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Zero Gravity - Macrocosm  

“The repeated action of attaching numerous plastic sequins requires a great deal of physical labor, 

huge amount of time and patience…It is both painful and delightful.” 

 

Noh Sang-Kyoon (1958-) uses shiny plastic objects of readymade sequins or spangles for his two-

dimensional or three-dimensional artworks. Sequins and spangles are artifacts that are usually 

used to make clothing or accessories shine like gems. Many scholars has already mentioned about 

how Noh came to use the popular objects of sequins.  

 

“When I was a child, I had an near-death experience of drowning. At that moment, I realized I 

could die in vain as nobody, as nothing, without no purpose, as if a fish.”  

 

Noh says that when he fell into the water unexpectedly and rescued too easily he was 

enlightened of life. At the instant second when death and life overlap each other, he saw 

countless memories that were as close as the front and back of paper, and yet were not 

connected to one another. It was another world. Such an intense experience has continued to 

affect the life of Noh even after he had fully grown up. Noh‟s early work, Minnow & Boat 

figuratively renders fish from his childhood memory. Such realism of fish gradually disappears 

when he started use sequins as his artistic material (these objects surely represent the nature of 

fish both directly and metaphorically). As a result, his picture plane becomes extremely restrained 

so as to deliver only some of the most essential, visual with light conditions and viewing angles. 

Hence, there only remains a visual and regular pattern of a piece of fish skin within the two 

dimensional, square-shaped framework. One can make an analogy between the work of Noh, 

which demonstrates the changing process of his artistic style from the realistic representation of 

the shape of fish to the abstract form of the fundamental and essential and that of Piet Mondrian 

(1872-1944), which manifest the purest form of nature:vertical and horizontal lines. However, 



Mondrian‟s vertical and horizontal lines are produced through the process of gradual elimination 

of ancillary components from the external shape of things, that which manifests the tendency of 

Western people to give emphasis on rationality. On the contrary, the way Noh finds his motif, the 

most fundamental feature of fish is more accidental and immediate:his idea to use sequins derives 

from his childhood experience, that is , his mothers bag made of spangles or the costumes of the 

singers that he saw on television. 

 

“Besides my childhood experience of drowning and the fanciful memories of night, I thought that 

a painting as a silent object that is thrown out to the space in which time has stopped is similar 

to fish that is in the water. It might be said that the work of sequins came from this thought.”  

 

Noh started use sequins in 1992 when he was studying in the United States. In his early work, as 

mentioned before, he attempted to render the shining appearance of scales through the repeated 

arrangement of sequins. The repeated procedure of attaching sequins of the size of a coin 

consumed much time and labor, which in turn made it a painful experience, but it also provided a 

sense of pleasure. In Fish series of 1992 fish is no longer rendered figuratively, but it still directly 

delivers, as the title tells, the attributes of fish such as the shining feature and slippery feeling of 

scales. Such directness in his first works of sequins gradually disappears and develops into the 

works of suggestive and metaphoric meaning. The change occurs also in the method that he 

uses:in the first works of sequins he weaved sequins piece by piece. But his later works of sequins 

became to process a different meaning as he started to use the sequins connected by a single 

line of thread:it made him deliberate on the unrecoverable nature of time. The line of sequins with 

clear beginning and end entails the nature of time that cannot be overlapped or recovered. The 

surface of sequins, which is arranged in the plane of a canvas through such conscious or 

unconscious (when reason stop to work, thus the action becomes unconscious) action of 

repetition, now escapes from the symbolic meaning of fish and expands into the endless universe. 

In his The End series one can see the structure of a circle, which moves outward from the center 

or moves inward to the center, that represents an infinite universe with no end. It is ironical that 

such expansion and convergence embodied in Noh‟s works make one to be enlightened about 

the fact that even the infinite expansion cannot reach the end, in other words about the bigger 

universe and thus make him or her acknowledge that there surely exist limitations. Placed into the 

space of no boundary, the sequins of infinite expandability might force one to realize his or her 

infinitely finite existence.  



 

“I thought, „is a painting dead?‟ I was still attached to the expressional quality of a painting, thus I 

decided to represent a painting as a floating fish in the water. To make a painting look like 

substantial matter, I intended to reinforce the ornamental, ostentatious, provocative and simulative 

qualities of sequins. In other words, it becomes low art within the boundary of high art, that is, 

high art that throws out its intrinsic materialistic quality. In a sense I attempt to make artworks 

that reflect out time…I always think about art for arts sake.‟ I head for high art, non-popular art, 

non-everyday art.”  

 

In 1999 Noh provided an intense experience of entering into another dimension to the viewers in 

the 48th Venice Biennale with an installation work of pink sequins that covers the three walls of a 

white room. The work takes the form of a circle that starts form the center at which the eye of a 

viewer points, and expands into the infinite, making a viewer stand in the center of the expanding 

phenomenon so that the viewer is forced to have an experience of zero gravity in the infinite 

space as if he is located in the eye of a typhoon. The gigantic planes titled The End (1999), 

Another End (1999), and The Whole Towards the Hole (1999) (each is the size of 301 x 401cm.) 

throw a viewer into another dimension as they repeats the actions of attracting and pushing out 

with the scenes that change in accordance with the direction the sequins are put. The alternating 

effects of extreme lightness and darkness emphasizes the existence of the two extremes of the 

white hole and the black hole and shows that there is a hole (a passageway) in the location where 

the two spaces meets. Also, a spiral structure that possesses both infinitely expandable formation 

and the space which absorbs everything is a futile being that points to the infinite world but 

expands toward the end that it can never reach, and at the same time a fulfilled being that can 

embrace or absorb everything. Noh‟s works of such a contradictory structure lead one a new 

spiritual world beyond the surface structure of infinite construction of the objects that are chosen 

by the artist. There appears an unfamiliar mystery of another world that is disconnected from our 

world. This conception of space is originated from his discovery of a new space when he was 

drowned as a child. The space without gravity by which we can feel the weight of things. The 

space that makes one recognize the senses of light and sound from a new perspective. The space 

disconnected from the world. The space that had been floating around even before we were born. 

The feeling of fluid that surrounds one‟s body. It is another ideal space that the human beings 

were freely swimming around before they were put into this world.  

 



Microcosm 

The artisanship of the artist removed the innate qualities of sequins (ornamentality, popularity, 

quality as a Kitsch) from the readymade objects of sequins that boast its resemblance with the 

shining feature of scales and the elaborateness of color which changes in accordance with the 

light conditions. Now the sequins went beyond the symbolism of fish and produced a variety of 

meanings. At the same time the way sequins are arranged in the picture plane also went through 

a transformation. In Fish series and The End series sequins covered the entire canvas starting at 

the center, but in Sequence series one can see many starting points in the canvas. Expanding 

simultaneously in the overall space of the canvas, the numerous hives emits a strong feeling of 

movement as well as three dimensionality. Therefore, the sequins, which had symbolized the form 

and color of scales in his earlier works, now take the form of an organic life in community, which 

seems to show the microcosm of microscopic organisms or cells that exercise nucleus cleavage, or 

molecules or atoms. This concept of self-reproductions stresses the independent splitting process, 

and it refuses the pre-estimate of the artist about when the process of splitting would stop. Such 

an impossibility of pre-estimate is the counter motif against the possibility of pre-estimate, which 

Noh‟s experienced during the making of the sequins work that starts at the center. 

 

Metaphor 

The relevancy between the titles and forms seen in For the Palm Readers and For the Lip Readers 

is another significant element of Noh‟s works. The use of the term, „palm readers‟ for the title 

reveals the artists understanding that the concentric circle of a fingerprint is similar to his 

arrangement of sequins. The overlapping clouds in the virtual space of elaborate sequins or the 

sequins of the form of a fingerprint seem to come from the reverence for palm readers who read 

everything about one‟s life from such limited area of a palm, or a profound introspection on our 

life that we forget important things while clinging to unimportant things, as it is suggested in an 

idiomatic phrase of „the palm of Buddha. A critic says about For the Lip Readers focusing on the 

form of a lip that Noh‟s work can be seen as a parody or mimesis of our desire as the effects of 

being sucked into the other world and, from a viewers point of view, being inserted into my world, 

or the back-and-forth motion between the two are visually realized as a lip-an anus-a vagina. The 

diagram of a lip-an anus-a vagina (a sexual organ) corresponds Freud‟s Theory of the changes of 

one‟s interest in human body in accordance with the developing stages of sexual psychology (oral 

period, anus period, penis or phallus period). The tongue consisted of the twenty-one concentric 

hives in his 20 Tongues (1996) resembles the shape of a penis. And his later work, For the Lip 



Readers (1998), which shows the feminine attributes, consolidates an intact entity together with 20 

Tongues. 

 

The diversity of Noh‟s concerns can also be detected in Madonna, which he made during his 

study in the United States. There was a time when the pop star Madonna was in everybody‟s 

mouth in Korea. The faces of Korean viewers blushed with shame because of her scandalous 

costumes and shocking stage manners. Madonna is a humorous representation of the stage 

costumes (the most popular and original function of sequins) of the singer Madonna. The 

costume made of two rolled-up lumps of sequins and one triangle makes a viewer blush again.  

 

A Space of Deliverance 

The fact that Noh‟s sequins stated to cover readymade objects of plastic mannequins and 

Buddhist statues tells about his different interpretation of the characteristics of sequins. The 

symbolism of sequin was eradicated by his entry into a microcosm, and now his approach to the 

covering of three-dimensional objects explains his concerns for the original function of sequins to 

decorate clothing. An American artist from Bulgaria, Javacheff Christo (1935~), who is well known 

for his packing method, breaks the procedures through which information about the form of an 

object is delivered by packing the objet. The essence of Christo‟s work lies in a viewer‟s obscure 

perception and various imagination about the true nature of the object that he or she become to 

have when he or she is cut off from the visual information. Later, such work of packing (Land Art) 

of Christo expanded to large-scale works that packed a huge building or bridge and even one 

that connected an island to another while providing a visual shock. On the contrary, Noh covers 

with sequins mannequins and Buddhist statues, readymade objects of contrary meanings. But he 

does not obscure the true nature of the objects, rather he clearly exposes it. The two objects, 

which received a new surface of sequins, lose their previous meanings and elaborately transform 

themselves while revealing their true nature that has been hidden. 

 

The typical function of a mannequin, which is a plastic doll is to be a frame for clothing, a wig or 

accessories so as to set off them. But the mannequin, which is wearing Noh‟s clothing of sequins, 

becomes an independent subject that reveals itself, though only upper part or lower part, and an 

art object to be looked at. The skin of this mannequin becomes to be a part of a soft body (that 

is, an entity that is transformable like a body in a virtual reality) that changes itself in accordance 

with the direction to which the sequins are put. The word „beholder‟ in For the Beholders has the 



similar definition of a spectator or a viewer, and on the other hand it is also used in an idiomatic 

phrase of in the eye of the beholder. So as in „beauty is in the eye of the beholder,‟ being used as 

a part of this title, this word suggests the plastic mannequin wearing an outfit of sequins has 

transcended its original function and becomes an aesthetic object.  

 

Although Noh‟s mannequin and Buddhist statues are made of the same material of plastic, they 

demonstrate different functions and meanings. As one of the most pertinent objects to exhibit the 

traits of modern consumer society, a mannequin is assigned with a passive role to display 

effectively the mass-produced and mass-consumed industrial products. Unlike a mannequin of low 

merit, a plastic Buddhist statue is a symbolic object of great religious power. Covering these two 

objects of such extreme oppositeness, however, the sequins bestow them with a new dimension 

by narrowing the gap between the two contrasting objects in terms of popular viewpoint towards 

them.  

 

The symbolism of a Buddhist statue drastically changes when the Buddha wears sequins. The 

religious object of the Buddhist image wearing not a monk‟s robe but rather lavish, vulgar objects 

of sequins obtains a different symbolism. It is neither a reverence toward Buddha, nor seriousness 

that one feels in front of an artwork that is difficult to comprehend its meaning, nor graveness of 

a sumptuously gilded statue of Buddha that exhibits majestic dignity. Before a pink Buddha (pink 

is a typical color of flesh) one does not feel the need to give a deep bow in reverence, instead he 

or she feels a kind of comfortableness. A Buddha in flesh or a naked Buddha is a friendly one that 

seems to become alive when one rubs its skin. It is a Buddha that has ascended down to the 

worldly realm. The sitting Buddha of Noh‟s For the Worshipers, a work exhibited in the 48th 

Venice Biennale would have given Westerners a feeling of mystery and friendliness that they had 

not been come across in any other statue of Buddha. In the most recent piece of For the 

Worshipers which has not been exposed to the public until this exhibition, a lying Buddha of 3.2 

meters is floating in low height by two lines of iron rope. The floating Buddha in gravity-free state, 

that is, the comfortable lying Buddha of sequins is seen as the very Buddha that is delivered from 

the weight of worldly bonds. There a Buddha is in a comfortable sleep within the shell of sequins 

while guiding the viewers to the realm of deliverance with the glittering lights of thousands of 

gems. Before Noh‟s Buddha we might bow our heads with folded hands or might come close to 

and touch it friendly. But what is certain is that the Buddha is not a Buddha of majesty and 

holiness that we have experienced so far. This Buddha tenderly embraces one whether he or she 



has deep faith in Buddha or not.  

 

Zero Gravity : A Virtual Reality 

Magicians Room and For the Dreamer, exhibited in this exhibition, are the products of the artist‟s 

imagination. In these two separate space one experiences another state of zero gravity different 

from the experience in the water, that is, that of drifting in a dream. In Magicians Room three 

artworks are displayed under a bright light. A mannequin (more specifically, the lower part of a 

female mannequin) covered with pink sequins is dangerously standing on one foot on the thin 

line of a pole. There a half-body of a mannequin transforms into an acrobat in a gay garments of 

sequins. The narrow space of the pole is the best stage in which an acrobat can perform his fancy 

feats. Having escaped from a magicians hand, Magicians Handkerchief is floating in the air as if 

there is no gravity that holds it down and as if time has been stopped. In this room, one can see 

also two-dimensional works of sequins, which hypnotize a viewer by producing optical illusions. 

All these works reveal the secretive space within the artists fantasy world, which has fled the real 

world. The extravagant tricks and stunts of a magician allow one to run off from reality and to 

take a journey to the realm of memories by reminding him or her of the mysteries and memories 

of a circus show in his or her childhood and of the sadness hidden in the hearts of acrobats. In 

the very next room, the artist again escorts us to the flight of the imagination. There, one is 

confronted with a mysterious object For the Dreamer (2000) in a space that is as dark as a black 

hole of the universe. A spaceship-like object decorated with sequins drifts in the middle of the 

room and sheds splendid luster to a viewer. At the moment when one realizes that this 

disturbingly shining object is a one-person shelter tent coated with sequins, another faint smile 

appears on his or her face. While being projected onto the dark wall, the lights emanating from 

the tent delivers the glittering movements of the stars in the universe, and they allow one to swim 

in the gravity-fee universe. 

 

The recent works of Noh shows the change occurred in his two-dimensional works, that is, from 

the figure of a circle to the form of a scanning line, which parallels to the frame of a canvas. The 

Direction as the title tells, renders an image in which sequins spreads vertically or horizontally. 

There are no waves that extend outwards from the center as in his previous works. Without a 

center point, sequins continue to stretch to both sides. Unlike in the previous works that provides 

some information through their metaphoric titles and figures, one is unable to find any clue from 

this finely knitted array of indifferent sequins. There is neither visual pleasure, which can be found 



in bumpy surfaces of the previous works, nor the illusions of being in the core of the universe 

that one felt in the flying tent, nor the fantasy of the magician‟s room, nor the intimacy that one 

experienced while seeing the comfortable lying Buddha. Deleting all the information about itself, 

The Direction seems to manifest the artist‟s intention to compress sentiments but emphasize 

reason. A closer look, nevertheless, reveals the connection between this vertical-and-horizontal 

works and the previous ones. In other words, one can realize the vertical-and-horizontal structure 

of sequins is indeed the line, which is exposed when a part of the wave (a curvilinear line) 

spreading outwards from the center is magnified to the extreme. In the horizon of the earth of a 

circular shape, one sees a parallel line whose ends seem never be able to meet each other. The 

parallel lines of Noh‟s works are indeed the outcome of the infinite extension of a part of a 

circular shape. Also as the light generates the disquieting effects of colors, that picture plane of a 

vertical-and-horizontal structure produces a virtual reality composed by the infinite play of zero 

and one. It can be said that this is the product of the artists return to the microcosm from the 

macrocosm.  

 

The works of Noh deranges and absorbs the optical vision of a beholder by means of the 

illusionary colors which change in accordance with the conditions of light, and by magnifying the 

popular objects of sequins, which seem to be one of the most irrelevant material of art, to the 

degree that a viewer is forced to be overwhelmed. In the art of Noh plastic sequins are 

transformed from tools to imitate the lavishness of the real into artworks.  

 

The liberal mode of thinking that go to both extremes suggested in his works makes a strange 

contrast against the surface of sequins that is compact and knitted in tidy order. This results, as 

mentioned above, from the counter phenomenon of the unconscious, mechanical arrangement of 

sequins. His works that require enormous amount of time and labor demonstrate the artist‟s 

attitude of a religious man who devotes himself to the search for truth.  

 

Noh is not a Buddhist. Yet his understanding of time, that is his comprehension of an instant 

second, a Kalpa and the continuity of time that cannot be recoverable, and his earnest labor to 

clothe a gigantic Buddha as if to make three-thousand Buddhist bows are nothing but those of a 

Buddhist.  

 

This year exhibition of Artist of The Year presented in the beginning of the new century will be 



significant for Noh Sang-Kyoon in the sense that he can examine the nine years of making 

sequins series and at the same time that finding a new direction of his art. I hope for the day 

when the works of Noh Sang-Kyoon embody his arrival at the end of his long journey for 

deliverance. 


