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Modern Fuel is pleased to present a
solo exhibition of works by Dong-Kyoon
Nam in our Main Gallery from April 29
to June 3, 2017. In Recycled Sensations,
Nam constructs complex structures
with material drawn from outmoded or
disposable electrical appliances, drawing
attention to the ephemeral nature of
today’s digital technologies.

Exhibition Essay
I only vaguely remember the all-consuming tangled sensations of childishly wreaking
havoc on my parents’ prized possessions, discovering the material world in a packed
apartment by crudely prodding at Perestroika-era scarcities such as record player
needles or reel to reel stereo parts. This was typical juvenile curiosity, but it was more
than mere play, and more than reckless ignorance. Looking back on my childhood
adventures with “stuff,” and technology in particular, I see it as a profound embodiment
of thingness. My conception of self was no different from the carpet, the hairbrush, the
chocolate wrapper or little square buttons on a CRT television. My consciousness was
still unencumbered by the learned values and hierarchies of anthropocentric ideology.
I am reminded of this when I think about Dong-Kyoon Nam’s studio practice, which
tends toward unlearning the underlying ideological associations ingrained in our
relationships to progress, technology and consumerism.
Nam’s studio is riddled with outmoded devices found or acquired from secondhand stores, including old projectors, printers, cameras, stereos, etc. Sculptures-inprogress occupy the floor space and consist of disassembled devices and appliances
that are particularly classified into bins and containers. There is no functional logic
to the categorization of items and constituent parts, other than the processing of one
device at a time and grouping the separated parts into sets of similarities based on
size, material or colour. One bin might contain nothing but small white plastic bits,
another might have screws, another might have medium sized metal rectangles. When
a device is physically deconstructed, there is no consideration for ever returning it to
its manufactured assembly. The studio does not give the appearance of a tech-savvy
workshop of repair, nor is there a random scattering of debris. Nam works methodically
on one installation device at a time, arranging parts on the floor after a thorough
process of getting acquainted with the constituent materials.
Becoming familiar with the material is an integral part of the process. Before re-collecting parts into a sculptural configuration, Nam inspects each part of the device to get a
sense of the thing’s physical characteristics and potentialities. He observes how a piece
of plastic might bend or shatter, how it resonates sonically, how much it weighs, and
so on. The devices are viewed inside out, from all possible directions. Nam also keeps
a digital photographic catalogue. The documentation individuates dis-assembled parts
and also shows devices in their original state, sometimes still in their packaging.

Nam’s motivations are sensory and ontological, but not in the framework
of phenomenology or correlationism. I propose that the emerging
philosophical trends of speculative realism and some Deleuzian concepts like
deterritorialization/reterritorialization and immanence are more pertinent
here. Immanence can be understood as “the absolute background of life
expressed only in the intersection of form, subject, organ and function. This
intersection is the plane of immanence, which is given shape in objects and
their organisation.”[1] Nam’s modular constructions are integrated against
this background.
Recycled Sensations challenges our predisposition to interpret the work as
merely a critique of excess and consumerism. Nam’s inclination is not so anthropocentric and does not esteem this consumer-product relationship as the
most significant. His work is not exactly an interpretation of entropy because
entropy itself is a subjective, preconceived concept. Moore’s Law and entropy
are present in the work only in the same way as they are present anywhere
else. The validity of such concepts and their operation in artistic practice is
called into question.

In reference to Graham Harman’s OOO (Object Oriented Ontology) Ian
Bogost emphasizes speculative realism’s refusal “to privilege the humanworld relationship as the only one,” and states that “things are independent
from their constituent parts while remaining dependent on them … Things
are both ordinary and strange, both large and small, both concrete and
abstract. We need a new way to characterize them effectively.”[2] I view Nam’s
work as intending toward this speculative impulse. His installations may be
better understood, in Bogost’s terms, as units rather than objects or things
because “the unit is both a system and a set.”[3] A system or an operation of
units implies inter-relational actions between entities, which is more in line with Nam’s
process than a strictly subject-driven object-based inquiry.
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In addition, Nam uses photography as an aide to detailing the process of sculptural
arrangement. The translation of objects into photographic representations is another
means to consider the device specifically and ontologically, both as a whole and as a
series of fragmented elements and events. The camera and the computer screen are
utilized to acknowledge the shortcomings of human subjectivity and to re-view objects
through the optics of the camera and the computer screen.

Nam’s operations of units reveal the fusion of matter and time, operating more as forces
rather than things. Boundaries become more difficult to distinguish, as they are deterritorialized and reterritorialized on the way to the eventual arrangement in the gallery
space. “The territorial aspects of assemblages deal with those forces that unmake and
make territories … Specific actions can find, define, and assemble territories, and the
forces of deterritorialisation and reterritorialisation themselves develop new territories.” [6] Nam works to develop these new territories, speculating on the lost and the
recyclable through disruptions of existing forms and functions, and the intrigue of this
means of development into discrete systems of the newly found.
Sasha Opeiko

Sasha Opeiko is a visual artist and independent researcher based in Windsor, ON. Her solo and
collaborative practice integrates a discerning interest in critical writing and ontology, focusing
on speculative realism, ideological entrapment, materiality and perception. She works in a variety of media including painting, drawing, sculpture and installation. Sasha received a BFA (Visual Arts) from University of Windsor in 2009 and a MFA (Visual Arts) from University of Victoria
in 2012. Her writing has been featured in FUSE magazine (Toronto ON) and in accompanying
texts for exhibitions at Forest City Gallery (London ON) and PAVED Arts (Saskatoon SK).

Born in Seoul, Korea, Dong-Kyoon Nam now works and lives in Hamilton, Ontario. Nam takes
accidental events or unexpected interruptions from his ordinary life as a creative resource and
turning-point, much like the lines of flight in the Deleuzian sense. He is a BFA graduate of the
University of Windsor (2010) and the University of Victoria (2012) where he received his MFA
in Sculpture. He had also taught Sculpture, 3D materials, and other foundation courses at the
University of Manitoba in Winnipeg, MB in 2013-15. His work has been shown across Canada;
including galleries at the Sculpture Society of Canada (Toronto), Centre A (Vancouver), Ace Art
Inc. (Winnipeg), Truck Contemporary (Calgary), Open Space (Victoria), Centre des arts actuels
Skol (Montréal), and Circa Art Actuel (Montréal). Nam has recently been invited to the 35th International Symposium of Contemporary Art: Pasts in the Present, Inventing Tomorrow, by Musée
d’art contemporain de Baie-Saint-Paul, QC.

Endnotes

Bogost observes that “computers often do entail human experience and perception …
But not always. Indeed, for the computer to operate at all for us first requires a wealth of
interactions for itself.”[4] Nam maintains fidelity to the materials’ actions or potentialities, enabling their interactions for themselves as they re-enter into composition with
each other, the artist, the viewer, the architecture, the point in time, the dust particles in
the air. In this way, his sculptural installations can be thought of as assemblages, in the
ontological sense (not to be confused with the art historical definition of assemblage
art).
An assemblage is not a tightly coagulated entity; it is comprised of discrete parts and
fragments that can generate multiple effects. “Assemblages, as conceived of by Deleuze
and Guattari, are complex constellations of objects, bodies, expressions, qualities, and
territories that come together for varying periods of time to ideally create new ways of
functioning.”[5] In the studio Nam rearranges his installations continually throughout
the process of reconstruction without any preconceived notion of how they might be
finalized. For Nam, direction does not imply that there is an ultimate goal; it is simply a
direction, a line. His installations show a progression of sporadic and accidental events.
Nothing is truly fixed; the work appears to be in a state of flux and becoming even as
it sits undisturbed in the gallery. These temporary assemblages leave the re-assembly
process visually exposed, while also suggesting that they could potentially be taken
further apart or reconfigured. Within each of the works, combined sets of units are
carefully spaced so as not to disintegrate into altogether separate entities. The composition of elements is multi-linear and often takes the form of spatially and conceptually
expanding in multiple directions.
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