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Familiar Fear. Unstable Inner Self Gyeongji Bang

Photography with soldiers as subjects is not new to us. The desire to record and reproduce wars
led to the development of photography, and throughout the 20th century after the invention of
photography, anonymous soldiers in ruined battlefields were captured in war photojournalism. In
particular, in Korea as the sole divided country on Earth, the image of a soldier in the photography
was a conventional symbol that revealed social conditions such as the Korean War, the military
regime, and the division system.! Visitors will try to view and interpret the image of a soldier
presented in {Imitation Game), the two-person exhibition featuring the work of Minsoo Oh and
Heinkuhn Oh, recalling their previous experience of viewing it. However, the image of a soldier
appearing in the <Jindo Dog 1>(2020-2022) and the <Middleman>(2010-2013) series is detached
from the indexicability and meaning, and repeatedly slides without being fixed. For example, if

someone tries to interpret Minsoo Oh'’s <Jindo Dog 1> series by first looking at a soldier with a



familiar appearance and applying the events of Korean modern and contemporary history, military
uniforms of European soldiers during the World War Il and the titles such as ‘Dunkirk’ and
‘Carentan’ hinder their interpretation. The soldiers presented in Heinkuhn Oh's <Middleman> series,
well-dressed in military uniform, show blank faces and refuse to be consumed as a image of strong

soldier that the Ministry of National Defense promotes.

*%

The series of work by Minsoo Oh started when his two different experiences of running
the First-person shooter (hereinafter ‘FPS’) game and participating in the Wargame, which is the
Battle Command Program (hereinafter '‘BCTP’), instead of the maneuver training during his military
service collided. The two programs that he experienced differ only in terms of the institutions used
and their purposes, but both are virtual battlefields that have been reenacted based on the real
warfare, and the users face the enemy while looking at the world pointed at with the scope. In fact,
after the development of digital technology, the aspect of modern warfare has shifted to inhuman
‘'smart’ warfare with a digital remote control method, and the war images delivered to the public
through the mass media were captured by a small camera mounted on the front of the smart bomb.
These images are similar to the ones that can be witnessed in the FPS game interface.?2 Minsoo Oh
pays attention to the point at which people feel uncomfortable, or uncanny about the strangely
repeated situations and things while experiencing the FPS game, BCTP, and press photos and videos
of an actual war. When we follow his gaze, a strange dynamics between the war images is revealed,

and Minsoo Oh's photographs were created in this context.

<Jindo Dog 1> is a series of photographs of the war reenactment club activities. War
reenactment is a kind of historical reenactment, in which a participant sets the battle of a specific
era, wears clothes and equipment suitable for it, and perform a set role. It is a kind of role playing
performed by a living person.? At this point, Minsoo Oh’s work can be discussed as the photographs
in tableau form that directs a specific scene. Participants create a respective 'proxy profile' based on
the historical facts by referring to the war press photos and documents of the time, and experience

the battle for about 4 hours as actors and players participating in the game.

They go beyond the experience that they can have with the input devices such as a keyboard and
a mouse in the game, and search for virtual enemies in the real world from a first-person point of
view. When we look at <Carentan#3>(2020), which typically features the largest number of players,
the participants performed their assigned roles, paying attention to even the smallest and precise
parts of the German military uniforms and equipment that were actually manufactured during the
time, in order to reenact the battle that took place in Carentan, which was an important
transportation hub for the Allies and the German forces during the World War Il. The place that

functions only as a macguffin and the color parts attached to the muzzle to indicate that it is a



replica gun make it easy for us to recognize that the scene in the photograph has been staged, but
the black and white photographs with enlarged expressions of the participants who are totally
immersed in their roles in <Jindo Dog 1#3>, <Jindo Dog 1#4>(2020) evoke a strange and familiar

fear.

In this way, the artist goes beyond reenacting of the mass killings of war through games
and movies as a subject matter of a hobby, and shows the behavior of consuming war playfully by
filming those who faithfully perform their roles as soldiers in the reality of ‘half-fake.” In this
theatrical record, the horror and pain of war are not revealed ostensibly. Instead, the characters’
actions filled with a kind of theatrical verisimilitude create 'half-real.” The scenes reenacted in detail
like a documentary show the audience consuming war through a kind of role playing beyond just
consuming it as an image, and at the same time lead the audience to get immersed in the scenes
through various visual devices. The audience are drown into the imitation game through the

dynamics of attraction created by Minsoo Oh’s camera.

*kk

While Minsoo Oh's photographs perfectly reenact the external appearance of a soldier and capture
a man who wants to look like a typical soldier, Heinkuhn Oh's <Middleman> series shows the man
who is doing his military service but either is or wants to be in between his ambiguous personal
values and official military duties. The series of <Middleman> does not only bring out the visual
commonality of a specific group, just like the method of work he took in his previous works
<Ajumma>(1997), <Cosmetic Girls>(2005-2008), etc., but rather, it shows his attempts to twist the
conventional image by revealing the individuality of soldiers who are in the collective group of the
army.* When we look at <The Quiet Soldier>(2010) of the <Middleman> series on the right side
of the entrance to the exhibition hall, a soldier is neatly dressed in military uniform and is sitting
on a pile of stones. An armored personnel carrier that is too large to fit into the frame lies behind
him. He is looking straight ahead towards the camera, as if he is not gazing at anything and is lost
in thought. His gaze, the feeling of helplessness in his limp arm, and his fingertips fiddling with

each other nervously convey a strange feeling of anxiety.

Unlike the man in Minsoo Oh’s <The Soldier with a Machine Gun>(2021), who is wearing a military
uniform and equipment in an open field and looking directly at the camera lens with confidence,
the soldier in <Cannonballs and Soldiers>(2010), who seems to have been filmed in the space inside
a military post, gives way to the cannonball and leans against the left shoe rack with a blank look
on his face. Although he gazes into the lens relatively accurately than the soldier in <The Quiet
Soldier>, the weakness of the steel that was bent as he leaned against the shoe rack made of thin
steel bars and his hands that were pressed hard and turned red cannot be hid. In fact, the

photographs in <Middleman> series do not reveal a fixed identity of the soldiers, but the conflict



I

that arises from putting ‘I’ into the collective character of ‘we’ that the army wants for during their
two years of military service in their early twenties. In other words, this series may reveal the
accumulated layers of realism. In this way, Heinkuhn Oh’s photographs appear to reenact the
sociocultural representations revealed by the character’s clothes or physical characteristics with

accuracy but in fact, they disturb the audience to doubt the stereotypes trapped in those symbols.

*kk*k

Minsoo Oh and Heinkuhn Oh present the image of a soldier in different ways, showing a work
model that is different from the way that the image of a soldier has been expressed in the history
of Korean photography. For them, their works are regarded as an uncertain text, that is, “the essence
of their own reaction to the nature of the world”, and considered as the things that are potentially
activated by the interpretation of the audience.® They do not even offer anything directly against
the image of a soldier that implicitly reminds people of a war. Instead, they make the audience
aware of the environment in which the images are created. Obviously, it is not an attempt to degrade
the traditional documentary photography that revealed social conditions, but rather a work for
reenacting those images that are distorted by political attitudes to make them complex and

reinterpret them in a new way.

1. In the history of Korean modern and contemporary art after the liberation, the image of a soldier mainly deals with the works of the military regime in the 1950s and 1960s-70s after the Korean
War. The soldiers in this period mainly resulted in the image of the army in battle or a heroic soldier. Yeongin Kim, "The Politics of Military Images: the Works of Kyung Kun Park, Do Ho Suh and

Inhwan Oh, "Journal of Korean modern and contemporary art history, 40, 2020, p. 360.

2. William J. Mitchell, an American visual culture theorist, said that the images of war to which we are exposed are “digitally processed images of cold and inhuman destruction” and they have now

become like a “video game.” William J. Mitchell, 7he Reconfigured Eye: Visual Truth in the Post-Photographic Era (Cambridge: The MIT Press, 1992), p. 13.
3. Unlike the United States and Europe, reenactment activities in Korea are not widespread but they are centered on a minority of maniacs. They are mainly focused on the World War I, the Vietnam
War, and the Korean War, where it is relatively easy to obtain equipment. Gwangsun Park, "Modern People and History: in terms of Historical Media and Reenactment Activity,, "CBNU Journal of

Educational Research; 37(1), 2016, p. 27.

4. Sujong Song, "Development of Modern Photography, Media Experimentation and Diversity of Perspectives,, "Korean Art 1900-2020,, National Museum of Modern and Contemporary Art of Korea,
2021, p. 353.

5. Sunjung Kim, (nterview with Heinkuhn Ohy, Heinkuhn Oh's Website, 2022.06.17, http://heinkuhnoh.com/text_kr/text04.



