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Picturing History
— The Ancient Envisioned in Choi Minhwa's

Painting Series Entitled 'Once Upon a Time'

Kim, Gye-won

This essay examines the way Choi Minhwa's painting series, entitled 'Once Upon a
Time' attempts to fill a gap of history painting, which has been relatively unexcavated
in modern contemporary Korean art. Since the late 1990s, Choi has devoted himself to
visualizing ancient Korean history and mythology on the basis of Samguk yusa, and
completed total 32 oil paintings by July 2020. For this project, the artist builds up a
rich and plentiful pictorial language by appropriating, transforming, and combining
diverse images that he adopts from different cultural contexts: the mural painting of the
Koguryo ancient tombs, Renaissance paintings, statues of Hindu deities, Minhwa
paintings of the Choseon period, Buddhist paintings, Daoist paintings, etc. On top of this,
Choi shows in 'Once Upon a Time' his remarkable drawing techniques, refined brush
strokes, and unique color pallette made possible through combining traditional Korean
cardinal colors and the specific color tones of Hindu culture. All in all, 'Once Upon a
Time' crystalizes Choi's effort to create a new style of history painting, through which
his own voice is dubbed in the original story of Samguk yusa. In particular, the ancient
is unfolded in his paintings as a liberal utopian space, unbounded by the modern notions
of sovereignty, nationality, and ethnicity. Rather, what he portrays is a space of hybridity,
transnationality, and heterogeneity, wherein the vibrant life and healthy labor of common
people plays an integral role. By providing an alternative image of the ancient, Choi's
'Once Upon a Time' leads us to move beyond the given notions of nation-state, territory,
and sovereignty, which used to operate as a modality and ideological framework in our

imagination of the past.

Key Words : Choi Minhwa, 'Once Upon a Time', History Painting, Ancient, Samguk
yusa (Memorabilla of the Three Kingdoms)
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