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Philosophy, Aesthetics

The period between the mid-1980s, when the Korean society was filled with
unprecedented new changes, and the 2000s was a time when many things that have
formulated Choi Jeong Hwa today started popping out from the ground. It seems that
the artist did not really turn away from the change of the world when it was being
bombarded by all the ‘post’ discourses such as post-modern, post or consumerist
capitalism, popular culture, commodity aesthetics, daily life, aesthetic populism,
pluralism, diversity, cross-genre, unconscious and desire, and the new generation
discourse, which stormed the world like colorful leaflets. The sense of suffocation
from the existing institution of art, which had been divided into factions of modernism
and Minjung art (which translates as people's art) might have contributed to such an
attitude. For these reasons, the artist participated in some free and experimental small
group activities and exhibitions after the mid-80s. And he had to bare misconceptions
and rumors about him being so-called ‘kitsch and pop’ — dysphemistic and
provocative, with vivacious and playful attitudes, lightness and vulgarity, shock and
novel, fragmented and split sensibility, contingency and indeterminacy, or blatant and
private senses. It was due to the fact that he did not entirely turn away from the current
of time that was noisy and messy. However, | assume that the artist must have dealt
with such changes with a unique perspective and a sense of distance, with complex
and delicate feelings and attitudes. In the face of declarative and decisive judgments
about the new changes being made in the world, he instinctively sensed the delicate
and substantial movements behind them. It must have been that he tried to feel the
candid and pressing narratives about our lives through his body instead of making

big noises about the lousy changes of the world that seemed to be no more than a
pretense.
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To borrow the artist's unique way of speaking, what he was working on was about the
untouched raw scenes from our lives that were swarming (Wageulwageul), boiling
and bubbling (Bb Ibbageul), fresh (Singsing), and lively (Saengsaeng). He took
note of the ironic value and meaning of what was so-called conventional and secular,
embracing them through his bodily senses. Although it was not a scenery made of
elegant and sophisticated discourses, and though it could be a little unhandsome

and lousy, Choi turned his eyes toward the scenes that were vigorous and valiant with
countless difficulties and exhaustion, which showed another look into our lives. The
artist did not turn away from the honest look at the scenes of our lives and their simple
beauty. More than that, he did not hesitate to emphasize them as representing the
active and confident beauty. As such, Choi considered himself as an intervener of the
world, rethinking the use of art by dealing with the other side of our society. To realize
it, he started wandering through the streets, alleys, and markets, closely observing
and collecting what have been holding themselves up with their vigorous vitality on
the ground of our everyday lives. For Choi Jeong Hwa, walking, or traveling around and
throughout the world as he observes, collects, and thinks about things with his own
perspective and senses, has been an important source of his practice, which is true
even today. His activities as a photographer, collector, and a person that learns through
walking continues now as he produces numerous works in different places around the
world. Regardless of the landscape of discourses that have been going through their
own ups and downs, the artist has been sensing the clues and traces of everyday lives
in gaps and in-between spaces such as places that did not receive attention of the
many, Nanjido landfill’ and trash, traditional markets, construction sites, amusement
parks, old and shabby buildings, back alleys, street stalls, fake products, stone pagodas,
and a Taegeuk (yin-yang) symbol. And he did not only discover the falseness and
hypocrisy embedded in such things and miscellaneous scenery but also found out

the warmth and vitality of life as well as the raw and vigorous world. | assume that his
literary sensibility might have contributed to such discoveries, since these unfamiliar
scenes from life often convey not only the dynamics of life but also the feelings about
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life as being very strange and transient. | think that the artist read certain providence
and order from the chaotic and unclear worldly scenery of everything and even
acquired certain enlightenment that is not related to the frivolous changes of the
world. In particular, the (traditional) market as a place filled with every worldy objects
has been an important source and background of Choi Jeong Hwa's work. His special
curiosity and dedicated love toward the market is still continuing today. Although

the scope of such curiosity and love is quite changed as it has been broadened and
deepened with frequent presentations overseas, it seems that the artist's utmost
curiosity and love toward the worldly affairs he senses on the street has not been
changed much. The market as a place overflowing with all the shapes and figures of
the world, their meanings, and the raw vitality of life must be the living ingredients of
the artist's work. Since then, Choi Jeong Hwa started dedicating himself to the masters
and teachers of such world as novel entities. He bowed to the masters of life and forms
who enlightened him about the vanity and futility of art, learning the true meaning and
value of art by himself. He thought about the importance of the artistic use of everyday
objects that highlighted the full wisdom of life and living. He often emphasized the
beauty of the useful of usel 1ess(#AZA) by collecting these useless and
discarded objects. However, it also seems that the world has always been something
that is captivating yet still full of miscellany and chaos, aside from the learning from
below.

Hence, during such a complicated period, the artist could sustain a tense, ironical sense
of distance with ambivalent and disp subjects since he regarded the world in his
own way. He acted against the tumultuous changes of the world in a way that was as
peculiar yet profoundly meaningful as those changes. It must have been that he wanted
to breathe within such changes and grasp what was behind them, but he also did not
hide a certain sense of distance and his dysphemistic (cynical) laughter. To borrow the
artist's words, he dealt with the myths of the compressed growth of the modern period
of Korea, which was as careless as ‘Ppalippali (quickly), Daechungdaechung (roughly),
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everything was in a jumble. In the midst of such a chaotic world, the artist found old
and continuing things, vivid things that were alive and breathing. His unique insight
and instinctive were in op ion, geared toward unchanging things in a world
where everything was being washed away by the rapid changes or toward old and
lasting things with their sweet fragrances although they were scattered and broken. It
was as if he was finding a real substance from the ruins where old and new things and
useless and useful things were mixed, even revealing the shallow exterior surfaces.
Such practice reminds of Walter Benjamin’s notion of rag picker, as Choi was an artist
that collected the trash that was breaking the divinity — everything discarded by the
captivating yet chaotic metropolis, disgusting, broken things that were no more than
urban waste — and transformed it into useful, gratifying artificial objects. He gave new
functions to things that have been completely broken, aged, and discarded in ruins and
changed them into useful things once again, recycling and regenerating them.

Plastic, which now has become another iconic material used by the artist, 0 is another
ple that sh his practice. As a material, plastic possesses the superficial
and artificial features of capitalism that are repr d by mass production and
consumption, repetition and duplication, and plastic surgery. However, it also conveys
the ironic joys and sorrows of the laborious modernization of Korea where people had
to establish a myth of rapid development. The artist understood that plastic not only
allowed the production of household items in need with a low price in large quantity or
in a relatively easier way but also the creation of remarkable objects that soothed and
decorated the exhausting life with its diverse and vivid colors. In this way, the artist paid
attention to the familiar yet peculiar, ironic values of plastic. Such aspects coincided
with the world that was disparate and contradictory. He tried to convey the candid
and unsophisticated wishes to decorate one’s life with splendor at least on the surface
although it could be humble and coarse, and deliver the other side of us that showed
the beauty of everyday life with pride and confidence while having false consciousness
and snobbery. The same applies to the artist's inflatable objects. Itis because the

objects resemble ourselves without any exaggeration that we live in a struggle on the
crossroad of proud confidence and shameful dwarfishness, us being inflated to the full
when we inhale and squeezed out of shape as we exhale. It bles a living organi
that can stand up once again with a deep inhale of air although it goes through a
difficult life. In this manner, the artist moves toward the extraordinary meanings and
potentials possessed by these plain and ordinary objects. He understood that the
chaotic and miscellaneous things, discarded things as if they were in ruins, and even
garbage could constitute a possibility of another kind of life. It is the artist's unique
prescription to the time of plastic surgery and artificiality that had been inflated by lies
and false consciousness. This must also have been because of his early enlightenment
that light and humble things, common and cheap things, and fake and artificial things
could possess extraordinary values and important meanings and transform into life and
nature in a broader sense.

As extremes often meet with each other, the artist's response toward the chaotic and
vulgar world also takes the same ironic and extreme method. This is what is called the
artist's strategy of leaving, fermenting, and ripening. Since the world itself might be
chaos, and nature and living organisms might also be chaos in a jumble of ironic and
contradictory things, the artist might have responded with the extreme and ironic logic
that resembled such a world. It might be that such chaos, such liveliness and vividness
were what the artist has learned in the jungle-like world and remarkable meanings he
wanted to reveal through his work. In addition, the artist adds Saengsaeng Hwalhwal
(liveliness and vigor), which is his particular mantra to the world, to let everything in
the world transform into life. He sprinkled the seeds, sprouted buds, grew them into
stems, and had them bloom as if he bred life. Having his work mature and ripen had
such a profound intention. It must have been that the artist had such an intention as
everything in the world was a precious being like a flower. Things are precious even in
this ruinous world. Thus, the artist responds to the world with countless flowers that are
his works, like a bunch of flowers that bloom in the midst of the ruins. With the hums
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and lively shouts of countless and nameless things, with the splendor that is as flashy
as the lex world of Wageul | (swarming), Bbageulbbageul (boiling and
bubbling), and with the value of things that are alive, the artist let the world bloom and
shine (1t, ). Though the hums and shouts could be those of crude flowers, he does so
if his action can let the world shine and reborn with nature and life. But it seems that
what he has done was not merely out of simple splendor that r bled a flower in full
bloom. A flower that blooms and falls can signify the most brilliant moment of one’s life,
but it also conveys the vanity and futility of life. Hence, what is important in the artist's
life shall be the precious values of one's life and living that lie behind the splendor. His
work is directed toward certain enlightenment about the values in life that are intense,
firm, and filled with joys and sorrows; sound wishes in life that one desires to bloom
with flowers; and meanings conveyed by such minds and attitudes. It resembles a lotus
that blooms a sweet flower in the midst of all the uncleanness of the world similar to
morasses of mud. In other words, Choi Jeong Hwa does not forget the precious nobility
of life and nature. His admiration of fruits as a result of efforts made by flowers shall not
be so different from his inclination. This shall also be that the artist had the same wish
with all of us who liken things that produce fruitful results through the laborious life

in this world, representing the wish through the figures of exuberant trees with fruits.
Thus, whether they are noble or humble, or even they are not in the shape of flowers,

all of the artist's work are flowers and precious lives. Although he has never used real
flowers in any of his works, all his works are flowers. And the flowers also include us.
He considers all of these as precious and venerable. Works that appropriate the figure
of the crown can also be seen as part of that context. The works become flowers by

th Ives to wel all the precious flowers in the world and convey their gratitude
to the flowers. With these reasons, the artist’s work could shine as the most secular and
sacred objects. It was his remarkable mentality and attitude that turned the ordinary,
insignificant and even artificial things into flowers. However, his unique strategy of
piling up might have also taken a significant meaning.

ojd TS, R 2 m|LHXL She 4] UZE ALE, I3 0iS N Ei=H0| €2 U= 2Jo|&2
Ysim U Aolch TRY T2 M| 23 [ F0IM 8 EI| 2KE RS TIYUHE ARMY
YOICH M XjHo] EEE HX 241 U= Holch FE2| AU HohSol i ol T= ol2t
CH2X| 2& Z0|ch. S48 el LIRSS Sall A2 MU0 KoM= S22 S %E
WES Y3 22| 25| HIRS E7t HAIE 2UHY| (2 Zolch 2H 7ol 7o) HY2
FISHE HSIE Zholl YEE0| H2 4 B 20| oL Ciets RE7tRO0|D, A58 YHHo|ch
IS SHHE Ao R TG RE AHSE Ho| §UX|2 RF TR Ao|ch 2] XHIE ZEHA
YOICE O 2FE 23810 A3 0171 ZoIch Zi7te] 2t 2 o2 #h M2tofl ZEHE Zo|ch
AAR REO0| =0 MY 2E B RES ISt ZAIe| 01SF Hst2 UE ZHolct. ol
O|RS2 Xi7te| XU 71 M&X0IX|2 SAlofl 7He YA RS2 3H8 4+ AU Zo|ct
TSI SIS AE, AX|0f AZo| WEEARY & AU o= 0[2{3 il MY RE
HES 2SS A 07| 2 S 0SS AAAKIL 27 S]] 47| Mt 2 ojo|&
ZEXISHX| ALt ACh

Mol 2E 2F0| M2 CHEXI2HE M2 0|R 310 HHEI0{0s}7[0fl 2171 A= HY 0IF
Mate] RE HES #7{0| ¥ AU X|20] SYSIHME 20| U= BAHES 2HE0f WE ZHolct
EF AL s &2 ofol2] =X 0]S 20| OtLI2t S| F 2f5H Wot F2! 0|F 2= 0152
2 SEUXNY A5t E 01SF ot YA017|= SiCh M| RE HES 0I5 st
Yl si2i= e 013§ YoICh YEol MES HEUc2M Jol AFTHUS FE VY

SUE Mol S CHE0f LHo| O1F ChA| Xteint Mol WCHE 7RISt 2J0| 2 S3}HA17|E 0f2{ 8t
A7 2700 HIEt BatAE Ao 2 SHYE|X| HECh E2tAE| ARRE B8 SMEe 2%
TSAILIE, Ol SIS GiYWIHY, §IF, WY, Rt YR, T, K4}, M7, g, 2, 2R, SE,

ESSAY 556

As everything in the world shall stand next to each other and be connected together, the
artist also created special and meaningful relations by layering and connecting all the
things in the world with the utmost sincerity. In addition, the artist’s action of piling up
objects is not only about figurative art in a narrow sense but also for precious and noble
minds of tless people without and the stone pagodas they built for their
hopes. This is also about their exceptional thoughts to get along with everything in the
world and have them in equality. Piling objects adds a sense of everyday life on top of
it. By doing so, he does not only make people feel the importance of living but also the
tense vitality of life, elevating them to particular value and meaning of life and nature.
And this is not limited to plastic objects. The artist piles up all kinds of miscellaneous
objects in the world that have been existing in difference and heterogeneity, which
does not only include plastic baskets but also include all sorts of various objects across
the ages and in all countries, such as travel suitcases, rich chests, nails and hammers,
bookcases, gourd bowls, shuttlecocks, looms, candlesticks, bowls, large brass bowls,
jars, china bowils, iron kettles, stone rings of barbells, discarded car tires, buoys, totem
poles, and primitive totems. By neatly and sincerely piling the layers and gaps in our
daily lives, our preci ighbors that inued to live with us in there, and our
household goods, the artist makes them reborn with another values and meanings

in life. Choi Jeong Wha establishes meanings not by creating particular figures and
shapes but by building sincerity and hopes. Piling the preciousness of beings has

not only led him to make all the insignificant things in the world meaningful but also
regenerate artificial things as living things with life. The artist delivers a scene of life
where different people live together as neighbors, similar to us that withstand the
weight of life that is light and heavy at the same time while leading a laborious life in
this world.

In the end, what the artist wants to share has been the scenes from this complicated
world where different kinds of ‘us’ live in harmony, which are the scenes of liveliness.
In particular, he has an exceptional interest in the neighbors that shared their living
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with him, which unfolds his ontology of the ‘side.’ He asks us — who have been looking
at what lies ahead and running toward the direction — to take another look on things
that exist on the ‘side,” ‘beside,’ and 'between.’ They can be scenes from the ordinary
lives of our neighbors, faded scenes from the past, or the scenes of tradition and folk
customs. For the artist who works with all ages and countries, everything in the world,
especially the sides and the back of it that the others have not taken much interest,
the marks and traces of common life, shall be the beings that exist on the side and
beside. Such concepts of side and beside is also the logic of neighbors and relations. It
is the relations where different people, humans and humans/artificial objects, humans
and nature, objects and nature, nature and nature, and even heterogeneous times

and spaces are equally neighboring with each other, ultimately leading everything

in the world is equal and in harmony. It should also be the ‘flashy’ encounters with
heterogeneous differences that exist by themselves. It is also the reason behind why
one often feels unexpected, strange beauty in the artist’s work. These are unusual
encounters that go beyond our monotonous and placid everyday lives and decorate
the world with brilliance and splendor. By putting different things ‘on the side, side by
side,’ the artist conveys the beauty that is as ironic as the contradictory logic of the
world. Describing it in Korean, it shall be ‘Eeoulida (to go well with), Eourojida (mingle
with), and Eoulim (matching),” which all mean different things being together. Low
and insignificant things come side by side with high and noble things, becoming equal
with them, and nature and artificial things, the sky and the earth, and all the different
periods and countries neighbor with each other. By mixing up all these meanings in
the world to enlighten the ptional meaning and value that exist here and now, even
turning the worldly into the sacred, the artificial into nature and life.

For these reasons, the artist's work is often called as being produced out of alchemy
in that it transforms ordinary and placid everyday objects into an unusual glaring
flash of light. Such a concept of ‘coincidence of opposites,’ which is a key idea in the
Western alchemy, is also profound in its meaning with regards to the 'heterogeneous
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coexistence of different things’ that is the very ontology of the beside and bet
mentioned earlier in this essay. Thisis b such coincidence of different things
means no more than ‘simultaneity’ or ‘coexistence in the same place.’ New meanings
are generated since different things horizontally go along with each other without
discrimination, but there are also hidden meanings once one examines them in detail.
Such harmony or being together does not merely mean a simple harmony but the
harmony and unity of different, contradictory things after all. In that regard, it also
means something that is not static but constantly moving, a state where two indivisible
forces such as yin and yang are in the balance. | assume that the same applies to the
artist's long interest in the images of Taegeuk symbols from the East and West. As the
artist had been interested in the different kinds of ‘concordance’ (Eoulim), he could
convey in his work a certain mind, which could take the form of hybrid and crossbreed
where contradictory things exist together but finally lends at respect and care toward
diversity and difference. The artist reveals the lively side and the inner workings of
the world that resembles miscell bjects where imult things are
disparately interlocked with each other. By doing so, he let the beauty of living closely
together in this complicated world through difficulties, and the precious values and
meanings possessed by each of us uncover and reveal themselves. The artist did not
only enlighten us about the preciousness of living in this world but also lead us to take
another look at ourselves that observe the world. He did it by leading us to see the
behind and side of the world and the objects inside it that we had forgotten then, and
dearly treating and piling objects that neighbor us and exist behind and at the side of
our everyday lives. He leads us to look at all the things in this world that are alive or
dying with the endlessly low ‘breaths, textures.’
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