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Media Pluralism. Kim Woong Yong’s Post-Cinema
Adeena Mey

In an attempt to synthesise and re—orient the debate
around ‘Apparatus/Dispostive Theory” and the logic be-
hind the mutations of the cinematic apparatus as a me-
dia technology, film scholar Thomas Elsaesser pinpoints
what he calls four *dispositive marks’ and thus makes the
point that today’s dispositive is defined as one of *encoun-
ter and event’. According to Elsaesser, following three
moments which best characterise the successive muta-
tions of the film apparatus and its theorisation — name-
ly, *what cinema was’, ‘early cinema’ and ‘installation
and moving image art’ — contemporary dispositives, he
contends, blur the distinction between the whife cube and
the movie theatre and emphasise ‘temporality, duration,
contact, mobility, event and encounter’. The first mark
is concerned with the theorisation of cinema — *what is
cinema/what was cinema’ — outside of its definition based
on its basic technology thus opening to a wide range of
approaches, anthropological, philosophical and aesthetic,
which inscribe it within the larger frames of *human his-
tory in general’ and the formation of modernity. As for
the second, returning to early cinema enabled film schol-
ars to excavate multiple genealogies, establishing con-
nections between ‘chronophotography with the empirical
and observational sciences’, and across history, between

pre—cinema and new media and Expanded Cinema. This
broadening of the field led to the postulate that ‘the cin-

ema has many histories, only some of which belong to
the movies’. Furthermore, what he calls the third mark,
relate to the ‘temporality and time economies’ through
which are distinguished ‘historically and philosophical-
ly” the fields of art and film into ‘two antagonistic visual
arrangements and spatial dispositives [...] usually ex-
pressed in the juxtaposition of “black box™ and “white
cube™. Finally, although it departs from the third mark,
Elsaesser observes that today ‘moving image and muse-
um enter into sustained and no doubt permanent contact
and alliance with each other’ and thus do not form any
longer ‘either an oppositional or a complementary pair’
but rather a ‘grey room’. In this paradigm, Elsaesser
probes a series of defining features of film such as projec-
tion, light, or the materiality of the image, whose tradi-
tional primacy to think about the moving image becomes
more relative. Nevertheless, this blurring of dispositives
is not equated with their indifferentiation and Elsaesser
brings into the picture both a technological pluralism as
well as multiplicity of non—human forms of agency.
Trained in both filmmaking and in visual art, through
single—screen works, moving image installations, and
performances, artist Kim Woong Yong’s practice enter-
tains a sustained and reflexive relationship with the set
of problematics analysed by Elsaesser. This double back-
ground, as well as the artist’s familiarity with theoreti-
cal debates around contemporary art and cinema, seem
to have nurtured a practice whose hybridity has emerged
and produce a variety of responses to that of the moving
image’s genealogies and the pluralism of its techno—so-




cial modes of existence. Indeed, Kim’s practice explores
as much the history of cinema, film as an interface be-
tween fiction and reality — experimenting with various
modes of storytelling, the digital image, simulation — as
the status of film and the moving image within its exhi-
bition contexts and the articulation of screens and spaces
through installation and performance.
Wake (2019) provides a compelling example of
Kim’s post-cinematic treatment of visual cultures and
their histories, by interweaving two events. Following
the death of 20—year—old student Roh Soo Sok at a pro—
democracy, anti-corruption rally, an estimated 10.000
students took to the streets to protest police brutality,
anti-riot policemen using clubs and teargas against the
crowd. What was one of the last largest students’ move-
ments is interlaced with the history of the invention of
the Molotov cocktail, represented through scenes staged
by Kim himself, and which creates a narrative that runs
in parallel to that of the student protests. Premised on the
accidental encounter with ‘rolls of 35mm film taken by
anonymous photographer in 1996’ of the protests, Wake
is not only concerned with these histories themselves, but
it also addresses them through the way they are re-medi-
ated — that is how an image is translated and transformed
from one technical medium to another — Wake itself un-
folding as a vehicle for these remediated images. Indeed,
the film starts with still images of riot police and student
protesters scrolling down the screen, and which alternate-
ly appear in their original black and white appearance,
as well as solarised. Close shots from a video campaign

animation appear, a zoom out revealing their playing
from a laptop placed on a school desk. Follow footage
created by Kim of a scene whose composition evokes a
vanitas, but with a photographic camera and roll, a can-
dle, a monkey mask, and dentures. Further, an actor re—
enacts the gesture of lighting up and throwing a Molotov
cocktail, stripped bare to mere movement, without any
bottle, the actor’s hand then being superimposed with its
CGI simulacra. Next are a sequence of a flickering film
theatre in which the camera zooms in on a smart phone
with news footage, shots of film negatives, archival news
footage, and so on. Concluding Wake is a close shot on
a woman saying: “Take a deep breath and slowly try to
forget what you have seen.’; *But who took the photos?
Do you know the saying that gems break but trash does
not? They are all scarecrows.” Uttered through three dif-
ferent voice—overs, this last scene thwarts what composer
and theorist Michel Chion has termed the ‘audiovisual
contract’, namely the idea that the sound coming from a
screen takes part in the same field of experience. Here,
it is not only the sonic element whose point of origin is
“deceptive, but the entire search for the author of the pro-
test’s photographs. Indeed, as put by Kim, in Wake this
search only brings a ‘meaningless doubt’, facing us with
‘how void images reappear and regenerate on the screen’.

A similar strategy is at work in Night and Fog (2018),
in which the actors’ dialogues are mostly acousmatic, i.e.
without a visually identifiable source. Indeed, the pro-
tagonists often perform actions whose meaning is given
through gestures and sound editing, without the props
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from which the sound would usually be produced with
(the sound of biting an apple without the fruit; spilling
water from a bottle without liquid). Thematically, Night
and Fog explores the ‘three S's” (Sex, Screen, Sports)
policy implemented by dictator Chun Doo-hwan, paral-
leled by the introduction of colour TV broadcasting in
December 1980. Earlier that year, May saw the Gwangju
Uprisings during which students were killed and beaten
up by army troops. Coming into power through a coup,
Chun’s introduction of ‘sports, sex, and screens’ is of-
ten considered to have been aimed at *divert[ing] angry
public sentiment.” Moreover, ‘the creation of a profes-
sional baseball team and the flood of erotic movies and
pornographic videos’ as well as colour TV are understood
by most Koreans to have taken part in the same strategies
of diversion of the public opinion. In this regard, Kim
makes the claim that the *Korean typical living room
has[sic] invented when the first color television supplied
in 1980°, questioning the rise of a dictatorial political
regime, paralleled by the reshaping of South Koreans’
domestic sphere through the colourisation of TV specta-
cle. Furthermore, the environmental dimension of media

culture is reflected on by Kim by yet another operation of

dissociation and reorganisation of the components of the
cinematic apparatus. Indeed, Night and Fog exists both
as a single—channel work, and as a performance which
itself includes live real-time transmission on a screen in-
stalled within the stage design, a strategy Kim already
experimented with in Avoided names under the hard skin
(2014). Here, the elements of cinema are remediated for

a theatrical context, at once multiplying and creating a
continuum between various registers of reality: perfor-
mance, moving image work which includes CGI; real
time and cinematic time. The interaction between actors,
light beams and stage design brings Kim’s practice in a
dialogue with the tradition of Expanded Cinema.
Reflecting on the cinema as both a philosophical
and technological question, the late film theorist An-
nette Michelson wrote: *“My project is genealogical, and
I will claim for the text the status of a greatly privileged
instance in the formation of our arsenal of mechanical
reproduction, initiated, as it were, by photography, ex-
tended by telegraphy, phonography, cinematography,
holography, television, and the computer. Its fuller un-
derstanding will demand, however, that we locate its
anticipatory instances, embedded and dispersed within
the epistemophilic discourse which traverses the art of
the Renaissance and of the Enlightenment until the crisis
of modernity.” To be sure, Kim Woong Yong shares this
epistemophilic impulse and through his protean practice,
updates such a genealogical project for our post-—cine-

matic era.

Adeena Mey, London November 2022.
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