/calligraphy/painting his lan-
guage of ‘piling’ is no different from the way King Sejong invented ‘Hun-
minjeongeum#RiEE' the Korean written language based on the sound
of speech. Putting it plainly, Choi’s installation could be related to the
creation of the structure(Gestalt) of Korean written language as a combi-
nation of phonemes composed of consonants and a vowel. It is a visual/
formal/textual language based on its sound.

A revolution of the formal language in the Age of Machine is evi-
dent in Choi’s installations made of plastic. He expands the horizon of art
language by incorporating features of Korean modern art. The video art
of Nam June Paik was foundational. As we discussed above, Choi’s in-
stallation language is a legitimate successor to Modernism and Minjung
Art in the result. In the same vein, Paik’s video art or Choi’s installation
eventually became the exemplar of the alternative machine era and an
inheritor of the 20th century tradition centered on painting as well as the
contemporary or the art of East and West. We can even say that Choi's in-
stallation discusses the future of contemporary art in the Age of Machine
at a speculative moment when East and West are united.

Since Duchamp exhibited the urinal and declared the end of painting 100
years ago, many great masters including Paik have been expanding the
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Civilization and Art: On the Installation Language of CHOIJEONGHWA

horizon of contemporary global art, pushing the possibilities of a tool or
material to infinity. The art of the 20th century underwent a cataclysmic
change in that artists does not necessarily paint anymore. Painting and
architecture were repositioned to be a part of art and not constituting
the definition of art — instead, the language of installation expanding
the horizon of art to unfathomable possibilities. Choi's art is positioned
here. Although Choi learned from the art of Duchamp, Paik, Chusa, or folk
painting, he is not biased to East or West but combines and integrates
the two, as well as the past and the present. He is traversing these two
ends and pioneering the third point of contemporary art. In this respect,
his language of installation is distinctly different from other artists.

Zen and Poetry

To accuse/heal modern civilization, Choi does not paint plastic on a can-
vas but rushes out of the canvas and installs plastic itself on a stage com-
prising the earth and the universe. In this regard, a kind of Zen language
of questioning and answering is the language of Choi’s installation. His
formal language undermines logic with the aid of the world of intuition
and is related to poetry. He wrote a poem entitled We Are All Flowers in
2018:

Seeds, Buds.
Buds, Seeds.
They appear. Appear. Appear.
They pour.
Everything pours.
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Everything, like everything, pours.
We all.
Stars, Stars, Shooting stars. Formed by dust.
You all.
The womb where everything is born.
Already, all are.
Seeds, Flowers.

When | read the poem, a picture quickly emerges in my mind. It is a pic-
ture in a poem#+#%#, as well as a poem in a picture#®#i. One is all, and
all is one—## 28— The poem draws the message through the series of
seed - dust - star - womb. Speaking in Choi's language, “The universe is
making the whole movement in such a way that the whole is projected
even in the smallest part. It consists of numberless infinities, not count-
able infinities.”

The scale and orientation of Choi’s installation language that freely
floats in high dimensions or multi-dimensions remind me of Li Po’s poem
that Ahn Jung-geun, who fought for the independence of Korea from Ja-
pan, recited in prison before his execution.

With Orobong as a brush
Taking three rivers as a pond
On a paper of blue sky
| will write poetry of my mind

Choi is installing the poem in his mind, a form that problematizes the
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Civilization and Art: On the Installation Language of CHOIJEONGHWA

or genetic factor. According to the lineage previously outlined, the era
of history is represented by paper and brushes, the Age of Mythology is
defined by stone and knife, and the age of the machine is expressed in
plastic. If we accept that this material is integral to this new era, it is not
possible to represent the daily life and civilization of this era without the
materiality of plastic. It should be noted, however, that we should not too
hastily overlook ‘writing’ and ‘drawing,’ in civilizations of the brush, pen,
and engraving. There are ways that Choi’s work embodies historical tra-
dition. ‘Drawing’ plastic, based on the language of engraving and writing,
secures a difference from the characteristics of ‘piling.'

In East Asian traditional calligraphy and painting, ink is not only
the substance, but also the spirit, the DNA, and the identity itself. Just
as ink is the symbol of the Eastern spirit, plastic becomes the symbol of
modern civilization and contemporary spirit.

Choi’s installation Gun Flower2016, shown in the exhibition entitled
Tongil(reunification)! , the re-opening exhibition of the Seoul Calligra-
phy Museum in Seoul Arts Center, is also understood in this context. By
making a full-color flower with a plastic gun, the weapon is neutralized
and ultimately becomes a symbol of peace. Without plastic as a material,
there is no spirit, thoughts, or mind of our time. The reverse is also true.

“Ideas are far more powerful than guns. We don't let
our enemies have guns. Why should we let them have ideas?”

Choi reversed Stalin’s statement above, making it into a physical thing,
Gun Flower. The material nature of ink becomes the ground for core ele-
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ments of the East Asian spirit such as Confucianism, which is based on
sincerity, respect, and generosity, as well as Zen or Taoism.

The Original Form, Origin

The language of installation, in particular, piling is based on using mate-
rials without any distortion/adjustment, just as mind/inside/spirit moves
without the skill of hands. It is the crucial difference between Picasso and
Duchamp. If Picasso painted, in Duchamp’s readymade, he did not. Fol-
lowing this logic, one might begin questioning the necessity of three-di-
mensional objects, when confronted with the possibilities of space.

An installation language began to draw a new civilization on the
ground of the text and pictorial languages that had started from the
moment a homo sapiens stepped on this land. In this context, Choi's lan-
guage of piling ironically pioneers the machine language used by robots
in the era of artificial intelligence. However, when considered another
way, Choi's ‘given form’' takes the place of the construction of images,
thus excluding craft. It, in turn, is the most primitive and original act of
formal language. It is as if the sculptor Kim Chong Yung proclaimed the
beauty of not-carving and named his studio ‘a house of not-carving(Bul-
gakjae).! There is no difference between a sculptor who declares ‘Il will not
carve’ and try to find the order of beauty in God-made nature, exhibiting
stone or a piece of tree in a gallery and a painter who does not paint and
instead uses existing objects.

In this context, Choi’s installation lang-uage, which extracts the
pure formal language from the garbage aban-doned by everyday life
goes beyond our daily life as well as fine arts itself. As | discussed above,
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Duchamp declared the death sentence to the painting in 1912, bringing
a ready-made, a urinal, into a gallery. The traditional perspective that re-
quires manual painting to be considered as a work of art does not work
at that point. Paintings get vitality in a space called a museum, and the
more thoroughly art becomes separated from everyday life, the more
art became pure, or art in-itself. So Picasso, who invented the language
of Cubism, belongs to the past when considered against artists like Du-
champ, a pioneer of installation language. It is this installation art that is
shifting the paradigm of civilization.

However, Choi’s installation is not just about taking the city itself,
or a space of everyday life, as the canvas and material beyond the barri-
ers of museums, but his work also indicates a difference in the attitude,
purpose, or scale. He drills into the origin of the Eastern and Western
civilization and marries it with modern culture. With the Orobong, three
rivers, and sky as his paper, brush, and ink, Choi is installing the poetry
of his mind rather than writing. To return to Dandelion, he did not ‘write’
but ‘built’ the poem in the Museum Madang at MMCA, Seoul, as ‘a paper
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of blue sky' using around 7,000 pieces of abandoned pots/vessels. The
pots/vessels become a light of the universe, and the ray is directed to the
mother who gave birth to me/us/all the things. The work leads me to the
illusion that Dusk, a poem by Chae Ho-ki, suggests in a language of in-
stallation.

The sun is like an insect
Rolling brightly at dusk
The world is the inside of a flower

In this case, the flower Dandelion replaces the sun. Choi work takes on
mythic proportions that resonate with ancient civilization. Choi begins
his idea by reinterpreting the existing language of historical precedents.
These include the circular theater of Muyu-uray of Peru; the Zambian
farming village called Witch’s Ring; the underground cities and village of
yellow soil zone like Hunan, Gansu, and Shanxi in China; cemeteries in
Egypt; cave dwellings in Siwa; and the language commanded in the his-
tory of stone pagodas in Buddhist temples.

As well as these historical relationships, Choi’s installation also
connects to multiple disciplines including architecture, sculpture, land-
scape design, singing a song, dance, as well as calligraphy and painting.
But his work is none of these; it is a new form, an emerging prototype of
beauty that relies on found materials and spaces, relishing in what ‘has
been as it is,’ rather than the ‘newly made.’ Therefore, Choi’s installation
language is closer to excavating its material and language in the abyss of
history than creating anew.
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Civilization and Art: On the Installation Language of CHOIJEONGHWA

With regards to the relationship to calligraphy, it should be noted
that the calligraphy of Chusa is also the result of a reinterpretation of the
tradition of Chinese calligraphy, going beyond the standard style. Chusa
style took the rhythmic brush strokes of the cursive and semi-cursive
writing and managed it in space with a sensibility that includes the con-
structive/architectural brushstroke/balance of each character’s elements/
structure. More fundamentally, it is not a line, but a stroke that is turned
from a curve to a straight line. The foundation/root of the innovation is a
history called Go-ye&#.

Choi’s installation language is not so different from that of Chu-
sa’s style. The transition of Chusa from Cheop-hak## to Bi-hak®#%, or the
combination of the two, happens in the same context as the leap from
painting to piling in Choi’s art. In the art world, it is viewed as a deviation,
but in the end, it is a transition/revolution/innovation of the paradigm
through regression/excavation/return to the order and the origin of beau-
ty. It is a kind of the 21st century Renaissance.

The Language of Folk Painting and Calligraphy

Choi's installation is always a battlefield between reality, history, and civi-
lization. In other words, the artist is finding the origin of aesthetic beauty
or the ground for thought, using the daily materials and tools of our age.
Writing in our era is not related to brushes or engraving but instead ‘hit-
ting’ a keyboard, an object made of plastic. The introduction of Essays on
Calligraphy which appeared when a new civilization of ‘writing’ with brush
appeared after ‘engraving’ with knives says calligraphy originated from
nature. Through the Age of History, we are now living in the Age of Ma-
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chine led by character images, and the foundation of this new civilization
of ‘hitting’ a keyboard is a material called plastic. We can no longer imag-
ine modern civilization without plastic. If the stage of everyday life in the
Age of History was nature itself, today in the Age of Machine, it is plastic.
Plastic replaced nature. So it is quite natural that Choi's language is born,
grows, and has fruit in everyday life. If calligraphy originated from nature,
contemporary installation is fundamentally tied to plastic.

However, as was already pointed out, the basis of Choi’s instal-
lation language is also the previous mythical and historical civilization.
More specifically, if we discuss Choi’s work in the context of Korean art
history, his work entails the reinterpretation of prototypical structures of
calligraphy or folk paintings. From the standpoint of calligraphy or folk
paintings, Korean art in the 20th century is a dark age. The language of
calligraphy and folk paintings witnessed a transition. When the world
changes, human thoughts changes naturally, and the formal language
changes. In the period of great transition in the civilizations of East and
West, this mode seemed to die early. However, on the virtue of folk paint-
ing, Choi commented as follows.

“Folk painting is thoughts of alive wildness, and it is still active.
Folk painting does not disappear, nor will it be deconstructed.”

Choi digs up ‘the unconsciousness as an infinite set,’ that is, a common
dream and illusion, in the formal structure of folk language. In the midst
of a desperate existence, where the Joseon Dynasty is ruined and colo-
nized, folk painting verbalizes the world/age it pursues, and it is not heav-
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en but rather this land. It is the site of realizing the dreams of the public
all over the country, a life that manifests ‘filial piety, brotherhood, loyalty/
faithfulness, politeness, righteousness, and a sense of honor.”

The garden in which people opened a folding screen of Munja-do
X%# for a feast or funeral is a site where this Platonic idea is realized, ca-
ressing all the emotions of a human being. Folk painting testifies that this
very land is a paradise. So Choi’s installation language becomes the folk
painting of our age, where immortality, self-generation, freedom, as well
as human beings, God, animals live in one town together. As will be dis-
cussed later, the ideological origin/source of Choi's installation language
is the shamanism of prehistoric/the Age of Myth. It is why | call Choi’s in-
stallation as three-dimensional calligraphy and the artist as a shaman of
the Age of Machine.

Choi always says his installation language is rooted in calligra-
phy and folk painting, following a classical logic of the deployment of
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space. One plastic basket is analogous to a painted dot. Piling follows the
writing of a Chinese character [—] vertically. And the plastic pillars are
gathered together to make a Kabbalah in the same way one character is
made. The language of accumulation necessarily applies/steals/appro-
priates/utilizes a principle of calligraphy aesthetics, including the length,
strength, the height of a stroke as well as the qualities of dry and wet,
light and shade, texture, and color.

It is worth remembering a technique of calligraphy that writes
characters not with the skill of fingers but with the forearm. Choi’s in-
stallation language ties to the structural and architectural aesthetics of a
forklift piling boxes or containers in a warehouse. It displaces the site of
the skill from one part of the body to another. Choi moves his stroke like
a robot that dances or walks in sure-footed steps. Therefore, it is more
mechanical than human. While showing modern sensibilities of beauty, it
directly connects itself to the absolute origin of beauty at the same time.
Throughout this work, we see the meeting of extremes and a simple rec-
onciliation that constitutes the protoplasm of beauty. Following Choi’s
comment, it is ‘Sang-ip#A,’ ‘Sang-jeok#®,’ and ‘Sasamuae®%#®.' ‘Sang-
ip’ means fusing without a hitch. ‘Sang-jeok’ means the relation in which
two objects are originally unified. ‘Sasamuae’ means mutual existence in
harmony and freedom. Paradoxically, it meets the strange, antique, and
minimal beauty of Chusa calligraphy style. It may seem challenging to
link Chusa and Choi, but their artistic trajectory is common in that they
represent the transcendence inherent in tradition.

In the history of the East Asian calligraphy until that time, the style
of character that was highly respected was that of ‘Seo-seong’ Wang
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Civilization and Art: On the Installation Language of CHOIJEONGHWA

Xizhix®z. But Chusa did not stay in this style, but went beyond Wang’s
way to search for the origin of writing, and found a clue in Go-ye, an or-
namental seal characters in the West Han era. In other words, by reinter-
preting calligraphy within the model of the revolutionary transformation
of writing tools from knives to brush 150 years ago from now, at the end
of the nineteenth century when the Joseon Dynasty was close to its end,
Chusa created his own style, ‘Chusa che.’

A related case is the abstract sculptor Kim Chong Yung who in-
tegrated the foundation of his art with Chusa’s ‘free-play in Buddha's di-
mension’#=% and the internationalized western contemporary abstract
sculpture with the East Asian aesthetics and spirits. As a contemporary
artist, Kim Chong Yung is the only one who directly connected the aes-
thetics of Chusa style with Western contemporary abstract art. He is the
one who compared the simplicity of the aesthetic sensibilities of Chusa
style with Cézanne and Picasso, insightfully exploring the beauty of the
most contemporary, constructive, and geometric abstraction of Chusa
style.

However, what matters here is the speed and direction of Choi’s in-
stallation. The fundamental difference between calligraphy and art, that
is, ‘writing’ and ‘drawing,’ is the direction and speed of a stroke. They are
languages born from the pictorial language of the mythical age, but ‘writ-
ing with one stroke of a brush—%#2’ in calligraphy, and the ‘layering of
ink’ in painting is different. In calligraphy, the order of writing—that is, a
structure of a character—forms a particular trajectory of the brush stroke.
The letters are social promises, and these promises cannot be broken.
So, from the Western point of view, it is not considered fine art crucially,
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but if we focus on the movement of brushstrokes, it becomes a dance
and a song.

From this perspective, calligraphy based on characters becomes
the foundation of poetry/literature/painting/design/dance/song and in
fact all art. Unlike Calligraphy, fine arts such as figurative or abstract art
has no fixed direction and speed in the arrangement of. But Choi’s instal-
lation language of ‘piling’ becomes three-dimensional calligraphy in that
it is constructive, but its speed and direction relates more to the layering
of painting. | think that it is the future task of Choi’s installation language
to develop something like a choreography, a temporal organization of the
balance of ‘letters’ or objects, flowing with the order of writing and the
sentences of poetry.

Mother

As | mentioned before, the formal aesthetics and ideological basis of
Choi’s installation can be found by returning to the origins of human civ-
ilization. In our times, calling Shamanism, that is the origin, foundation,
and prototype of the human spirit, using the mass of the most non-spiri-
tual garbage, is an extreme example. Choi’s language of ‘piling' begins by
a shamanistic talking to the objects such as plastic/pots that are aban-
doned/dead/disordered/chaotic. But perhaps it is more accurate to say
that the plastic carcasses speak to a human being called CHOIJEONGH-
WA. Beauty emerges as a result of the communication/empathy between
Choi and daily material, plastic. The plastics that appear in front of us are
no longer just material. Choi arranges space perfectly, designating it as
the third ‘body#.’
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Civilization and Art: On the Installation Language of CHOIJEONGHWA

The material is personalized in the titles including ‘dandelion,’ ‘Ka-
ballah,’ and ‘Anthropocene.’ A carcass is reborn as a different creature. As
Choi himself said, it is Life Live, and Chaos is reorganized into Cosmos.
Also, it is not the regeneration of A=>A', but a resilience as A>Z. So, ulti-
mately, the work warns of the harmful effects of modern material civili-
zation such as global warming, climate change, global pollution, and en-
vironmental problems that the whole world and human beings are facing
today, and delivers a message for healing and salvation. In short, it is the
language of Choi’s installation to send out the values of high nobility and
purity from the lowest part of our life, namely garbage. On this principle,
Choi explains, ‘a chicken’s behavior to set the hierarchy.

A— B
i
4

C=>>"D

A is pecking B, B is pecking C, C is pecking D, and D is pecking A. A is
both the top and bottom. In short, ‘clean things are dirty, and dirty things
are clean.’ But the mode of sending messages is very roundabout. It is not
at all straightforward like a society section of a newspaper or a television
documentary program. As seen in Dandelion, the issue of environmental
pollution is not mentioned at all. He does not insist ‘we love nature,’ or ‘we
have to protect it.' Rather, he whimsically asks to ‘gather together’ people
and make them participate in his creation of art with the pots and plastic
bottle lids which they do not use any more. He willingly gives them the
seat of an artist saying ‘You are a master and a monument.’
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Spectacular, Yet Trivial

Nalim (jerry) added to Naljo (fabrication) makes completion
Heart to heart, communion, resonance.
Life is a flower; a human being is a flower
My collections are all my ideas, mentors and sources of inspiration.
YOUR HEART IS MY ART.

As we can see in his poem, Choi collects and unifies contradictory ele-
ments, setting in motion a festival where a protoplasm/crystal/essence/
order emerges from the infinite repetition of a pot. What still haunts
Dandelion, however, as 7,000 pots are replaced with flowers, is a frighten-
ing warning that the garbage of the machine-made era may destroy the
earth.

Let’s explain this using ‘art,’ which is the word Choi avoids most
strictly. Paradoxically, Choi says that his installation exists most far from
art. But if we overturn his thoughts, he is playing in the heart of the art
scene. He discovered art in the place that fine arts left and abandoned.
Here we can see that Choi’s horizon of art is infinite. Beyond crossing the
boundary of daily life and art, his work is at the point where even the dis-
tinction between everyday life and art is meaningless.

It is like the site of the petroglyphs of Bangudae or Cheonjeon-ri,
where pictorial language was in use for the first time on this land, in the
Age of Myth and prehistory when a shaman, the main character of the
times, practiced stone engraving with a sword. It is the origin of civili-
zation, a moment without distinction between daily life and art. Words/
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Civilization and Art: On the Installation Language of CHOIJEONGHWA

drawing/dance/song were all practiced as one, and even the division of
East and West did not happen yet. Just as a people wished for fertility/
abundance/eternal life, in the middle of a new mythical age, a shaman
called CHOIJEONGHWA is seeking the eternal life of the earth in the
rubbish piled in the machine civilization. Furthermore, he is not doing it
alone. Singing “Your Heart is My Art,” he invites the participants/viewers
as both subjects and appreciators of creation.

Choi lets me fall into the illusion that | am in the middle of a town
where a folk painting in the Joseon period is being painted. The villag-
ers have gathered all together and are absorbed in an artist’s painting. A
Munja-do, ‘filial piety, brotherhood, loyalty/faithfulness, politeness, righ-
teousness, and a sense of honor#te2ER®®%,’ is born in the applause and
cheers of all the members of society. The painting is itself a place where
an illusion or dream/unconsciousness of a community called Joseon is
realized. Yes, the qualities mentioned are a song that all the people in
Joseon had sung for 500 years regardless of their social rank. Therefore,
the root/orientation of Choi’s installation can be discussed in direct rela-
tion with folk paintings because they are the same regarding the creation
and the attitude towards group-creation. As the ideology of Confucian-
ism spread from the royal family and scholars to people, the Munja-do
like Filial piety, brotherhood, loyalty/faithfulness, politeness, righteousness,
and a sense of honor was made. It was the result of the unification of a
painter and a viewer, sharing a common dream/fantasy/ideology/wish/
orientation of the members of society. A pot also can become the food,
mouth, and mother of everyone in our times. Choi even reaches out to
converse with the pots. It bursts into poetry.
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Empty

The bowl that | ate with and | fed you with
To share energy with you and live alongside others
The bowl|
It has become a splendid light between earth and sky
Taking care of eating and feeding
Mother
| devote this light to you.

It is surprising that he is talking to dead material. But if there is no soul
or mind in the substance itself, it is impossible to write a poem. If a sub-
stance like stone, plastic, aluminum, or steel are simply matter, or even
a carcass, it cannot speak first. Yet, in his work, the pots are singing to-
gether with Choi.

In this context, the language of Choi's installation made of plastic
is a new language, dance and painting in the Age of Machine and be-
comes a pioneer of a written language for our time. It is also the song of
all the people of the world who have entered into the Anthropocene. This
unofficial designation of a geological age points to the period when hu-
manity began to have a significant influence on the global environment.
Geologists note that radiation, carbon dioxide, plastic, and concrete rep-
resent the Anthropocene of today. Viewers living in the Anthropocene
unconsciously admire Dandelion and take photographs with it. However,
seeing Dandelion, | hear the groan of the earth suffering from a fever.
Choi’s installation work is a warning saying that ‘the earth might become
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a boiling pot when it continues to be like this.'

Shaman in the Age of Mechanical Civilization

We are living in the 21st century society led by artificial intelligence/digi-
tization/robotics/machinery. It is the critical era for questioning if we will
be human or machine. Choi'’s installation becomes a language that both
accuses and saves our life/every day/society/humanity on the level of
civilization. In other words, his work brings back and unifies the physical
and the metaphysical being, that is to say, the materiality of plastic and
human spirituality, to the point where Mother Nature, human beings, and
God meet. We see the same spirit in the Animism, Totemism, and Sha-
manism of the Age of Myth. Through this, Choi’s installation language
suggests an alternative art in this changing moment of civilization that
moves beyond the Age of Myth and the Age of History into the Age of
Machine. Choi’s artistic career all over the world manifests this. (Refer to
CHOIJEONGHWA-Origin, Originality, Seoul: P21, pp.576-581). It is neces-
sary to see Choi’s installation language in the context of civilizational par-
adigm-shifts in the 21st century and its relation to the direction of art.

In particular, it is a time when we should consider, on a glob-
al scale, the fundamental questions of human history such as ‘unity of
material and spirit,’ ‘tradition and contemporaneity,’ ‘unification of daily
life and art.’ The framing of the discussion concerning East and West no
longer reveals or captures the full set of questions and answers that arise
in Choi’s art. The traditions of art, whether painting or sculpture in the
West or painting and calligraphy of the East, cannot be applied directly to
Choi’s art. The existing language presented in the art history of East and



A, ‘LYool stLtEAet 22 2l I s ol TX|FH X210 M
AFAH R Faix{of & AlFHO|Ct O ol of£0f RA0| SHa} MES| 2H =gt
HIsiMe 2Fst dX|7t H|7|5Hs ER2a siEe] W27t ESiLir L ZA L X =
%E=Ch 71E SM0IE, S 3|3t =2t 49| MF0|22| AHWA D} HAIX|E &
= %0 MatEmE Aol S0pA0L O0jE 8 B CfS JFCh SA2| Mstn|EAtol
M HAIE 71Z QlojRte 2= 22| 214|7| 2ol HHst U= 0572 2
FAE BHIE gotd =& Z0{d & gt

AF 22 0|0] M4k mH2{Che) XbA|7F FIHFH 2 ACE. ol ZACH CHAIE
SiRRo| ZM0IS} 210f, 5 SAICH M0/ 2| YA|utuiRet ZH2 AN SHHL
S MI&0| BH S Atghe] 2to| Hhp 3, A 7|0f wtat =& eloje| MER FE2 1
S Eeist of | Tt

E|Yste| ZatAE|0l2t: 2FE FHOR St HR|A0{0| A= O|Yst
Zi0| o2t x| 53| gHstun T A AR 2 ot J2M s EEEYS| 0}
/7| X/He/RUAXLE 0| 21 A= EaLAE0|2t= B S AfAlo| HX|0|2
O ERMMEE E2{50|1 U= A XA FE| 7} ZEA0 HALHE | A SO|A £
7|Z2| ofE} ol &3} 2| F3t o & 2| AHEHOIXL 2| Y/X[&/27| M| = CHE A
olct.

M ol22 SRR RE AX/HIREICH: A2 2-s HRI0NE s S5}
HA HASA M= A =/MERAM 2 K= o2 EE| lof 2F
AHLE +Ete 2 BLh= 20| oLt 23]2] 27 XHA|7} & 7te| FHAl/Atd/ots
g o2 gopict 22o| gictd FAT gli= Z0|ct. o] koM =t7te| H

BoRu of 2 28t YalplojumRnE FHoR

West alone cannot involve or solve the problem of the unprecedented
changes in human history facing the 21st century civilization.

As | explained repeatedly, the paradigm of the world itself is
changing. As illustrated by the invention of the multi-view Joseon folk
painting, which is similar to Western Cubism, it is natural that changes in
the world lead to the evolution of thoughts, and finally to the creation of
a new formal language.

Choi’s use of installation language with plastic at its core is not
strange but happens very naturally. Adopting plastic—which constitutes
the base/background/DNA of contemporary material civilization—as the
tool of his installation art connects the artist to a lineage in the develop-
ment of formal languages while marking Choi’s uniqueness and the dif-
ferences in scale/direction/size characteristic of his work.

Deciphering Choi’s installation language allows us to come to the
almost obvious realization that art begins/originates from the material.
However, the material is a tool/resource, not an end in itself. Instead, the
material delivers the spirit/thoughts/mind of the artist. Without matter,
no spirit. In this context, the artist’s mind is directly related to the ques-
tion of materiality. That is, material and spirit are not split but are one.

To reiterate, the mental aspect of Choi’s installation cannot be
abstracted away from the material. As we have seen, the plastic age is
an era of a new mythology. In other words, it is the age of a new shaman/
priest who deals with the plastic civilization/material at hand. The era of
keyboard hitting is no different than the other realms infiltrated by plastic
manufacturing. All we can do is select and make use of what exists in our
time and circumstances. It is no longer necessary to ponder the formal
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language of traditional painting and calligraphy or the prototypical aes-
thetic qualities of writing fast/slow, thickly/thinly, long/short, in smooth
stroke/simple line, with heavy/light pressure, as well as the density or
quality of ink.

Even if | do not explain Theory of Use and Disuse, it is a desperate
moment today that you become a machine as you hit the keyboard or a
human while practicing calligraphy. The contemporary situation is led by
the digital, textual-visual saturation, virtual reality, and robotics coupled
with artificial intelligence. We are living in the age of materialism that
moves beyond/outside of Animism, Totemism, Confucianism, Buddhism,
Taoism, Christianity, Islam, or any other form of spirituality.

This issue of our age is no longer a problem for which only one civ-
ilization is responsible. It is a problem that goes beyond East and West. In
conclusion, Choi's installation language acts as the Shaman that commu-
nicates secretly with the sky, the earth, human beings, the sun, and the
moon, and offers salvation for the earth, for human beings, and for all of
nature which is dominated by mechanization in this material world. Final-
ly, it becomes a flower and a song to release.
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