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The Unmelting Snowman and the Ghost Brush

HONG Leeji (Curator at National Museum of Modern and Contemporary Art, Korea)

How can we remember an era in which everything is digitalized? And to what extent do we trust the objecthood
of the digital? NOH Sangho's work evokes memories of Andrew Norman Wilson's ScanOps project. Originally used for the
book-scanning department at Google’s headquarters, ‘ScanOps’ was where Wilson, contracted by Google for record pho-
tography, stumbled upon ghost workers. By collecting and visualizing human errors and traces in the digital scans of Google
Books, Wilson shed light on the darker aspects of the digitization process and the obscured existence and labor in the
transition from analog to digital publications. In NOH Sangho's work, | deliberately identify glitches and errors reminiscent of
moments in ScanOps. HOLY, his solo exhibition, embarks on a journey that explores the significance of image-based per-
formative drawing, an endeavor the artist has consistently pursued, capturing contemporary digital currents through images
collected over the past decade. In his artistic practice, he not only constructs narrative structures with text, but also delves into
various media, honing painterly gestures and narratives in a dramatic and introspective painting process. The artist gathers
daily images, overlays them with ink, draws upon them, and assembles scenes through montage. These finished paintings
are then scanned and uploaded into the digital realm. Since 2022, NOH Sangho has been utilizing Al image generators, such
as 'Midjourney' and Photoshop, to uncover and illustrate errors and glitches in the images generated by these tools, depicting
them in unnatural forms and scales. As a result, NOH Sangho's paintings are imbued with awkward, obscure, or unforeseen
scenes. Through this method, his work exposes the interconnected experiences of digital and reality and aims to highlight the
disparity between scrolling through his paintings on a screen and experiencing them firsthand at an exhibition.

NOH Sangho's drawing involves various physical activities. For him, drawing includes interpreting or translating
images that are combined through processes of drawing, painting, spraying, editing, and merging; going beyond the at-
tempt to eliminate the continuity and singularity of painting, his artwork re-establishes the meaning of aura. In traditional
painting, “well-drawn” works were those that did not appear to have been drawn by a human being, meaning that the work
was indistinguishable from reality or lacked any trace of the artist's hand. Over time, painters have resisted this notion and
used tools and techniques to expand the categories and meanings of the painting medium. The characteristics of NOH
Sangho's work can be roughly divided into three. First, the tools he uses. The airbrush, for example, is an unwieldy tool for
creating detailed depictions because it sprays paint through a device extended from the painter’s body. However, it allows
for various expressions depending on the physical distance of the body to the painting, and much like Photoshop's “air-
brush” function, it can produce effects that retain the performativity unique to digital drawing while bringing the results closer
to digital outputs. Since the 1920s, the introduction of industrial paint compressors and aerosols has begun to change the
tradition of painting, and the diversity of expression through the intervention of the body and the application of technology
has been a major theme for painters. Similarly to these artists, NOH Sangho, in considering spray painting as his artistic
expression, found it crucial to reflect on the human aspect and methods of painterly gestures. Over the past decade, as
an extension of this reflection, he has explored the extent to which the digitally augmented body can carry the aura of an
artistic representation.

The second characteristic is his use of the body. Interpreting a painting involves imagining the time between the
artwork and the artist through the pictorial plane and inferring the traces left behind. Oscillating between the virtual and the
real, the artist manifests his gestures—which reside in both the virtual and real worlds, akin to the images he uses as ma-
terials—within the creative process, where the presence of the body is both revealed and obscured. | find his background
in printmaking intriguing in this context. Although printmaking is often interpreted as a painterly language because it is
realized on a plane, it also has sculptural elements in terms of its expressive techniques and production process. Conse-
quently, traces of NOH’s mastery of the technique of casting, molding, and other machine-based production processes of
printmaking can be found in his unique gestures in the creative process. Over the past decade, he has been interested in
the human aspect and the glitches between technological media and frames. For him, a painterly gesture is the exposure,
through his own body, of the gap between reality and the digital. What he aims to expose through his work is not to judge
what is closer to digital or traditional painting, but rather to indirectly translate and visualize this sometimes too natural, too
clumsy, and too alien state that arises from the confusing process we are navigating today. The Color Field painters of the
1950s emphasized materiality and tools, developing specific techniques to represent their work. Gerhard Richter, for exam-
ple, used a squeegee to physically push wet paint across the surface of his works, eliminating the individuality of the artist’s
gesture. Meanwhile, NOH Sangho proposes to imagine the essence and subjectivity of images through a complementary
process of tracing virtual images, scanning them, and embodying them through the artist's body in real and virtual spaces.

Lastly, his collaboration with digital media. Instead of using significant or non-fictional events as his artistic material,
NOH Sangho collects and uses clearly fictionalized scenes, creating a non-linear narrative structure completed by painterly
gestures. He paints every day and uploads his work daily to social media. NOH Sangho has referred to social media as his
permanent exhibition space. The emergence of the internet in the 1990s brought rapid changes in tools, a change that accel-
erated after the advent of smartphones in 2008. The possibilities and fantasies about the internet have become an everyday
norm. The belief that all activities could be done online, the illusion of fairness and non-selectivity because it is invisible, and
the misconception that the internet is democratic and equal are now invalid. The internet shows us what we want to see and
constantly feeds us with what we know. In this sense, it may be useful to recall artist Julia Scher's assertion that a different
strategy is needed in the digital space because it requires a virtual identity. NOH Sangho embraces the digital environment as
both an active collaborator and a point of critique. The rapidly changing digital environment has flowed and matured so quickly
that any deterministic critique had to be suspended. After all, it has not been that long since we have moved beyond the myth
of the digital and began to recognize the digital as a tangible and physical medium. Cory Arcangel's Colors (2006), a video
work with a total running time of 33 hours, shows that it is impossible to see the work in its entirety in an exhibition setting.
Arcangel edited videos collected from the internet to twist a linear timeline, demonstrating that seemingly narrative-less and
fragmented cinematic images are composed of tangible objects that can be segmented and manipulated. Curator and theorist
Glenn Adamson suggests that artists like Arcangel and Richter bring fine art closer to the material conditions of our everyday
digital culture. Through his creative process, NOH Sangho aims to perceive the conditions of digital and reality equally by
establishing a collaborative structure with his digital self and navigating between the digital and real creative processes to
achieve a singular outcome.

Based on these characteristics, he explores a recursive method that reinterprets the virtual and real worlds, allowing
viewers to discover for themselves through the exhibition. When the work in the digital realm—finalized flat and sleek so that
it becomes impossible to discern the layers of time—is juxtaposed slightly differently in the physical exhibition space, multiple
levels of perception begin to accumulate, demonstrating NOH'’s unique method of integrating the virtual and the real. It seems
that he holds exhibitions to visualize the invisible, repetitive, and tedious time involved in the creation process. Visitors are
divided between those who witness digital images based on algorithms and those who visit the physical exhibition. Online
visitors cannot see the shimmer of the works, which are created with iridescent pigments that appear in different colors and
surfaces depending on the viewing angle. In contrast, visitors to the physical exhibition are unable to zoom in on the subtly
shaken airbrush strokes. The tangible surface of the work in the digital realm cannot be touched in reality. An increasingly
important topic of debate today is the opposing viewpoints of Ken Johnson, who claims that it would be problematic if the
artist were more interesting than his work, and anthropologist Alfred Gell, who values the aura of the artist and considers the
work to be merely the result of the artist’s actions. Picasso's paintings are reportedly too difficult for the Al to learn. When
commanded to paint "like Picasso," many results mimicked the Cubist style, but they failed to learn to position the eyes, nose,
and mouth beyond expected ranges. The emergence of Al image generators allows people to instantly verify what they could
only imagine, not visualize, when reading a book. While such technology may limit people's visual imagination, it could open
up to new sensations and imaginations. What is interesting to us is that the advent of various generative Als has brought about
a world in which artistic imagination, previously impossible, now concludes with immediate results. NOH Sangho's painting not
only attempts to become a remediation strategy in line with the trends of this era, but also unfolds artistic experiments of our
momentary emotions and perceptions and thereby reflects on the contemporary times in which we live. When we step away
from the online timeline—where we consume contemporary images and easily appreciate NOH Sangho's work by pressing
the heart button—and encounter his work in the exhibition space, when we witness works created through the movement of
a body—constantly adjusting the amount of spray and adding countless layers—we will inevitably stumble upon a profoundly
aesthetic moment, a sensation that is inherently human and therefore intuitively understood.

1 Adamson, Glenn, Bryan-Wilson, Julia. Art in the Making, trans. Jeongyeon Lee (Seoul: Sigongsa, 2023), p. 196.
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Installation view of HOLY at Arario Gallery Seoul, 2024
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