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A Stage of
Ephemeral Images:
The ‘Shortcut’ of
Ayoung Kim

Kang, Su-mi (Aesthetics, Art Critic)

1. Differences in Time

As she was riding the tube, reading the daily newspaper, the
ex-KGB spy Alexander Ritvinenko had already passed away.
He was killed after drinking poisoned tea at a hotel bar in
London. Was it his death that was too early or was the
delivery of the news too late? This kind of conflicting timing
happens in some other instances as well. The murder of the
spy, although occurring in late October 2006, was reported in
the news as an issue on November 1. However, it was only
after reading about this event in the news in 2007, that the
artist created her fictional artwork based on the article.

The artist mentioned above is Ayoung Kim, who lives and
works in England. The work that is referred to here is a
photographic piece by the artist and all of the incidents are
based on real stories. When writing about the Ephemeral
Ephemera series of photographs by Kim, | deliberately started
with a story that may have sounded somewhat like a novel.
This is because one of the crucial elements in Kim's work
seems to be the timing of each incident. Her work appears
surreal, yet somehow realistic at the same time, lending a
sometimes conflicting, changing, and mysterious feel. In
order for the readers to get a glimpse of the artist’s
methodology and to visualize this atmosphere, | attempted to
follow the style of author Raymond Carver in the
introduction.

Kim suggests that the routine and often mundane news from
the paper or the internet, “reveals the characteristics of
consumerism in the media as well as the limitations of the
many types of our lives." This was the impetus for her to begin
to scrap various articles dealing with the daily lives of the
folks in England and her home country of Korea as a reaction
to this fleeting tendency of the news. As was indicated earlier,

Kim steps forward by giving life to these transitory and short-
lived articles through her own visualization. (Does not this
seem like the right context for a clichéd statement such as
“Life is short, but art is long?”) Furthermore, we need to
consider why Kim has titled her work Ephemeral Ephemera,
which is neither an easy nor familiar expression. The English
word, ‘ephemera’is defined as ‘anything short-lived, creatures
that last only one day, and things that are important for only a
short time; while ‘ephemeral’is simply its adjective form.The
title, composed of the noun and its adjective form of the
same root, may be translated into something like ‘transitory
transitoriness’ or a ‘whopping fleeting thing'as in the
expression from Shrek. In short, the title for the series
suggests that all of the issues addressed by the artist,
including a) current affairs, incidents, and accidents, b) the
subsequential reporting of these events by the news and
media, and c¢) the act of reading this ‘new’news after the fact
through the routine and consumerist channels of the
reporting, are somehow related to this idea of ephemera and
tend to share it as a common denominator.

It might be appropriate here to suggest a twist of meaning, as
ephemera usually signifies items designed to be useful for
only a short time that may be kept as a part of personal
collection of items like pamphlets, tickets, etc. The concert
posters of the Beatles that sell at high prices in internet
auction houses may be helpful in understanding this
meaning. What is noteworthy here is the fact that Kim's
photography can be seen as‘ephemeral ephemera’under this
second meaning. In other words, the transient things that
drift along among the people (the ephemera of the news) run
out of their use or value and are eventually scrapped on Kim’s
list. They are then given a new breath of life (the ephemera of
collection) in the photographs that were taken of them and
used as raw materials for her virtual scenes or stages. The
notion of time difference serves as an indispensable element
in transforming the actual occurrence into another type of
existence (the physical incident — the resulting article as a text
— the resulting fictional photograph). In this context, the idea
of timing that | mentioned above suggests not only a
discrepancy in time between the reality and the way it is
represented, but also a gap in the meanings engendered
during this process of transformation.

2. Photo Montage

The inevitable differences in time between what actually
happened, the reported article, and the work created with the
addition of the artist’s creative imagination and capacity to
reinterpret form, all play other roles in addition to being parts
of the content of her work. We can see the inseparable
relationship with this notion of timing in the formal aspects of



Kim’s work. The form of the Ephemeral Ephemera seriesis a
type of photo montage. In terms of its methodology, this
particular type in photography, which combines parts of
several photographs, is aimed at revealing as well as covering
up the differences in time and the gaps in meaning that are
inherently unavoidable between the reality and the
representation.

The idea of photo montage in my mind, however, is strongly
linked to that of John Heartfield, a Dadaist in Berlin working in
the early and mid-20™ century. Thinking of Heartfield, who is
an artist well-known and notable for this style, emphasizes
the uniqueness of Kim's work. In Germany, during the late
Weimar Republic and Hitler's Nazi regime, Heartfield
montaged various photographs together in one space and
recomposed various texts to make political messages. His
work was recognized as revolutionary in terms of visual art,
and on a political level. Kim's series is derived from Heartfield’s
photo montage, but differs in that she does not use the
method of gathering and combining pre-existing photos
onto only a flat plane. Kim associates the photo images of the
past in relation to their corresponding articles in the media
and, using her own imagination, locates actual sites that are
suitable for the artist to take her own pictures. The images of
these fictionalized sites, figures, and objects selected from
pictures the artist took herself are then montaged and
transformed into a three-dimensional stage where virtual
events occur. The final photographic images result in Kim's
Ephemeral Ephemera. To summarize, while Heartfield delivers
his own political message through the montage of ready-
made photographs, Kim generates her own photographs by
collecting ready-made material from the news. In addition,
the latter type of photo montage, unlike the former inits
characteristic of two-dimensionality, attains a type of multi-
dimensionality through the transformation the two-
dimensional (the photographic images of the fictionalized
site) into the three-dimensional (a stage montaged from the
various photo images) and then returns to the two-
dimensional (the resulting photo of the stage).

For example, let us take a look at “Accept North Korea into the
nuclear club or bomb it now, 11 Oct, 2006, part of the
Ephemeral Ephemera series. Under this headline, the internet
version of The Guardian Unlimited reported on Oct. 11, 2006
an article suggesting a solution to the then-threatening issue
of North Korean nuclear power. According to Kim, while
comprehending some of the Western attitude towards North
Korea, she felt, as a Korean, a hint of curiosity as well as sense
of powerlessness towards the North, a country that she had
never been to. Based on articles she collected as well as her
own sentiments, Kim created this artwork. Alongside a road
that divides the center of the field creating a sense of spatial
perspective, stand several slightly out-dated signs, reading

slogans such as ‘Golden Rasa’ or ‘Hapdong Gongeopsa,
bringing to mind the late period of the Japanese Occupation
of South Korea in the 1960s or 1970s. At first glance, the
setting feels much like a drama set. Among the items, the
most obvious and visible message comes across through the
nuclear weapons that are thrust into the gravel road along
with the North Korean propaganda placard hung over a
blackish sky. Yet, the role of these images is not just to
represent the captions in the title of the piece. Rather, they
lead the viewer to feel a sense of three-dimensionality, even
though the physical work itselfis quite shallow and not very
wide. As described earlier, the resulting final pieces become
photo images of a newly generated model space which is in
fact three-dimensional. This allows the resulting photographs
to give off the illusion of having some breadth and depth. The
unique and unusual atmosphere of Kim’s work is caused by
the actual spatiality of the models being re-represented on a
flat plane, leading to illusory images that are neither two-
dimensional nor three-dimensional. In other words, it feels
unrealistic, yet also objective, and surrealistic, yet somewhat
familiar to our senses. The mood, so to speak, can be said to
imply a kind of truth, even if the resulting images may be too
exaggerated to be perceived from a strictly realistic and
conventional perspective and at the same time are not
attainable through a Photoshop-generated composition
alone. (2008)

3. The Ephemeral Ephemera of the Shortcut

The novel by Carver that I mimicked in the introduction has
been evaluated as a literary work that reaches profound
insight into the boredom prevalent in many households in
American society, as well as the resulting hidden crisis that
can develop and the combinations of these contradictions.
Short Cut, a film by Robert Altman is based on the short
novels and poems by Carver, who is often seen as a
representative author of typical American life. This film
achieves another impressive artisticaccomplishment as it
surprisingly converts the specialty of Carver’s literature into a
video format.

What on earth do they have to do with Kim’s Ephemeral
Ephemera? From my point of view, the alignment of these
three categories, namely, Carver’s literature, Altman’s film, and
Kim'’s photography, does not lead to a possibility of any linear
type of comparison among them or to a cause-and-effect
relationship. They can perhaps be related by their similar
achievement in meaning and can be said to share one
element of commonality. This similarity is that they all tend to
focus their primary efforts on the level of reality itself in their
artistic intentions. This similar achievement in meaning
signifies that these three works intrude on the apparently



solid nature of reality using each artist’s own tools and
methods that eventually inflict small wounds on the mask of
reality and make a shortcut for us to gain easier access to the
genuine nature of reality. As we have mentioned from the
beginning, Kim seems to encounter reality by means of the
various kinds of news that we are bombarded with on a daily
basis. In actuality, however, the mass media that delivers the
news is a part of this reality. Therefore, Kim's exploration
should be seen as expanding toward a reality encompassing
this form of mediated reality as well. In addition, as seen in
the stage settings of her work that narrate a Russian spy
murder case or materialize a North Korean downtown
landscape complete with nuclear weapons sporadically
sticking out of the ground, Kim inflicts small wounds to the
hidden reality that journalism often ignores through slogans
of information, objectivity, and impartiality. As the final
appreciator, the viewer is lead into a shortcut providing a
path to the inside or true nature of reality through the
photographs in Ephemeral Ephemera, or in other words, a
stage composed of little wounds.

Itis important to note here how the metaphors in this review
are mostly concerned with the diverse definitions of the
phrase ‘shortcut; which has three different kinds of meanings
including a short or small wound, the shortest way, and the
short, cut scenes of a film. | point out this fact because | want
to suggest that Kim's photographic work is a type of montage
of shortcuts, which has enabled her to entitle her series The
Ephemeral Ephemera of the Shortcut. (2008)



