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I'll Live, I'll Live in Byeolyuchoniji

Kim Yoogyeong
Journalist, The Kyungnam Shinmun

1. | first met Choi Jeonghwa in 2008 in Changwon. On a clear autumn evening, when the weather was pleasantly cool,
| walked into a pub and stumbled upon him quite by accident. He was drinking with a group of people. Since it was
in the midst of the 2008 Seoul Design Olympics displaying his recent project, the conversation naturally revolved
around the exhibition. When | said that I'd seen the exhibit. he was curious about my impression of his work. | said,

‘| was absolutely stunned by its enormous scale. But then, it looked a little messy---"

| felt someone giving me a pinch on my thigh. The person sitting next to me shot me a glare.

A voice followed, “What is this person taking:*:?"

Choi hurriedly waved his hands with widened eyes and said,

“It's alright. Good. Art is in the eye of the beholder." (For that project, | heard, he had collected 1.763.360 plastic
bottles and put them together like mobile ornaments to adorn the exterior of the Jamsil Sports Complex building
where the exhibit was taking place. Over 40 days, as many as 3,638 people were involved in the project, and the
plastic bottles were transported by 488 trucks.)

12 years later, he still stands by these words.

“Please leave the interpretation of this exhibition (Saror’ Saroniratta) to the docents and let them explain it in their
own ways. There are no guidelines. Who can define what art is? Does art belong to anyone specific? Art is in the eye
of the beholder.”
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2. There was a similar project led by Choi in Changwon, before the one in 2008. In 2007, Changwon City
commissioned him to produce a public art installation for the exhibition City Change scheduled on occasion of the
Changwon World Parade Free Festival. For this project, Choi brought together strips of fabric dyed in traditional
colours symbolizing 5 directions and hung the strips like loose latticework along the facade of Changwon Cityhall,
a 20-metre-high and 150-metre-wide four-story building. But the work, Congratulations! was pulled down in two
days after the City received several complaints from local citizens—they complained that the garish strips of fabric
made the building look like a shamanic temple. (This incident triggered a series of arguments over whether a public
artwork commissioned by either the state or a local government can be produced like an industrial object and still be
considered an acceptable public art form just because it engages the public. The controversy still pops up in public
art discourse from time to time.)

In an interview with a local newspaper, he said:

“They complained that it looked like a shamanic temple or a shrine to a village deity, but even if so, | don't get why
that matters. People believe that shaman culture is indecent. Isn't that cultural bias the actual problem?”

When | asked him about that incident, he laughed and recalled it like a sort of happening in its own right. But then
again, he was a real shaman! So, their complaints were not entirely wrong. What | mean by this is that the role he has
undertaken in the art world is that of a shaman. He is the instrument. called ‘Choi Jeonghwa', of some omnipresent
existence; a mediator; a man who makes things felt and also feels them with us; a person playing on the boundary; a
marginal being who falls into a creative trance at the borders between art and the secular.

Time passed, and now it is 2021. Coloured strips of fabric are hanging tightly along the exterior of the Gyeongnamn
Art Museum. In 14 years, Choi has brought the shamanic temple back to Changwon.

3. In late fall of 2019, while working as a cuttural correspondent for Kyungnam News, | heard from the Gyeongnam
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Art Museum that they were preparing an interesting exhibition with Choi Jeonghwa. And so another encounter came
about. Last summer, | went on several field trips, led by Choi Jeonghwa, to a variety of places in Gyeongnam (Southern
Gyeongsang Province). To be exact, | participated in six field trips of the ten organized by Gyeongnam Art Museum
and Choi Jeonghwa. Sometimes, | took an early bus without having time to get washed up. Once, | had magui (Korean
rice wine) with Choi at a noodle place near the Bukmyeon train station, just kiling time, since we were both unable to
make the train to our destination—the trains arrived at long intervals. In Geoje and Jinhae, on every quayside, | cast
my eyes about some of Choi's ‘fantastic garbage'.

Choi wanted to absorb every smell and colour, the orally-transmitted local histories and rumours, the landscapes
ruined by capitalist-driven developments. old things gone out of use due to new technologies, and somehow shabby
and rustic things remembered among the local populations. (He didn't even touch food at restaurants unless it was
local cuisine.)

Beginning in Gusanmyeon in Masan, we traveled in many places: the mausoleum of King Suro in Gimhae, Dongsang
marketplace, the site of ancient tombs in Daesungdong, Bugok Hot Spring (aka Bugok Hawaii) in Chang-nyeong,
Chusandong in Masan, Daewondong in Changwon, Jinyang Lake in Jinju, Jangseungpo in Geoje. Gadeokdo in Busan,
Obong Mountain in Yangsan, and Daegu Museum of Art.

Wherever we arrived, we found stories ready to be told and not a single story failed to fascinate us. We were moved
by the story of Pasa stone pagoda, which Queen Heo of Gaya (43-532) had brought from her hometown Ayudhya,
and intrigued by the fact that the old residents of Gimhae ground the surface of the tower to use its powder
like medicine, and we were surprised at the perfect quality of crystal necklaces from Gaya, which had just been
unearthed from Daesungdong's historical tomb site. Watching the paled rainbow-colours of the facilities in Bugok
Hawaii, which had once been one of the most famous theme parks in Korea, | felt the end of my childhood and
adolescence. While looking into the pure eyes of llamas at the Jinyang Lake Zoo, | felt homesick for the alpine region
where they were from, where |'d never been.
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June, July and August passed that way as if in an instant, and | suddenly feit a bit ashamed. So, | confess, this writing
is my answer to the feeling that | felt for the summer field trips. As a person who was born and has grown up in
this region, those stories were not entirely new to me, but as | heard them retold, I've come to see my hometown
completely differently. It looked so beautiful and marvellous.

4, In almost every place we visited, objects appeared that fascinated Choi. Some were hiding themselves as if shy,
some wept over their fates, some revealed themselves almost flirtatiously.

| observed the creation of these ties between Choi Jeonghwa and objects several times. At a spicy tofu house, he
haggled with the owner of the restaurant over the price of an old nickel silver bowl, so old it would soon have holes.
Discovering a shipwreck in a disposal facility of discarded fishery polystyrenes, he asked people there to deliver the
wreck to his studio. He brought a number of pieces of old earthenware from an abandoned house—he came back
with mosquito bites all over his bald head in addition to these pieces. In a mom-and-pop shop, he laid out a number
of colourful plastic baskets on the floor and paired them according to their size in this way or that—again and again.
Despite my careful observation, | was never sure whether he chose the objects, or the objects chose him. | could only
vaguely presume that there was some kind of intuitive but also systematic criteria, some exquisite protocol at work in
the process of collecting objects.

5. In the course of these continuing field trips and with donations of Gyeongnam citizens, Choi gathered a large
number of tableware pieces and other objects. This was the project, Gather, Together: | rummaged through our
kitchen for something old and unused, and | found two saucepans that my late grandparents had used. | brought
them to the museum.

The day the installation, Anthropocene, was erected in the museum square, it felt like the very origin of my being
reaching up to the sky. Grandma, grandpa, does it look as vast and beautiful up there as it does from down here?
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Are you there watching me when | laugh, cry, collapse and rise again?

My grandparents were bom, lived, and were buried in this region. Probably, most of the people from here lived
and died the same way. We gathered their and our ‘precious little objects’ here to build them up to the sky in
Gyeongnam like ‘the spine of our bones, the flesh of our flesh'. Just as Choi Jeonghwa preached to us that this act
of accumulating was an excellent spatial operation that he leared from market merchants and the accumulation
was a traditional arrangement delivering a prayer for well-being found both in Eastern and Western culture, | found
a reason to perform topdori (a ritual of walking around a pagoda while praying for well-being) and bow before
Anthropocene.

6. Before the erection of Anthropocene, | spent some time in the museum lobby populated with pots, bowls and
saucepans.

‘I have used this bowl since | was only a rugrat.'

‘When | was pregnant, my moming sickness was so strong that | could only eat fried halibut. This is the frying pan |
always used then.'

Reading the notes that people left on their donations, | burst into tears, Where does this tingling feeling come from
that hits me so fully so suddenly? The most personal but also the most universal stories. As private as a vernacular
only used by people from a specific region, but in fact as ordinary as the language in which the entirety of human life
is abstracted. Before the piles of the old and dented tableware, | could finally understand the words Choi Jeonghwa
had repeated during the field trips, which were so ambiguous that I'd hardly understood then.

“What I've produced are not material things but their memories and future memories.”

‘I want to show the process of things turning into collective minds."

“You're the owner, the protagonist, the work of art.”

“Art makes you think and shows you what you think.”
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“I've always collaborated with people to create works. Never created works on my own.”

7. The field trips included visits to the project teams participating in the exhibition Byeoluchonyi: In each visit, Choi
watched how they prepared their exhibits, talked with them, and sometimes offered advice. | joined, along with a
few others, the visits to Create to Share in Geoje Island and BeeComFriends in Yangsan. They were there creating
strong communities by transforming unused facilities into communal spaces (Create to Share) or by conducting bee-
keeping projects with developmentally disabled young friends. (Beecomfriends). The same question was troubling
both team members: “How to present what we're doing in our neighbourhoods in a museum space?"

Their early proposals, which they made as suitable as to an art exhibit, were mostly rejected. (The Gyeongnam Art
Museum and Choi Jeonghwa didn't want an art exhibition from them.) They gathered around Choi, explaining that
they had no idea of what to do with their exhibit. Whenever they grew worried or frustrated, Choi repeated his words:
“Don't try making it like an art exhibit. Your way of leading your life here is itself art. The moment you intend to make
it look like art this exhibition will be off track.” (And so, they transferred the spaces they call ‘sites’ in a gallery on the
third floor of the museum as they were!)

8. After the opening of the exhibition, | visited the museum and the statue in the lobby on the first floor caused me
to burst into laughter. The work was Sangnamdong Doimen.

One day, in the middle of the summer field trips, | raved about Sangnam Stone Tomb. “There is a town called
Sangnamdong in Changwon, a town we Changwon citizens call, and believe to be, the best nightlife zone you could
ever find in areas south of Han River. Wherever you stand, there will be pubs, karacke places and motels beckoning
to you. In the middle of the town, a large dolmen is seated. It is said to be a southern-type dolmen made in the
Bronze Age, but whatever it is, for people in Changwon, it is more like a part of their daily routines, an easy landmark.
You'll often pick up that people say. ‘see you at 7 there in front of the dolmen!"."
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Unbeknownst to me, before getting on the train to Seoul that evening, Choi had gone cut and found the dolmen, and
now | saw it represented in the museum lobby using discarded Styrofoam!

Standing before Sea Urchin. | recalled going through arrays of large tetrapods and collecting floats washed up on the
shore by the sea waves; before Shipwreck, | found myself holding my nose. The pressure-treated epoxy shipwreck
looks sad, like a boat just arriving at the shore with a wound at its side, never to be used again. The moment we saw
it first at the sea in Ogkye, Masan, was brought back to mind. | could almost sense a salty fishery smell coming from
somewhere.

Tower, made with a collection of fish boxes from the Masan Joint Fishery Market; Flower Bask, with one of the
baskets used for decades by Masan fruit market vendors; and A Warm Room, with portable carts that wholesale
dealers sat on after the chilly wee hour auction—looking at those works, | could think only of alchemy, the bold
attempt to create gold or silver out of copper, lead, and tin, the pure desire to create something noble out of
commenplace substances. | thought. too, of Choi's alchemy, the transformation of plastic bottles or slippers into
objects in luxury showcases, of worn-out sweeping brooms into beautiful flowers in an enormous vase. | thought
of the alchemy of neon tossing and turning over the handcrafted objects. And of the alchemy achieved by people
who have continued to collect and record the stories of this region (such as Kim Gyeongsoo, director of Woldang
Antiquity Museum, who offered hundreds of wooden duck statues for this exhibition, and Yang Haegwang, director
of Changwon Local Culture Archive, who provided dozens of photographs of Changwon in the early 20th century)
and people who are appreciating those memories. | thought about the Fibonacci-sequence-type alchemy that takes
place only when | and you, you and | are put together, and about how the creator of a work and the spectator of a
work are not different but are equally necessary for art to happen.

Choi Jeonghwa brought together these odds and ends from all quarters of Gyeongnam and performed an alchemist
magic. The magic created an overwhelming sense of grandeur and the sublime in these commonplace objects, an
energy these objects had never had before, and the beauty created in the accumulation of objects twisted and
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subverted that fake notion that ‘art is too noble to be understood', and made us break into laughter.
Good riddance to all that. | thought.
Someone | know said, “This is what true Minjung art looks like, getting away from all kinds of manifesto and -isms.”

9, Sarori Saroriratta came to take place in the unprecedented world of COVID-19. But ironically, this crisis was exactly
what kept us from looking for other places and led us to re-explore this region. Isn't it only another possibility that
this novel virus has brought us?

Last summer at the Daegu Museum of Art. Choi Jeonghwa said,

“Until last year, | constantly went abroad. But as the COVID-19 situation got heavy, every overseas project schedule
was either cancelled or postponed. In hindsight, I've come to think, ‘what was all that?"”

Right, what was all that? The thing that made him constantly look out has now been brought into question. The thing
that made us constantly pursue something more superior, more sophisticated, and more glamorous has now turned
our eyes, ears and hearts back toward here, the ground we stand on.

Kim Jiyoung, director of Beecomfriends, seemed to get the idea of their exhibit. After the opening of Sarori
Saroniratta and Byeolyuchoryi (Elsewhere, Here), she told me,

“When the museum told me the exhibition title would be byeoluchonyi it didn't really make sense to me, to be
honest. Because it means a utopia. Taking care of kids with developmental disabilities everyday is tough, it's a never
easy life. You would never call it byeoluchoryi But. well-+ as we prepared our exhibit, | found myself thinking that
byeofyuchonyi might not necessarily be somewhere far away, even if it exists, and that if it exists, it may be inside me,
inside us, and in the world we're making in our community.”

10.. And so byeolyuchoniji is #ere, where we live. So that's where I'll stay. Right here.
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