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A View and a Viewfinder 

  

The original title of <A Murder in an English Garden> is <The Draughtsman’s Contract>, a 1982 

film directed by Peter Greenaway b.1942 , one of the leading figures in the field of visual art whose 

sphere of work spans across writing, opera, video journalism, exhibition planning, and 

multimedia performance.   

  

Set in an affluent household in England, <The Draughtsman’s Contract> is a story of a murder, 

vanity, and desire of the 17th century aristocratic society.  One recurrent image of the film is a 

scene where an artist, who is hired to produce a series of drawings of the household’s estate, 

sketches the landscape using a device – a type of viewfinder.  He faithfully replicates the 

landscape, including the clues of a murder that are planted in the scenery, and for that, meets 

his death.  That the executors gouge out the artist’s eyes first is, indeed, a savagely symbolic act.  

Had the artist left out in his drawings the misplaced objects marring the perfection of the view, 

or sensed their implicating nature, he could have avoided death.   

  

The film reflects Greenaway’s fascination with the 17th century architecture and gardening.  And 

it is significant that the director who defines a garden as ‘nature rearranged into a stage’ chose 

landscape and artist as the two media through which to present a human drama.  A garden is a 

kind of microcosm that imitates and reenacts nature, which in fact is a purely human-oriented 

structure and thus, its shape and composition is meant to be read.  Greenaway’s artist who even 

employs a viewfinder for a precise rendition can only see the surface of the multi-layered 

landscape but not the core, and consequently falls prey to a conspiracy.  As the one who 

believes in the subversive power of images and the multi-layered nature of paintings which, like 

literature, structurize a theme, the crime Greenaway attributes to the artist may be his ‘visual 

illiteracy’. 

If a garden is artificialized nature that contains the era’s zeitgeist and ideology, then a 



greenhouse located inside of the garden will be a geopolitical site of even more significance.  

People in the modern day, thanks to greenhouses, enjoy a complete selection of vegetables and 

fruit regardless of the season.  Though they are oblivious, a greenhouse which artificially controls 

light, temperature, and humidity, is so steep a distortion of nature that it does not even 

compare to the artificiality of a garden.  Greenhouses are pseudo-nature, an example of Robert 

Smithson b.1969 ’s ‘Non-Site.’  In a modern society, greenhouses are forgotten and disregarded by 

people as mere relics of the past or tourism items.  But it becomes an another story if they are a 

part of distorted history, which is the reason why we need a new viewfinder in interpreting of a 

greenhouse – a view of seeming poise and peace. 

  

Discovering a Greenhouse 

  

GREENHOUSE(2010) is Kyungwon MOON’s third solo exhibition of recent years, following 

OBJECTIFIED LANDSCAPE(2007) and BUBBLE TALK(2008).  If OBJECTIFIED LANDSCAPE was an 

attempt at casting the shell and exposing the live flesh of a landscape that has become so 

familiar as to become history, BUBBLE TALK was a project that processively observed and 

recorded a cityscape from the perspective of floating bubbles.   

  

It was at the group exhibition Beginning of New Era(2009) held at the former Defense Security 

Command (DSC) site that MOON discovered a greenhouse as her new view.  With the 

characteristic intensity of DSC as a place, Beginning of New Era was naturally a venue-

accentuated exhibition.  In that DMZ-like place which had originally been home to Sogyeokseo 

(National Taoist Temple) and Gyujanggak (Royal Library) before turning into the location for a 

military general hospital and DSC, MOON ‘luckily’ came across on the rooftop of a rundown 

concrete building a very foreign site – an abandoned greenhouse with an empty shelf for 

flowerpots.  To explain the presence of the mysterious site, she produced a semi-documentary 

combining fact and imagination; hence the birth of her video art Superposition(2009).  Through 

the project, MOON realized the richness of a greenhouse as a site for contemplating the 

differing perspectives between macro- and micro-history, authorized and unofficial history, 

recorded and individual’s lost history, fact and imagination.   

  

In other words, through Superposition MOON opened her eyes to the geopolitics of a 

greenhouse as she reconstructed the past and present of DSC, and discovered a way of 



connecting to history that she did not live.  And based on the experience, this time she 

extended her attention to the greenhouse at Changgyeonggung (the palace built during the 

Joseon Dynasty in 1484).   If the greenhouse of DSC is a preserved remnant of history that has 

been entirely unknown to people, that of Changgyeonggung, though was not exempt from the 

tempest of history, is a greenhouse that has been shared and enjoyed by the public.  If the 

former is another facet of history drawn attention to by its absence, then the latter is remains of 

history still existent but forgotten by the most.  Such varying geopolitics of greenhouses is what 

constitutes the theme of MOON’s exhibition.    

  

Cognitive Landscape and Operant Conditioning  

  

Although the video Superposition is presented in a documentary format, it is not easy to find 

traces of the past in the greenhouse since the artist has reconstructed and turned it into a site 

of her personal imagination.  The greenhouse is a complex space cluttered with various samples 

and bottles redolent of some obscure experiment, and is covered with vines of a mutated plant 

that have been rendered to be rapidly growing by computer graphics.  Anterior to such a scene 

of the greenhouse unfurls the history of DSC, soldiers somersaulting on a trampoline in jet-black 

darkness save for a lamp light, and lastly an image of a couple dancing on the rooftop of the 

DSC building in a panoramic backdrop.  In short, while in the introductory part history is 

depicted as acrobatics on a bouncing trampoline, in the ending scene it wanders and drifts 

amidst rising water.  If history is a landscape that is shaped by humans and that flows in a 

distorted state, then it would also mean that it is possible to crack that shell of history with the 

power of imagination.  That is why the depiction of the greenhouse, a cognitive landscape 

delivered by the artist’s imagination, is where the video’s pivotal message lies.   

  

In addition to Superposition which provided impetus to MOON’s exhibition, the greenhouse was 

rendered  

as a series of paintings under the title GREENHOUSE.   In GreenHouse_#1, among the series that 

includes human figures in the midst of rampant vines – the only suitable plant for a greenhouse 

– composed of a cameraman, MOON observing her, and the third person.  These three views 

represent differing perspectives from which the greenhouse can be perceived.  If the cameraman 

faithfully records the greenhouse, the artist reenacts it with paint as a site leavened with 

imagination, and the onlooker chooses her own view somewhere between the two.  In that 



formation, MOON attempts to re-interpret history, not re-write, as she believes  

a greenhouse can be the most fitting site for a symbolic documentary.  The paintings are not 

mere snapshots of Superposition but serve the role of communicating with the video and 

complimenting its message.  If the video is there as a virtual image, the highly dimensional vines 

in the paintings extend the tangibility of the space toward the viewers, augmenting its realness.  

Also, the video despite its perfectly realistic rendition is at an unreachable level whereas the 

GreenHouse series, though illusions, feel more ‘real,’ paradoxically, owing to their physical 

proximity.   

  

The reenacted greenhouse then evolves into a white space with all background elements 

eliminated but for the vines – another layer of the artist’s innerscape.  Drawn free-hand, these 

paintings – beautiful creations in themselves – are festive interactions of various lines and planes, 

exhibiting MOON’s deft and lavish drawing process.  The rather blunt-sounding title Operant 

Conditioning is a term in behavioral psychology explaining that human behavior is largely 

shaped by external stimuli rather than internal impulses, and thus can be controlled by selective 

reinforcing.  In other words, the occurrence and form of human behavior can be modified by 

reward and punishment.  The title suggests that the small and elaborate images peeping out 

from the tangle of vines such as images from <Alice in Wonderland> and <The Wonderful 

Wizard of Oz> are not as innocuous and cheerful as they appear.  As is usually the case, the 

message in a fairytale is directed at adults.  And we, like <Alice in Wonderland>, are 

manipulated by bizarre experiences and changes, are thrust into and comply with an 

incomprehensible system.  The control system of the greenhouse offers conditions that are 

irresistible to the plants inside, and the vines form an artificial net that ensnares them; herewith 

unfolds an imaginary history of the greenhouse.  The vines then would be the garden in <Alice 

in Wonderland> and the white background would be its mirror world in which time flows 

backwards.   

  

MOON explains that the images among the vines – a house and a tornado, a red bird and a 

dueling knight, the Changgyeonggung greenhouse and Alice, a queen holding a plant, and 

Peter Pan – all symbolize certain customs and systems of life such as stability and destruction, 

love and honor, politics and power.  While Alice represents the artist herself imprisoned by 

those systems, Peter Pan who refuses to grow up signifies the psychological state of suspension, 

an arrested moment between the white space and the vines when imagination and reality, or 



the inside and outside of the greenhouse collide.  In that sense, MOON’s work is not simply a 

reflection upon a greenhouse but also upon the power and role of art, for in this era steeped in 

virtual reality, reinforced reality, and three-dimensional imagery, the relationship between artistic 

imagination and reality is meeting some fundamental challenges.  Therefore, the threatening 

vines may be a messenger from the future that Peter Pan puts up a fight against the 

conditioning and struggles to stave off.   

  

The Changgyeonggung Greenhouse and a Balance Beam  

  

The greenhouse at Changgyeonggung is the first Western-style greenhouse of Korea built in 

1909 with steel-frame and wood.  This beautiful glass-paneled pavilion is a Japanese-designed, 

French-constructed piece of architecture created as a token of consolation from the Japanese 

after dethroning King Sunjong.  Later on as the palace went through restoration from then 

Changgyeongwon to the current Changgyeonggung, the greenhouse was put at risk of being 

destroyed.  However, it has managed to maintain its original form for over a hundred years now, 

and is currently open to the public as a botanical garden housing Korean native plants and wild 

flowers.  GreenHouse I, II_1909, the highlight of MOON’s exhibition, is an installation art that 

reconstructed the Changgyeonggung greenhouse.  It is a significant monument, a further 

development from MOON’s previous attempts at re-illuminating the past and the present of 

such historic and public sites as Sungnyemun, Seoul and Pyongyang, Seoul Square, and the DSC 

greenhouse.  GreenHouse I, II_1909 is a product of the long and laborious process of 

dismantling and reconstructing, which involves estimating, calculating, distorting, and 

transforming of the greenhouse from various viewpoints.  It also required numerous drawings, 

architectural simulations, CAD work, and woodworking.  Though deformed, the artwork has 

been rendered as elegantly as to match the beauty of the original greenhouse.   

  

As has been pointed out, the image of the Changgyeonggung greenhouse planted amidst the 

vines in one of the Operant Conditioning series is a metaphor for the artist herself and the 

system that imprisons her.  When it comes to GreenHouse I, II_1909, although it retains the 

general frameworks and details of the original model, its sense of depth and dimension is all 

illusory, making the structure unenterable.  The greenhouse, like DSC, is a product of twisted 

history the windings of which put it through repeated transformations.  To convey this confusion, 

GreenHouse I, II_1909 was constructed based upon dissolution of perspective and destabilization 



of space-time.  There has been a succession of installation arts involving a subtle derangement 

of perspective following Oldenburg b.1929 ’s Bedroom Ensemble.  But MOON’s GREENHOUSE is 

the fruit of calculations a great deal more complex and intricate intended for generating 

distortion, and it unequivocally evokes bewilderment from the spectators as their anticipation 

does not coincide with the subsequence.  If history is a narration that is a combination of parts, 

an artificial collage of events, then MOON’s greenhouse which reminds of multi-perspective 

Cubist-inspired works of David Hockney b.1937 , ruthlessly muddles up our perception.  

GreenHouse_#5 with its images of bent windows and vines and a capsized sailing ship is a 

device that sharply encapsulates such confusion.   

  

An image of a real plant from the greenhouse can be seen in the forepart of the installation’s 

interior.   

Though the image reminds of the vine patterns, its realness is counterbalanced by the 

structure’s hard-wrought quality.  The last twist encountered in that distorted greenhouse would 

be the black-and-white silhouetted animation projected upon an elongated shelf.  The 

animation plays snapshots of people at a somersault or walking on a balance beam, or 

moments of landing in floor exercise, which forms a link to the tumbling soldiers in 

Superposition or Peter Pan.  This animation, a reference to our viewpoint oscillating between 

reality and imagination and to a sense of balance in regarding history, is a critical moment in  

MOON’s interpreting of a greenhouse, a viewfinding.  Without it, MOON’s work on greenhouses 

including  

GreenHouse I, II_1909, will disintegrate like a feeble sailing ship that gets swept off in the current 

of history.   

  

Back at the Greenhouse 

  

In the exhibition GREENHOUSE,  MOON looked at a greenhouse from both the inside and the 

outside, dismantled and reconstructed it, and ultimately created an imaginary version.  Her 

incorporation of a wide range of media and genres of art, including drawing, painting, video, 

animation, and installation, enabled a progressive, rather than fixed, exploration of the phase 

and image of a greenhouse.  MOON demonstrated that a greenhouse is a singular site where 

history and reality interlock and that it can be a significant checkpoint in our life; she has had a 

greenhouse drifting and flickering in our imagination.   



  

We need to pay renewed attention to the geopolitics of a greenhouse, a hidden warehouse 

storing memories of long ago, if only to avoid the fate of Greenaway’s artist.  We all live 

imprisoned in an artificial frame of a greenhouse and lose our way in that distorted corner of a 

road.  Greenhouses do not exist far from us;  they are nearby and ubiquitous.  That is the 

reason why Kyungwon MOON’s GREENHOUSE, work of meticulous calculation and organization, 

stays with us as a reflection upon the present-day art that is easily produced and easily 

forgotten, and also as a bold milestone heralding yet another view from her.   ¶ 


