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“To me, dealing with myth is no different from dealing with the questions of today.” — Choi Minhwa

Once Upon a Time, Choi Minhwa’s (b. 1954) solo exhibition held at Gallery Hyundai
opens September 2™ and runs through October 11, The artist’s first solo show with the
gallery also is the first to present his Once Upon a Time series of works in full. The artist
has been meticulously preparing the series for over twenty years, starting in the late
1990s. The exhibition includes approximately sixty paintings and forty drawings and
sketches.

Taking as its main subject the tales of ancient Korea, the Once Upon a Time
series allows Choi the opportunity to present nothing less than a new iconography that
unlocks the limitless expansion of the Korean humanistic imagination. Choi emphasizes
that the work of properly reading, knowing, feeling, and seeing the ancient world can
only be done after one breaks free of the constricting national, cultural, racial, and
religious boundaries that undergird the modern — and western — concept of history.
Moreover, he explains the intention and goal of the project as building an intimate
connection between our daily lives and the rich symbolic forms of antiquity, the profound
cultural inheritances in the pictorial language of the time. Samguk Yusa (Memorabilia of
the Three Kingdoms), the compiled history spanning Gojoseon to the Later Three
Kingdoms collected by the Late Goryeo monk Il-Yeon, forms the narrative framework of
the Once Upon a Time series. Special attention is paid to the stories of strong emotion
with universal appeal that include: the founding myths of the Gojoseon, Goguryeo,
Baekjae, Silla, and Gaya Kingdoms; the moving drama of the birth, trials, growth and
success of heroes who built the nation and saved its people; the customs, culture and
livelihood of a bygone age when the days themselves were a jumble of life and death,
sainthood and vulgarity, agriculture and nomadism. Using the characters that populate
Samguk Yusa, so familiar to those of us who have heard and read these tales yet still
unvisualized, the artist carries out pictorial experiments toward an iconographic rebirth.
Much like Choi’s choice of “the ancient” as the space-time for this series, the
combination, variation, placement, and creation of images that break down boundaries
between East and West, past and present becomes a methodology all its own.

Choi Minhwa researched the forms and symbolism of religious and



mythological icons throughout the East and West for many years including backpacking
trips once or twice a year to discover new sights he might then internalize. All
throughout producing countless drawings and sketches along the way. Once Upon a
Time, which is a currently ongoing series, is characterized by specific aesthetic qualities
that include: the use of representative icons and hues of East and West, past and present;
bold drawing techniques that vividly capture a setting or character’s personality with just
a few lines; and the construction of a new relation between subject and empty
background built on the concept of the “painted void.” As a result, viewers can easily find
numerous influences of both Eastern and Western art history in Choi’s works.

The ancient tomb murals of Goguryeo, the Buddhist paintings of Goryeo, the
folk paintings and genre paintings of Joseon, the floral and altar portraits of traditional
Korean art, the realist Renaissance depictions of figures from Greek and Roman
mythology, the religious artworks of the Hindu and Muslim faiths and all are utilized by
the artist as he strives to encompass the length and breadth of them all. The moment in
the Dangun myth when Hwanung hands Ungnyeo the garlic and mugwort overlaps with
scenes of Eve’s temptation of Adam with the apple of knowledge. A pair of Joseon era
lovers meeting in moonlight, as depicted in Hyewon Shin Yoon-bok’s painting Wolha
Jeong-in, shows up in the world of the Silla dynasty folk song Seodongyo as the
characters Seodong and Princess Seonhwa. The Taoist immortals in Danwon Kim Hong-
do’s seminal painting Gunseondo set against the Inwang Mountain in Gyeomjae
Jeongseon’s Inwang Jaesekdo are placed on a field filled with the colors traditionally used
to paint Hindu temples. A muscled male figure reminiscent of Renaissance paintings is
surrounded by decorative elements of traditional Korean folk paintings such as koi,
turtle, peach, pine, crane, duck, stone, coral, lotus, mushroom, deer, and so on. In this
way Choi provides a glimpse of a new and different world, one of peaceful, harmonious
coexistence.

Moreover, as befits an artist whose serial works are characterized by the
meticulous use of specific pigments like pink, red, gray, magenta as a tool to both
support and distinguish content from form, in this series the tradition of Korea’s
obangsaek (five traditional cardinal colors) is brought together not with the oppositional
color theory of the West but with the traditional colors of Hindu culture and their
centrifugal spread creating translucent yet still vivid pastel tones. In his unique method,
Choi paints thin layers of pigment over delicate but keen lines that seem almost to reveal
the materiality of the canvas itself, calling to mind the fine line techniques of traditional
Korean painting. It is as if the space-time of antiquity is brought back to life, albeit
faintly, from the far reaches of our own memories. Art historian and scholar Kim Gyewon
asserts that Once Upon a Timeis a work that showcases Choi Minhwa’s unmatched
artistic skill, going on to explain that “the style permeating the Once Upon a Time series
is the artist’s methodology of pictorially representing history as well as of translating
Samguk Yusa into contemporary language; moreover, it represents a means of securing
the contemporaneity of his subject matter so as to draw the audience’s empathy."

In the first floor gallery, visitors encounter the monumental portraits of
mythical figures both familiar and unknown in Samguk Yusa. Exotic costumes decorated
with jewels that emphasize mythic significance, expressions and gestures that reveal each
figure’s inner workings, and compositions and backgrounds that highlight each character
all work to pique the viewer’s interest. These are works that demonstrate the true
mastery, the complete ease and control of an artist who has absorbed and digested the



multiple contexts and specific techniques of both Eastern and Western painting
traditions. In the second floor gallery, the figures seen on the first floor gallery are the
protagonists once more and the grand narratives and magnificent scenery staged upon
this space-time of the ancient unfurls like a panorama. The arrangement of the series,
presenting a simultaneity of numerous incidents in multiple layers determined by one’s
position to the work provides viewers the opportunity to spend time taking in the details
of each work not to mention the pleasure of freely interpreting their findings. In the
basement hall, we one can find the figures that piqued Choi Minhwa’s interest in terms
of the “people’s perspective.” In the inner basement gallery room, visitors can also see a
timeline of the past twenty years, marking the progression of Once Upon a Time. Here,
variations in composition of field, in placement and gesture of figure, as well as costume
and setting, all come together to reveal the sheer breadth of Choi’s long-term aesthetic
exploration and iconographic experimentation. Also on display are the underpinnings and
methodologies driving the artist’s relationship to pictorial medium, from sketches made
on a diverse array of textured paper, canvas, and wooden panels to cartoons,
performances, and hanging paintings.

Press enquiries, contact
Jaeseok Kim jskim@galleryhyundai.com

Gallery Hyundai, 14 Samcheong-ro, Jongno-gu, Seoul 03062 Korea, Tel +82 2 2287 3500, www.galleryhyundai.com
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