
KIM BEOM: aNIMALIA 
By Clara Kim
To enter into Kim Beom’s world of images is to escape 
into a parallel universe of surrealist wonderment and 
metaphysical mind games. In a rich and expansive 
practice that spans drawing, painting, sculpture, video, 
and artist books, Kim contemplates a world in which 
perception is radically questioned. His visual language is 
characterized by deadpan humor and absurdist proposi-
tions that playfully and subversively invert expectations. 
By suggesting that what you see may not be what you see, 
Kim reveals the tension between internal psychology and 
external reality and relates observation and knowledge 
as states of mind. 

Organized around the theme and title Animalia, Kim’s 
exhibition explores the vast sphere of nature, often  
upending its laws and collapsing the boundaries of living 
beings and inanimate objects. Refusing to accept the  
clear distinctions that separate realms of existence, Kim 
deftly employs animism, illusion and a deep sense of 
empathy to reflect upon, manipulate and transgress the 
social institutions that create order. 

Kim’s recent series of sculptural tableaux titled 
“Educated Objects” (2010) featured in the exhibition 
explore social education and developmental psychology. 
Made up of four discrete installations of objects and video, 
the works—A Rock That Was Taught It Was a Bird, 
A Ship That Was Taught There Is No Sea, A Rock That 
Learned the Poetry of JUNG Jiyong and Objects Being 
Taught They Are Nothing But Tools—employ pedagogical 
techniques to alter and invert socialization processes that 
give way to knowledge and learning. A selection of draw-
ings from the “Perspectives and Blueprints” series provide 
necessary context for the sculptural installations. Made 
since the early 2000s, these drawings imagine, with great 
detail, instruments and structures of control for criminals, 
tyrants, immigrants and spies, as parodies of social 
and political order. The suite of drawings is shown with 
two recent videos Horse Riding Horse (After Eadweard 
Muybridge) (2008) and Spectacle (2010). Brought 
together, the works capture Kim’s versatile artistic 
practice and the varied means through which he addresses 
fundamental questions of being. 

1 Objects Being Taught They Are Nothing But Tools, 2010; installation 
view at Artsonje Center, Seoul (photo: Myungrae Park)

2 sketch for Objects Being Taught They Are Nothing But Tools, 2010 
3 Kim Beom, A Rock That Learned the Poetry of JUNG Jiyong, 2010; 

installation view at Artsonje Center, Seoul (photo: Myungrae Park)

10 video still from Spectacle, 2010
11 video still from Spectacle, 2010
12 video stills from Horse Riding Horse (After Eadweard Muybridge), 

2008

7 A Draft of a Safe House for a Tyrant (Perspective), 2009, colored pencil 
on paper, 60 x 90 cm 

8 A Draft of a Safe House for a Tyrant, 2009, blueprint, 68 x 98 cm
9 Spy Ship, 2004, blueprint, 56.5 x 80.5 cm

4 sketch for A Rock That Was Taught It Was a Bird, 2010 
5 A Ship That Was Taught There Is No Sea, 2010; installation view 

at Artsonje Center, Seoul (photo: Myungrae Park) 
6 Spy Ship (Perspective), 2004, colored pencil on paper, 52.5 x 39 cm

Interview with the artist  
By Sunjung Kim

Sunjung Kim: A Rock That Learned the Poetry 
of JUNG Jiyong (2010) features video of read-
ings and a lecture on Jung Jiyong’s poetry along 
with the rock that is being taught. The video A 
Rock That Was Taught It Was a Bird (2010) 
features a rock that is taught to fly and sit on 
a branch like a bird. Inanimate objects such as 
rocks are personified and educated in these works. 
I would like to hear your thoughts on education.

Kim Beom: Education is an experience, whether 
voluntary or compulsory, that changes the inner 
meaning and identity of the person being educat-
ed. Education not only transmits knowledge but 
also influences the educatee’s views on the world, 
humanity, and society. These works explore the 
differences in meaning and identity that result 
from the inner changes instigated by education 
as well as the lopsided and controlling nature of 
education. These are stories about a rock that 
gains a different meaning after being educated, 
as compared to an ordinary rock, or a rock 
whose meaning and identity change as a result of 
one-sided teaching. They arise from a viewpoint 
that divides the subject into “container” and 

“content.” The content is usually metaphysical, 
and its nature allows it to be moved and conveyed 
from one place to another.

SK: Why did you choose the poetry of 
Jung Jiyong?

KB: Jung Jiyong is a famous modern poet whose 
poems are taught in school. I chose a lyric poet 
because recognizing life in inanimate objects ties 
in with the lyrical reverie and rhetoric of poetry. 
The reason I selected his poetry from among 
many other poets is simply a matter of personal 
preference. Doubts, longing, passion, childlike 
innocence… His poems contain many emotions 
that run ever so delicately through each and every 
word and phrase; for me, they evoke something 
clear that flows within a hard structure. That 
is probably why I felt that his poems could 
penetrate even the indifference of inorganic rocks.
Meanwhile, Jung Jiyong’s poems were almost 
taboo for a long time in South Korea due to 
stories about his defection to North Korea. This 
is no longer the case, and people say that stories 
about his defection were groundless rumors. 
Nonetheless, his poems, which aspire to purity in 
literary expression, were a long time entangled 
in political prejudice. I found that the fact the 
one could get entangled in some sort of political 
awareness by learning his poems suited this 
work, which explores the process in which a rock 
acquires a certain meaning and awareness. 

SK: In Objects Being Taught They Are Nothing 
But Tools (2010), various objects posed on chairs 
in a space that resembles a classroom are being 
taught that they are merely tools that humans  
use in their everyday lives. It shows a scene in 
which abilities are curbed rather than enhanced 
through education.

KB: This work is a bit different. It deals with 
animism, personification, and human perception. 
First, as the title indicates, the work shows the 
dogmatic and controlling nature of education 
in certain societies. On the other hand, it also 
reveals—in a reality in which psychological 
reality and logical reality coexist—something 
that cannot be negated by logic, the dilemma 
whereby negation itself has to start from an affir-
mation of the paradoxical effect of psychological 
reality being all the more emphasized as a result 
of attempts to negate it. Teaching is basically 
assumed to be for the living, and I wanted to talk 
about the fundamental nature of psychological 
reality that cannot be controlled by animistic 
perception of logic. 

SK: There are a series of works that use blueprints 
as a means of giving concrete form to the purpose 
and usage of a building and describing the func-
tions of its interior which are different from what 
may be assumed from the exterior. A Design of an 
Immigration Bureau Complex on a Border Line 
(2005) and A Wiring Diagram of a Lighthouse 
(2005) appear to depict imaginary or universal 
places but may be real places in Korea. The 
incidents and stories that take place in the interior 
space, which is at odds with the outer appearance 
of the buildings, are represented through the build-
ings’ blueprints. Blueprints seem to render the 
places universal and specific at the same time.

KB: The Blueprint series reveals a sort of “semi-
otic view on humankind.” The world’s phenomena 
and meaning are seen through the depersonalized 
nature of human existence as marked on the 
diagrams and blueprints. The semiotic characters 
drawn on the blueprints show no cause-and-effect 
relationship between feelings, personalities, and 
lives; they are ideated images of persons “who do 
not show any emotion regarding their situation, or 
who clearly assume their roles.” The Blueprint 
series mostly focuses on the nature of humans in 
a society seen against a political or institutional 
backdrop, and betrays my personal thoughts on 
the dogmatism and absurdity of the world that I 
have been witness to since childhood. The “places” 
in the Blueprint series are abstract, but if I must 
infer their origin, it would probably be Korea. I 
find society in general gloomy and felt that it was 
being controlled by a huge, stupid force. Even now, 
people I see under the large and faraway angle of 
society often continue to appear that way. 

SK: Let’s talk about your video works Spectacle 
(2010) which shows situations that go against 
the laws of nature as we know them, such as an 
antelope chasing a cheetah. What do you want to 
express through these reversed situations?

KB: A cheetah chasing and knocking down an 
antelope is one of the most frequently shown 
sequences on TV programs about wild animals. 
It portrays the law of the jungle in an exotic, 
dynamic way and has the right amount of cruelty 
to spark even more interest. I think I have been 
deeply influenced by my religious upbringing and 
its teachings about justice. I have always had 
misgivings about the cruel injustice that exists 
between animals or human beings. Many of my 
earlier drawings explore the reversal of relation-
ships, but in Spectacle, I express the theme 
though a more visual moving-picture format. 
Since “that” is such a spectacle, I thought that 

“this” could also be a spectacle of equal interest. 

SK: Horse Riding Horse (After Eadweard 
Muybridge) (2008) transforms Muybridge’s 
consecutive images of a man riding a horse into 
a horse riding a horse. What are the ideas that 
inspired this work?

KB: Horse Riding Horse (After Eadweard 
Muybridge) is about the master-servant relation-
ship. Horses do not ride horses, but I think 
humans “ride” other humans. Humans have the 
peculiar ability to be both the master and the 
horse. I think human society bases itself on this 
structure in many cases. I have never exhibited 
them, but I have many other drawings on this 
theme and, as with Spectacle, I wanted to see 
the drawings in the form of a moving picture. 
Muybridge’s The Horse in Motion (1878) is com-
posed of only sixteen photos, but is successfully 
shows the typical movements of horseback riding 
and repeats itself continuously. I appropriated the 
format in order to visually convey the repetition 
of movement.

Text excerpted from “Interview by Sunjung Kim,” originally 
published in Kim Beom (Seoul: Samuso, 2010) on the 
occasion of his exhibition at Artsonje Center, Seoul.
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