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CHOIJEONGHWA: An Endless Cycle of Birth, Death and Rebirth

CHOIJEONGHWA is one of the most widely read and travelled artists |
know yet he is extremely modest. He expresses himself fluently in Kore-
an, a smattering of English, Japanese (and quickly learned words in other
languages) but most actively through his charismatic, physical presence.
He seems to know things by instinct and he teaches by example. Here
are some instances of how this works: | first discovered the music of The
Tiger Lillies, an English, “Post-Brechtian” punk band when he played it on
the rooftop of his small house in Seoul — | was extremely impressed and
subsequently contacted them to write an opera specially for The Beauty
of Distance, the 17th Biennale of Sydney of which | was curator — where
Choi also made site-specific works for the Botanic Gardens and Opera
House. He also introduced me to the insight that power was not nec-
essarily genetic or a function of selective breeding in Jared Diamond’s
1997 Pulitzer Prize winning world history book Guns, Germs, and Steel:
The Fates of Human Societies, which he also used as a title for one of his
works. When she was an art student, Korean artist, Yeesookyung also
recalls that “lots of young artists used to gather in CHOIJJEONGHWA's
place. He generously shared experimental films and up-to-date art books
and magazines with younger artists.”

Choi is not only an artist but also a thinker, architect, designer,
guru, facilitator, teacher and social engineer. Since 2001, | have worked
with him on several major projects of art, architecture and design in To-
kyo, Sydney, Kiev and Daegu. He seems never to stop moving and, follow-
ing his natural inclination to gravitate away from the enclosed
world of museums, his work has been exhibited across the ! Yeesookjeong,

email to the author,
whole world. July 14, 2012.
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Yet, although deeply
plugged into the present
and future, Choi’'s per-
sonality and work do not
conform to the global
cliché of a cosmopolitan
artist. He refuses to use
mobile phones, prefers
to walk everywhere, likes
“spectacularly trivial”
things made of plastic,?
often communicates by
body language, and sees
himself as an “intruder”
or “meddier” with art.*
What is more, with his shaven head and individual fashion sense, he looks
half way between a Buddhist monk and a pop star.

Outside the Korean context, Choi could be regarded as a late-com-

er to the international conventions of Pop Art but, although he
maintains a strong interest in the kind of popular images, ar- 2 _CHOLJEONG“Wk
tefacts and bric-a-brac that attracted young artists in Europe, j':,:,';mlezx?m
America and Japan in the 1950s and 1960s, his approach to this 3 CHOIJEONGHWA,
material is different. Many of his installations are stacked out ~ C=*o POl
of cheap, dazzlingly colorful, everyday materials found in the  creatorsproject.com/
street markets of working-class neighborhoods such as Gang-  freétors/choljeona-

f 2 5 hwa. Last accessed,
buk on the north bank of Seoul’s Han River. His sympathies are  august 19, 2018,
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CHOIJEONGHWA: An Endless Cycle of Birth, Death and Rebirth

undoubtedly rooted in popular culture and with the people who create it,
but he is concerned also to establish an authenticity and truth in his work
that reflects his thoughts and experience rather than those of others. To
achieve this he has had to unlearn many of the lessons he learnt at art
school and educate himself in art.

Choi’s father and eldest uncle were both devout Buddhists; the
eldest of five siblings, he was taught to live strictly according to the Bud-
dhist ethical code that included the belief that everyone had the potential
for Buddhahood. Such an upwardly egalitarian, inclusive idea of grace
certainly influenced Choi’s later conviction that everyone has an innate
capability for being an artist. This is a very different path to the strand of
European romantic thought which, during the 1970s, led the German art-
ist Joseph Beuys towards a similar conclusion.*

Choi’s early interests in art were primarily local: the rich, shaman-
istic imagery of Korean folk art, or jogakbo, brightly colored traditional
patchwork cloths and quilts. He was particularly drawn to the work of
scholar, calligrapher and ink painter Chusa Kim Jeong-hui(1786-1858), a
man who contemplated the totality of relationships

traditional folk religion; and to the Fluxus provoca-

) % 3 4 Atthe beginning of the 1970s,
within the world as much as making art, rather in the  German artist Joseph Beuys
same way that Choi does now; to the painter Park  (1921-1986), echoing the sentiments

of the German Romantic poet
Saeng-kwang(1804-1985), whose exuberant late works  yguaiis (1772-1801), stated “Everyone

explored the fusion of shamanism and Buddhism in  fsanartist” This idea was ane of the
founding tenets of Beuys's theory of
; % 2 2 2 social sculpture that, in the tradition
tions, robotic combines and video installations of  of Swiss cultural histarlan Jacob

Nam Jun Paik(1932-2006) a3 world-famous artist born in
Korea who spent most of his time in Europe and the  lage arwork.

Burckhardt (1818-1897), reg
the whole organism of society as one



19801ACH = 3H40|AH 2= “0l=0f et 2E SF2 §
X M FEof cis LM [.] BAIS| LoAl= 4AE
FA8Hs A0 O SR8 A2 A2 S|AFCLS O = KAS
"HE U= Hol" =2 ofZion] It g2 20| A HEY o
EPRCE ZAIS 2 2H{E 2t 4t 7, ALY Z0JLt QM E HojA—
3 AT, @Y, MEIH Atdge| Meof 10] X Sto| o|F XDt &5}
=—0ll chsiA= |ESHA olop7IRXICH 2P0 2SS Y, HAt
£ Aoizo I&OoR Hoi HHE 2K BACL” A IHBE 2
o] O|UMRAE 25t AEE I BHX| “0|33tX| RRCE" 2= &
HEO|A DjSchE AlEES 8t B2tX|7| EHIE Zt2XTA &opztn
1982'4 Ch3tS miLt 20 SR ZH20AL AlZE2 oA HE
A e 4248 R 8 ZHHCHEACH

5 HIY AF2¥E.
6 AR

7 A HAUME
olgt @ J7tol BN
2{0ji R 2 AU,
3 Xpdlo| e
AU 22 2ojgf
80| #Zojo|gR 1
OF0| 0104 cii o4 0|84 3tx|
Fuckn W,

8 o F M=)
0| 2H(1936-)0| Y
2o R RS
HUTE20| Ricdfie
ofzis] RN 27|17}
sl

9 WA

19854 Hcif £, J= HS2=2 YEE o{#sHA =ICt 27t SZ4Xe=

2 ¢ A2 =R2| 0|Z0jLt RHE Z72|e| AR, =i GA| O EXQl Hat
K=ol 210] A 7| Y7tMangaZ} OFLI{CE. O] H[O] DJOFH|, 2% OfOIRE, &
ol 72t2 40 22 M CiXo|H S| o] a2f =8 & Zojct Cixtel2 aA
2 AL2sHe A2 glo| EX@ & 13, 27t YEM OiFE M2 FAD 88
2 2007 Mlao] 2ol= YAS BHL0f EUCES

Y2022 0] 0{#0| 2f 2| 7|7t £|of, 2 &= OfH| {0l AU
Ck =7717] AIRHRIC) T ol 20| of g2l Sich Atsle] Uaxel 2320 £l=X| 2
A =D WA | FE2S 280l Foi5t7| AIARCE o HE U0 7hE MY

1Y B4, 7§, #Yc| 2 o2

United States.®

As a student in the early 1980s, Choi remembers that he was
“indifferent to all kinds of academic work and information about art ...
there was nothing more important [for me then] than to earn a living."®
He regarded himself as little more than “a skillful artisan” and started to
become increasingly frustrated by the narrowness of what he was being
taught. Although his lecturers talked eloquently about the work of Robert
Rauschenberg, Andy Warhol or Joseph Beuys—artists who in their choice
of materials and imagery or social ideas could be regarded as kindred
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with Choi in his later work—they then seemed remote, histor-
ical, colonizing figures to him and he showed little interest.’
Even the minimalist Mono-ha group of Japanese artists who
were then all the rage he simply “did not understand.”® He sup-
ported himself by teaching students cramming for art college
exams; in 1982 he left university and did national service in the
army. This gave him the breathing space he so obviously need-
ed to think things through.

In 1985, after coming out of the army, he made a first trip
to Japan and was immediately attracted not by Tokyo’s art, fa-
mous street-style, nor even by its manga, then at the highpoint
of its quality and production. The radical innovations of such
fashion designers as Issey Miyake, Yoji Yamamoto and Comme
des Garcons are what caught his eye. Design cannot exist with-
out people to use it, and the new forms and applications he en-
countered in Japan changed for him the way the world looked.*

With this trip to Japan as epiphany. Choi now started to

5 CHOIJEONGHWA.
See note 2,

6 Ibld.

7  Ibid. Cholwrote
that although he was
vaguely aware of the
existence of such
artists; they seemed
irrelevant to his own
situation and for
reasons of language
and his lack of interest
he did not understand
the ideas underlying
thelr work.

8  Ibid. Korean artist
Lee Ufan (b. 1936)
was one of the leading
figures of Japanese
Mono-ha, which
remains very popular
in Korea.

9 Ibid.
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CHOIJEONGHWA: An Endless Cycle of Birth, Death and Rebirth

feel related to the present. He could see how art could be a vital part of
contemporary society and began to engage with a broad swathe of cul-
ture from all over the world. But, most critical for his development now
was what he saw around him as he walked every day from Hongje-dong
in Seoul, where he lived, to his studio at the university: “Going to college
on foot, | discovered that art was not taught in school but outside it. | was
impressed and excited by the different things | saw in back alleys, tradi-
tional markets and construction sites, as well as by the lives of ‘azoom-ma’,
ordinary middle-aged women who have survived hard lives. | admired
their aggressive positivity”.'®

Returning to art school, Choi made the decision to graduate as
quickly and as painlessly as possible. He turned his back on the worthi-
ness of his art instructors and started to make “illustrations” using cray-
ons and acrylic in a hybrid style, somewhere between the then-fashion-
able Japanese minimalism and the new wave of figurative expressionism
becoming popular in Europe. His description of why he decided to do this
sounds calculated, even cynical: “The works | created in 1986 and 1987
were made to receive prizes."" He had by now fully understood how the
art system worked and was prepared to exploit its weakness to create
a more open opportunity beyond it. In 1987, he was awarded the presti-
gious JoongAng Fine Arts Prize.

Choi graduated from university immediately after this, burnt all
his previous work, stopped making “art," and threw himself into interior
design, working on interior for Ssamzie, a new Korean fashion
brand, as well as on designs for books, posters, theatre and 10 Ibid.

3 : 11 CHOMEONGHWA,
dance productions. This was all done under the umbrella of the 4
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Ghaseum Studio: Ghaseum, one of many neologisms he has created in
relation to his work, was derived from the Hangul characters for “mind,”
“heart” and “breath” that, when taken together, connote the sense of
“source of feeling” or “emotion”. For Choi, art now became a project for
the creation of a protective shell or framework within which people could
develop their own taste and begin to realize aesthetic dreams and de-
sires that they had never before suspected.

At the beginning of the 1990s, Choi began to design his first cre-
ative spaces in Seoul that immediately attracted a huge following of
young people. One of the first exhibitions at his SPACE OZONE was a
two-man show of the work of Takashi Murakami and Masato Nakamura,
young Japanese artists of the same generation as Choi who were also
dissatisfied with the blinkered artiness of what they had been taught and
wanted to work with new materials and imagery. Over the next few years,
unaware of how each other were thinking, both Choi and Murakami were

1992,
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CHOIJEONGHWA: An Endless Cycle of Birth, Death and Rebirth

both to experiment with plastic inflatables and trashy, generic images
of flowers, yet their motives for doing so were radically different. At that
time, Murakami was critical of the “Disneyfication” of Japanese culture
and in the figure of Mr. Dob presented a super-sized inflatable of a hybrid
somewhere between a self-portrait and a malevolent Mickey Mouse. In
the series of painted and plastic images of anthropomorphic flowers he
started in the mid-1990s, Murakami was exploring what he described as
“Superflat,” a conflation of the flattened spaces of traditional Japanese
art with the undiscriminating commercialization of contemporary Japa-
nese culture.'

Choi has always maintained a more celebratory attitude towards
popular culture and kept relatively clear of the dark taste of the Japanese
‘Otaku’ that strongly influenced Murakami. His earliest inflatables in 1992
were based on floral advertising balloons seen on the street: he asked
their manufacturer to produce a similar product but with an on and off
timer so that the balloons would appear to breathe by inflating and de-
flating. Essentially, this is how all his inflatables have been produced to
the present.

It is not so much the material of his work itself that is important
to Choi but its possibility to resound clearly with simple spirit energy,
untrammeled by pretension or “artfulness.” In this approach Choi is hear-
kening back to the ethics of early Chinese painting—to the writings of Gu
Kaizhi(c. 344-406), a celebrated artist who claimed that the spirit
of a painting was more important than its appearance, ideas 12 Murakami
that were further developed two-hundred years later by artist  Takashi, Superflat,

7 : S . . 22558 - > Madora Shuppan,
Xie He in his influential manual Six Principles of Chinese Paint- 1o 2000?;»
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CHOIJEONGHWA: An Endless Cycle of Birth, Death and Rebirth

ing.”® From the late 1980s Choi had also begun to absorb influences and
ideas from many different European sources. Friedrich Nietzsche's mysti-
cal writings on taste, judgment and feeling reinforced his own developing
ideas on aesthetics, while Marxist sociologist Henri Lefebvre’s revolution-
ary credo that everyday life was becoming like a work of art itself could

also be adapted to his inclusive sensibility."

Choi’s works seem playful, yet they also make
strong comments about rampant materialism, un-
checked urbanization and the alienation from nature
that results from this. “| feel strange,” he once mis-
chievously remarked, “when | see a real tree or flower.
Nature as such is so rare in Korea these days that I'm
actually afraid when | encounter it. I'm afraid of the
‘real.’ Maybe all | can deal with is an idea of nature im-
mune to destruction, so | make an artificial one to look
at and enjoy.”"® Choi remembers that he chose to use
plastic “because it both endures and is recyclable.”™®
Perhaps he found in this humble yet long-lasting
material an equivalent to the Buddhist cycle of birth,
death and rebirth. He regards his work as an interac-
tive process of inclusion and transmutation which al-
lows him to obliterate differences between nature and
artifice, the real and the fake, while, at the same time,
enabling others to project onto it disparate feelings of
insecurity, alienation and beauty.

Humorous, reckless and sometimes provoc-

13 GuKaizhi’s theoretical books are
On Painting (M%), An Introduction
of Famous Paintings of Wei and

Jin Dynasties (GARBIAMM) and
Painting Yuntal Mountain (BB &
WEE). The most fundamental of
Xie’s Six Principles (S280/57E) Is
Spirt Resonance or vitality. See Kim
Hee Jin, "Choi Conveys the Spirit

of Life,” unpublished essay, 2009,
CHOLJEONGHWA archive.

14 Park Samcheol, "l play ‘well'
therefore | am," unpublished essay,
2009, CHOIJEONGHWA archive. In
this essay Park discusses Nietzsche's
ideas on pleasure and taste in Thus
Spoke Zarathustra (1883-85) and
how this related to Choi's own
concept of taste. Park also mentions
Henri Lefebwre’s ideas about how
everyday life was becoming art,

as set out in his book Art and the
Everyday World (1968).

15 CHOIJEONGHWA, interview
with James B. Lee, ‘Flim-flam

and Fabrication: an Interview with
CHOIJEONGHWA, ArtAsiaPaclfic, vol
3, no 4, 1996, p. 66.

16 Seenote 2.
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ative, it was no surprise that
Choi’s work some-times ruffled
Korean feathers. Nothing quite
like it had been seen before and
its unpretentiously critical “an-
ti-art” position was not so dis-
similar from that of the Young
British Artists (YBAs) who, at
the same time, were starting to
S22 Bebsl, W: Wt o 90 U2 0|5, RO, £a, WE, 2000, make an impact in the UK. Yet
?;:\?ZHJ?::"!.OZ(;‘J;)CAM:', A Survival Guide of Art and Life, Mori Art Museum, |t was I'\Ot the eStablIShed al’t

world that bothered him but the lives of people in general.

In Choi’s persistent, bittersweet search for “how the natural and

artificial can be combined in harmony,” flowers made out of different

kinds of plastic material have become established as a dominant mo-

tif."” They were the topic of Super Flower1995, his first giant balloon tulip,

as well as the name of his first book for Ssamsie1998. They appear in his

work as both inflatables and as large, cast-plastic objects. A long, slowly

deflating, then expanding, multicolored wreath of flowers led the way up

the entrance spiral of the newly built Mori Art Museum in Tokyo as part

of “Happiness: A Survival Guide for Art and Life,” its inaugural exhibition in

2003; large replicas of Roses of Sharon adorned Seoul’s Gwanghwamun

Gate in 2008 in commemoration of the 60th anniversary of the founding

of the Republic of Korea; in 2012, a 30-meter wide blossom Golden Lotus

inflated and deflated in front of the phallic column of the Na- ., .0 0.

tional Monument in the Maidan, Kiev’s historic central square.” i
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SIHE W14 FURGANA, ZIUB, P, 2012. Golden Lotus, Arsenale 2012-The 15t Kiew Blennale, Kiey, Ukraine, 2012

Wherever they have been shown, these works have made such an impact
on viewers because they appropriate within their orbit everything around
them, natural or man-made. The context of the work is perceived and re-

membered as much as the object itself.

In line with this, Choi has increasingly moved
away from showing his work in dedicated art spaces
and prefers to work outside." Many of his works now
depend on public participation to construct them
and this has become an important element of their
temporary environmental transformation. The pro-
cess of making, therefore, is often referred to in their
titles: Gather Together, made out of about 1.7 million
pieces of plastic garbage, transformed the outside
of Seoul's old Olympic Stadium; in Time After Time,
produced in London to coincide with the 2012 Olym-

18 Later this work was to move

to the entrance of the Mystetskyi
Arsenal where, to mark the opening
of the 1st Kiev Internationai Biennale
of Contemporary Art, it throbbed
and bounced in sight of the glittering
golden domes of the Kievo-Pechersk
Lavra, one of Ukraine’s most ancient
monasteries.

19 CHOLJEONGHWA: “1 like doing
things outside art museums. | dislike
that you have to pay to enter and
prefer working and interacting with
people putside” See note 2.
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pics, 5,000 plastic sieves covered
the discolored concrete columns
of the brutalist South Bank com-
plex, while 2,000 balloons added
a carnival atmosphere to the sur-
rounding trees. Choi often refers to
the necessary transfer of energies
between people that his work de-
mands by asserting: “Your heart
is my artl What you see, what you
feel—that’s my art. | help you feel
and you find the art yourself. [You
see] the same kimchi tastes differ-
ent in different mouths.”*°

Choi has followed the same
approach in Dandelion, his new
work, installed installed at Muse-
um Madang, MMCA Seoul. To re-
alise this design, based on the or-
ganic form of a dandelion puff, he
has solicited the donation of about
7,000 no-longer-used metal cook-
ing vessels from different people
that he has orientated around its
radial hub as “seeds.” The obso- : S e o
'ete’ heaVY pOtS, each marked by BHUR solsiEF2], 8w, 2012 anu;}u-. r;ww:rdexu-.;; Ln;\wr\ UK, 2012




— 4 A
SO 2K, ME clZi2! SUS, M#, 2008 Gather Together, Seoul Design Olympic, Seoul, 2008
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Ebel ofRE El9). HOINE 322l ¢e, 2012, Yime After Time, Hayward Gallery, Londan, UK, 2012
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their useful lives, seem light, airy and dense; Choi regards this work as
a confrontation between ideas of life and death in which art is the guar-
antor of life. His analogy between the former lives of the pots and their
future existence as a communal work of art conquers death in the same
way that the seeds or stamens of a plant offer a new cycle of life through
their spreading and reproduction. In relation to this work, Choi proclaims
“Life is Art and You Are a Flower!” Time and space are compressed here
into a single symbolic act in which by donating a useless pot to this work,
you not only offer a small piece of yourself, but may also enter a com-
pletely different world.

20 lbid.
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