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Altar on the Verge of the Real, 2018

Do Not Let Yourselves Be Burdened Again by a Yoke of Slavery?

Jin Kwon

Living in the era when the myth of heroes and revolutions resurrected as desire?, Sylbee
Kim is still in attempt to retrieve the mechanism of myth in her videos. There could exist
multiple mechanisms of myth, but the method Kim undertakes the most is “archetypal
imagination.” Archetypal imagination considers five types of imaginations under its
category: imagination on the divinity, on the otherness, on space, on time and on the
cosmic law.2 In Misread Gods (2015), Kim’s imagined divinities who dwell somewhere
in-between Asian, German and Mexican cultures and histories were represented
through a variety of media, while in Sisters in the Plutocratic Universe (2016) she
presented imagined gestures and a disparate drama. So far, Kim’s typical dynamic of
fluidly in organizing the ‘space’ of exhibition with the works is a constant premise of her
installations. There, also the spaces within her works created in symmetry with the real
space appear idiosyncratic. At the same time, Kim’s multi-channel videos, texts, sounds
and images were activated in accordance with the spaces of exhibition, adopting the
method of repetition that loops toward an ever-expanding structure. This method is a
structure for imagining an (im)possible time, where every approach can construct a new
environment. In A Little Warm Death (2016), Garden of Regrets (2018) and Stone and
Donkeys (2014), the being and the beings that forge the world such as ‘life and death,’
‘heaven and hell,” ‘production and consumption,’ *here and there,” ‘taboo and freedom,’
‘day and night,’ ‘desire and suppression,’ ‘the fake and the real,” and ‘ignorance and
knowledge,’ etc. are configured into dual terms to form a symmetry. The counterparts
can be interpreted, combined and dissociated again, through the meanings in interaction.
Yet the method of developing the whole narrative through intersecting elements that
compose the five categories of imaginations as such betrays the typical structure of
myths. More simply, Kim’s work doesn’t aim for any storytelling. The narrative in her
work doesn’t bear the regular structure of the kind of narrative that one has to read the
beginning first to understand the end driven by causality, but texts, footages, sounds
and images that are made or collected in fragments operate by infiltrating each other and
this whole structure itself loops infinitely to gradually occupy our system of perception. If
we could call this structuralization in Kim’s work a representation of a certain database,*
the perpetual hashtag tagged to her work, that accumulates information, represents
culture and suggests us a ceaseless ‘access,” would be this one question: “What is art
for you living in this era?”®

Cradle of Regrets (2018), solo exhibition at Hapjungijigu can be viewed in line
with the previous exhibition Garden of Regrets (2018), an awardee solo of the 7t Sindoh
Artist Support Program as well as the upcoming presentation of Shrine of Regrets
(2018) at Monstrous Moonshine: Collateral Exhibition—Gwangju Biennale. The term of
“regret” repeated in the titles indicates to repent and lament out of the recognition of the
present in error, which might have turn out better. It is an uncomfortable state of affect
colored by reflection and remorse. In religious practice, it is defined as a preliminary
stage of penitence where one atones and reforms oneself. The elements of Garden of
Regrets presented at the corridor gallery in the midst of arrays of offices within the



Sindoh company headaquarter, such as the octagonal arrangement of standing mirrors
(Pagoda, 2018), the biblical motif of the serpent that symbolizes the humanity in regret
(Backlit Pilarimge, 2018), the video that seemingly counts the time in iteration amongst
the accelerated future (Garden of Regrets, 2018) and the spatial composition that leads
the viewer to a virtual pilgrimage seem to question about what we are going to regret.
And in the core of this question, there is ‘art.” In the exhibition, Kim depicts the reality
where the specific genre of contemporary art apparently situates independently yet
gets actively intruded or even subordinated, to what could be briefly summarized as the
hegemonic order of the market economy and the politics of technical development; yet
also the reality, where the universality of life, which ultimately results into ‘the existence
and the death,’ still persists. If the ‘garden’ could be postulated as the first chapter of
her grand narrative, Cradle of Regrets nested in Hapjungjigu could be the second or third
chapter, organized as a counterpart that opposes or is degraded in compare to the status
of the ‘garden.’ In the Bible, the ‘outside of the garden’ symbolizes the separation from
god; and this cradle is appointed as a heretic space erasing the absolute faith in any
transcendental presence or god. Thus in the ‘cradle,” Kim proposes a strategic detour

in attempt to discover the autonomy of art. If we could roughly divide art known to us
into three types, there is the artistic tradition of specific results materialized in the form
of an artwork, followed by contemporary art as a process that visualizes as activity or
performance; and lastly, art as occupation that leads to the occupation of life by art.6 All
three are summoned to this cradle.

Entirely consisting of new works, Cradle of Regrets starts with Altar on the
Verge of the Real where a candle, a bowl of pure water and wishfully praying hands
toward the moon reenacting the Korean folklore practice appear in contrast to a scale,
a symbol of modern rationalism. The surface of the moon is where these two virtually
conjoin. On the other side of the window, Memories of an Uptight Heart presents a fake
and clumsy conglomerate logo overlaid on the picture of an altar adorned by anonymous
caretakers. The main videos, Prayers for Emptiness on the ground floor and Hollow
Tombs in the basement share one script, either conveyed by subtitles or a voiceover,
edited into two different audio and video tracks. Found footages and sounds, her camera
mimicking them and 3D renderings melt down deliberately around the contemplation of
the current condition of life and death. Prayers for Emptiness is accompanied by the wall
painting of a repetitive motif that looks like a logo or pattern. Dolmen 1, 2, 3, 3D printed
sculptures to step over, guide the visitor’s way and celebrate Hollow Tombs.

As always, these exist as individual elements that activate the structure of the
‘cradle’ to access the peripheral community as well as a certain context of art history
that Hapjungjigu as the hosting institution and an independent off-space represents.
Seoul’s rapid development within the divided South part of the peninsula is still ongoing.
It is a complex and vertiginous city where the ruin, restoration, art and preservation
simultaneously appear and disappear. The ones who practice contemporary art in
current Seoul by now internalized the modernization and hierarchical culture that are
specifically engraved in local memories. They share the disjointed ‘contemporary era’
with the generation who led the alternative scenes previously in the 1990s-2000s.
Under the shade of the institutions still residing somewhere on the border between the
public institution and the propaganda agency funded by the government, there is the

new generation of art professionals who got visibly estranged from the institution from
around 2010 on, who wouldn’t expect any interaction even at intersecting with those
institutions.” All these subjects, nevertheless, are struggling in one way or another to
prove their value of existence within this industry. Kim absorbed progressive knowledge
and sensibility in the European environment of art production centering Berlin as touch
base, yet she was always simultaneously present in the landscape of Seoul. And this
time she takes up somewhat simplistic and plain manner on the one hand and stays
rather frank and seditious on the other, in constructing another database. The hashtag is
still valid: “What could art become to us living in this era?”8

Like many contemporary artists who would be described to belong to the
category of ‘media art’ practice, Kim also takes note of the media environment that
continuously updates based on the recent technologies. Along with proactively
introducing them to her artistic form, she sensitively reacts to our states that keep
changing within this environment. However, compared to the broad categorization of
artists with similar tendencies, meaning the ‘media artists’ who are spread in the vast
range of production based on digital media, Kim rather focuses on ‘media’ itself. This
‘media’ doesn’t correspond to the indication of approaches that simply catch up with
the technological development and introduce the topnotch technology to the artwork.
Rather, Kim’s sector would be a narrower and deeper one that relates to our system of
senses which corresponds to the continuously changing media environment. To better
recognize this media environment, Kim reads through the political and cultural realities
that were differently organized in each region and inserts those different times and
spaces into the capitalist turn that globally ‘objectifies’ everything. This means that the
fluid dynamic of ‘codes,’ ‘data,” ‘symbols’ and “allegories’ emitted from the world of
Sylbee Kim operates as its own media. In other words, for Kim, ‘media’ corresponds to
the field of straightforward resistance, labor and thoughts of reflecting her occupational
life to the work. The experiences in Berlin where the artist’s daily life is settled, in
Seoul where she shares the half of her occupational activities and other cities such as
Prague and London that offered temporary residencies—the relation of image and text
that Kim organizes based on these experiences as well as the conglomeration of it all
establishes Kim’s own ‘media-oriented’ structure. Maybe a valid purpose of art for Kim,
who works outside of Seoul, could be found in the actual moment of the shift when the
space of exhibition itself, as significant as the allegory in her moving images, turns
into a formalistic allegory.® The footages, images, memes, corporate aesthetics, codes
from popular culture, shootings from her mobile phone, elementary 3D graphics and
minimally designed directions that her video collects and arranges, seek for a poor yet
dignified visual values. Encouraging one to loan one’s beliefs, to circulate encrypted
and to speculate on the valuation of one’s own body,'? Kim creates a slippage in the
media aesthetic dominated by the poor image. In doing so, she projects onto her work
the actuality of our life where we confront the irony of continuing artistic practices under
the inescapable logic of capitalism; one that paradoxically gets inactive, when it comes
to the problem of art’s occupation or exploitation of life. Her allegories, once apparent
as complex and multilayered, welcome our gaze in the intersection called the physical
space. In the end, the fluid and fissured structures are considerately designed to drag
each other in order to guide the steps of the viewing experience. Thus, the moment when
Kim’s articulation comes to its completion is in the exhibition space.



Kim’s performance piece Art Allows Me the Freedom to Choose Poverty,
first presented in Hong Kong in 2011, was reenacted in the Cultural Station 284, the
former building of the historical Seoul Station. In early winter of 2012, a variation of
lines including the work title was printed on tissue paper of A4 size and distributed
in an unnoticeable manner. As former art school student who chose art to become
her profession and emerging artist, Kim states her choice in the text writtenina
“contemplative” stance.!’ As Kim explains herself,'2 possibly because she started
as a ‘student majoring in Art Theory,” she would focus on the entirety of the real daily
life around herself rather than on any unconditionally creative energy. Thus, her work
develops through struggles for the visa extension in Germany, through juggling the
production and artist fees to find an adequate parasitic breakdown of insufficient
fundings, and through promptly updating herself in global news, all to awaken the
maximum sympathy for this multiplicity of time and space. The aura of an artist, the
fantasy around a work, the transcendence of art is not an agenda for her, who faces art
making as ‘work’ or ‘practice’ and doesn’t cease to push forward the power and chances
that sustain life through that process. To Kim, the evaluation the ‘labor’ as an artist is
closer to the idea of proving her existence’® toward the question of labor itself. Thus
approaching the major question of existence proof, Kim’s labor/work/occupation is
practiced ‘in loop,’ through her own way of constructing the narrative and structuring
media, fully exposing the process of her experiences and thoughts. In addition, her art
still has neither occupied nor embraced life, keeping the tug-of-war in its full tension. Her
prayers for emptiness chants not to be easily deceived by art but to chase art, to express
it, remember it, to put up with life and to march with art. It casts a spell on the ones who
picked art as work, to live out the labor in dignity.

1. Thetitle of this essay is a quote from Galatians 5:1 in the Christian Bible: “It is for freedom that Christ has set us free. Stand firm, then,
and do not let yourselves be burdened again by a yoke of slavery.” (New International Version) This passage is known to have been
Martin Luther’s favorite, as the start and spirit of the Reformation in the 16th century Europe, guided by himself. His recapitulation of
the Reformation was against the medieval faith that salvation can be earned through good deeds. Instead, he taught the fundament of
faith has to be centered in the internal relation of the individual self to the god. Thus, his was a ‘resistance’ against the irrationality of
religious structure, aiming for a return to its essence and fundaments.
2. “-=in1977, David Bowie releases his single “Heroes.” He sings about a new brand of hero, just in time for the neoliberal revolution.
The hero is dead—long live the hero! Yet Bowie’s hero is no longer a subject, but an object: a thing, an image, a splendid fetish—a
commodity soaked with desire, resurrected from beyond the squalor of its own demise.” Hito Steyerl, “A Thing Like You and Me,” in:
The Wretched of the Screen, e-flux, Sternberg Press, 2012, p. 49.
3. Inmy analyses of Kim’s work, | reflected a structure parallel to Se-Jeong Oh’s essay on the five archetypal imaginations that are
universally apparent in texts of Korean myths. See: Se-Jeong Oh, “The structure of the archetypal imaginations in Korean myths—The
categories of the imaginations on the supernatural and system of thought on myth,” The Korea Research Foundation, 2006.
4. HanBum Lee, “Readymade Allegories,” Video Portrait, Total Museum of Contemporary Art, 2017, p. 169.
5. Steyerl, op. cit.
6. “Inthe context of art, the transition from work to occupation has additional implications. What happens to the work of art in this
process? Does it too transform into an occupation?
In part, it does. What used to materialize exclusively as object or product—as (art)\work—now tends to appear as activity or
performance.” Steyerl, ibid., p. 107.
7. Wonhwa Yoon, The 1002™ Night—Art in Seoul, Workroom Press, 2017, p 163.
8. Steyerl, op. cit.
9. Lee, op. cit.
10. SylbeeKim, Prayers for Emptiness, Hollow Tombs, 2018. (4198, 2018
11. SylbeeKim, Art Allows Me the Freedom to Choose Poverty, artistic statement, 2012. =Ta/,
12. “Interview: Sylbee Kim,” planccc.com, 2013.
13. “Monthly Revew #1: Encountering Sylbee Kim, Artist,” www.thestream.kr, 2016. Hollow Tombs, 2018
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Work List

1. IH71I QEJ Iil'.:_*), 2018, HM2 34, 4KHD
*EE:. e E.‘E} E, ™| 98, 71 37

2. (HIE20K29] =), 2018, HIAI M Q12Y, opad,
53x30cm

3-1. (1A= 1), 2018, 3D PLA TE, AO|0] HIRIE,
11.5%18.5x16¢cm

3-2. (19IE 2), 2018, 3D PLA T2 E, ATg|0] HI2IE,
11.5%18.5%22cm

3-3. (1= 3), 2018, 3D PLA ZZE, AO|0] HIRIE,
11.5%18.5x16¢cm

4. E), 2018, 2 g4, 4K HD ¥, 16:9, A,

5. (H42H), 2018, M2 S, 4K HD H, 16:9, M,
2d, 98 12%

1 Altar on the Verge of the Real, 2018, single
channel video, 4K transferred to HD, 9:16,
color, 2’417; acrylic rulers, Styrofoam cord,
fake gold coin chain, power extension cord,
dimensions variable

2. Memories of an Uptight Mind, 2018, digital
print on fabric mesh, eyelet, 53%x30cm

3-1. Dolmen 1, 2018, 3D PLA print, spray paint,
11.5%18.5%x16cm

3-2. Dolmen 2, 2018, 3D PLA print, spray paint,
11.5%x18.5%x22cm

3-3. Dolmen 3, 2018, 3D PLA print, spray paint,
11.5%18.5x16¢cm

4, Prayers for Emptiness, 2018, single channel
video, 4K transferred to HD, 16:9, color,
sound, 4’55”, wall painting

5. Hollow Tombs, 2018, single channel video,
4K transferred to HD, 9:16, color, sound,
912"
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the WIder accepted riotion and receptuon of f||m andvideo, : o

; ~"Sylbee Kim lives and works in Berhn "She acauired B.A. at the &
Korea Natlonal Univiersity of Art;Seoul andMeisterschiiler at the University &
of Arts Berliriinder Maria Vedder and Hito Steyeérl; Recent solo éxhibitions

“include; Garden of Regrets, Sindoh Art Space, Seoul (2018); The Red L‘iqu‘id

tand Narcissus, Névan Contenpo, Prague (2017) and Misread Gods; Insa Art
Space, Seoul (2015). Recent aroup exhibitions incltide Monstrous Moonshine:

< ‘Collatéral Exhibition-Gwangju Biennale, NaverPartnerVSquare_, Gwangju
« - (2018); Neriri Kirtru Harara, SeMA Biennale: Mediacity Seotl, Seoul MuSeum

of Art (2016); and Give Us the Future: Berlin Senate Stioend Recipient Show,

~ Neuer Berliner Kunstverein (2014). Kimis an awardee of the Sindoh Artist
_ Support Program 2017 and was resident at Gasworks, London funded by Art

Council Korea 2018.
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Sylbee Kim: Cradle of Regrets

Voice-over Young-jun Tak 7
Performers Nicolas Pelzer, Sylbee Kim
English Script Copy Editor.. Andy St. Louis
Produced and Directed by = Sylbee Kim

Curated by Hapjungjigu

Text Jin Kwon

English Translation Sylbee Kim
Exhibition Management Dasom Seo
Exhibition Installation Rho Seungpyo
Exhibition Documentation Cheolki Hong, Sylbee Kim -
Graphic Design  Suijin Lee

PLA Sponsored by - Gaheon Sindoh Foundation
With Support from Gasworks, London
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