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Description of works

“Circulation”  /  Room 3

An extension of  the World Underground Project, this 
series of  videos exhibits individual circulation and 
breeding of  microbes.
I extract and cultivate microbes from papers that had 
been buried for years. Then I record videos of  what I 
examine through the micro-scope. The microbes on the 
papers reveal a confusing structure of  repetitive creation 
and annihilation, just like the world we live in.

“Moment”  /  Room 3

Watching the river flow under the Bellevue Bridge, I 
think of  Heraclitus’s words: “No man ever steps in the 
same river twice.” “Yesterday’s man died in the man of  
today, today’s man dies in the man of  tomorrow.” 
I murmur a fateful monologue, citing Plutarch from 
Borges’s “A New Refutation of  Time”: “Time is the sub-
stance of  which I am made. Time is a river that sweeps 
me along, but I am the river,” that flows into it all.

“Agnes’ Times Face Each Other”  /  Room 5

St. Agnes’ life consists of  time that penetrates layers 
of  worlds and events and stares straight into the back-
ground. Two chairs each represent St. Agnes’ life as a 
princess and life as a seeker of  truth. Time separates the 
two lives, but only conceptually. Moments from these 
two lives are placed in the same space. Light and sound 
seep in thorough the window and refresh this shared 
world that encompass the two different moments.

“Paper poem ”  /  Room 7

I collected old papers from street stalls and secondhand 
book stores. The papers interact with air that permeates 
through them over a long period of  time, breathing and 
losing colour. As all objects tenaciously maintain their 
existence, papers seem as if  they, too, wish to remain 
papers forever. Papers sing a song about their time, as if  
telling the story of  centuries they have endured.
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Paper poem 

When I was a tree, I had embraced the earth....
When I was a tree, I left a shadow behind...
When I was a tree, winter was bare as I was...
When I was a tree, my scent would shelter sorrows of  the world... 

I’m content as a tree... 
I’m content as a paper... 

When I was a tree, my fruits would heal...
When I was a tree, my autumn leaves would make the poet feel...
When I was a tree, I would soak myself  in the night of  circulation..
When I was a tree, a turtle would hear the sound of  the river stream with me... 

I’m content as a tree... 
I’m content as a paper... 

When I was a tree, I used to sympathize with living creatures such as deer...
When I was a tree, the dew drops on my trunk became part of  the river stream...
When I was a tree, my seeds have flown away to become trees that spread seeds on 
their own... If  I could be reborn, I would become a jellyfish... 

But I’m content as a tree... 
I’m content as a paper…

Choi Jae Eun, Exhibition leaflet: “The House that Continuously Circulates”, 2014.
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How to display
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In the preceding chapter, the detail of  the project was explained. In such 
a situation, the display of  Choi’s solo art exhibition has been done. This 
had a particular display context of  a historic and remarkable preserved 
building which usually functions as a historical museum. As the next step, it 
is necessary to highlight how the essence of  the exhibition design is carried 
out. 

The principle of  this design is born from an especially unique exhibi-
tion circumstance. Therefore, it is not meaningful to state the actual design 
detail for another circumstance, for example; a specific installing detail for 
preserved walls, this type of  sequence works best for this situation, and so 
on. However, by generalising the design thought and idea into a design 
method, even these types of  extraordinary project are able to be a refer-
ence for similar exhibition design projects. This experience works for other 
projects as a methodology or starting point.

It is difficult to specify the role of  a spatial designer in such a project 
because of  the ambiguous nature of  the design process. It is, however, valu-
able to explain the process and the design methodology. This is not the only 
method in which such a project can be achieved. However, it could be a 
potential opportunity for display design. I believe it is a good one.

Communication with the main ideas
It sounds very obvious, however, it is extremely important that when 

there is an artist creating an exhibition, the main idea from the artist must 
be respected first and foremost. From the beginning this must be under-
stood. This is not always given by artists, but sometimes by curators, design-
ers, architects or clients, whoever leads the project. Designing art display 

How to display

Premise



131

in the exhibition context is not the same as creating art. There is always 
something else which will be the main element of  the exhibition. That 
needs to be understood by any spatial designer. However, support for the 
main concept is required through curation, spatial design and technical 
considerations.

This does not mean that the idea of  the artist has to be followed on all 
occasions, but it is necessary that display design is closely worked with the 
artist through understanding what the artist is trying to achieve. From this 
point, designing the exhibition can start. What should be avoided is creat-
ing contradiction against the concept of  the art. Within the boundary of  
art concepts or with the collaboration of  the artist, the project should be 
carried out. If  there is no communication and the exhibition design takes 
its own way without considering the art concept, it creates a mess in the 
exhibition space and of  the concept.

Conceptual art demands pure gesture within the space. A gesture as 
content, created by an artist for a solo exhibition or a curator for a group 
exhibition, unifies the whole of  the art installation. Consistency of  the 
gesture in space holds the different conditions together.

Reading and understanding the space 
Another point within this premise is to profoundly read the spatial con-

ditions which the building and its history create. In using a historic building 
as an alternative art space, the condition is often unique and individual 
in terms of  not only the geometrical factors and the technical regulation 
but also the social context and historical background. Often these elements 
are very complicated and not visible at a glance. To understand these 
conditions, it is absolutely necessary to visit the site and understand the 
current spatial characteristics of  the building and the surroundings, includ-
ing; How do you approach the building from distance? What is the feeling 
when entering the building? How are the climate conditions like natural 
light, changes of  lightness through the spaces and temperature? What is the 
feeling or atmosphere within the spaces? Is it more than what can be read 
from the plans? There are many things you are not able to read from plans 
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and photos. Digital information is often not helpful to understand actual 
spatial qualities which people sense within the space.

Research about the background of  the building is also an important 
aspect. The history of  the building provides its spatial qualities and mean-
ings. The societies and cultures related with the historic building give 
crucial information about the background of  the building. That is a limit-
less process, constrained by only time and application.

Additionally, clarifying the technical limitations is vital. Each build-
ing, each room and each wall, floor or ceiling have different regulations 
in historic buildings in terms of  installation. However, the rules are often 
not clear and cannot be easily anticipated. Each specific occasion must be 
questioned to the institution of  the exhibition space. Sometimes the restric-
tion only comes when the art is proposed. When the idea of  the artwork is 
unique and has not been considered before, the institution has to react to 
the individual request of  the installation. In that case, the art installation 
may be limited by the response. However, this restriction can be seen as a 
collaboration between the art and the architecture.

The spatial uniqueness of  a historic building such as the Convent of  
St. Agnes of  Bohemia brings enormous spatial quality to the art exhibi-
tion. Moreover, the sensibility of  the space is also high. It demands a large 
amount of  time and endeavor to actually understand the spatial quality of  
the building. This is a vital precondition to taking on the spatial and display 
design of  such an exhibition.

Effort to create a phenomenon in a place, at a time
The origins of  the ‘idea’ of  artwork and architectural space are differ-

ent. That is to say, the relationship between artwork and architecture is like 
the relationship between the inside and the outside of  architecture. Both 
spaces have different environmental conditions and their own functional 
requirements and philosophies. Designing display is like connecting, bridg-
ing or jointing them. Or, it could be described as like planting vegetation in 

Presence and Coexistence 
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a garden. The plants must be able to take root in the ground and grow up 
through receiving the influence of  the external environment. There is no 
absolute answers applied to all situations. The answers are individual. The 
question to answer is how to create the connection of  two characteristic 
elements.

If  the artworks are placed in the exhibition space as in any other ordi-
nary exhibition gallery, what would happen? Are there any issues? What 
would the issues be? The answer is relatively simple. First of  all, the art-
works may not be able to be set in the space. As previously noted, preserved 
historic buildings often have high limitations for installation. Without deep 
thought and clear ideas for the installation, it does not work. Furthermore, 
the qualities of  the artwork and the atmosphere of  the architectural space 
may influence negatively on each other. Placing a creation into another 
creation is not simple and easy. These two different total identities may 
conflict with each other without well designed attachments.

The key to the design method is to create a phenomenon which happens 
only in that place at that time. It is important to let two different elements 
exist together with their individual presence, enabling their combination. 
This gives spectators of  the exhibition a feeling of  unity and the uniqueness 
of  the experience. Robert Venturi stated his thoughts towards complexity 
of  architecture;

‘An architecture of  complexity and accommodation does not forsake 
the whole. In fact, I have referred to a special obligation towards 
the whole because the whole is difficult to achieve. And I have em-
phasised the goal of  unity rather than of  simplification in an art 
“whose … trust [is] in its totality.” It is difficult unity through inclu-
sion rather than the easy unity through exclusion.’1

In the ‘alternative space’ for art exhibitions, making a happening in the 
space is a big part of  the challenge of  designing the exhibition. This is also 
a constant in art exhibitions in historical buildings. Using the space of  a 
historic building, with a long and varied life, is as if  cutting out a moment 
from time flow in the building. 
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The next question is how the design should be done to achieve the concept 
of  presence and coexistence. Clearly, the condition of  historic buildings is 
always different and individual. We cannot state design solutions which work 
always, anywhere, for any building, but can describe the methods as applica-
ble tools for art exhibition design in historic buildings. Through the experi-
ence of  the art exhibition in the Convent of  St. Agnes of  Bohemia, three 
key areas of  focus came to the fore as a methodology for designing such a 
situation. They are the ‘Environment,’ the ‘Scale’ and the ‘Point of  contact’.

The environment
The environment, as definition, is the sum total of  the surroundings of  

a human or living organism. The environment is the counterpart of  the 
human, that is to say, in the exhibition, the environment is the unity of  all 
the factors constructing the exhibition. The environment appeals to the 
spectators. It is not fragments of  elements but the synthesis of  elements 
in the specific place at that time. People are able to sense the environment 
beyond the person’s knowledge and consciousness. To gain presence and 
coexistence, the environment, that is, all the constituent elements of  the 
exhibition, must be comprehensively designed in the architectural space.

The environment is constructed by these constituent elements and their 
relationships. Such elements of  the exhibition environment are the climatic 
conditions like natural light, the weather, and the seasons, and the physi-
cal conditions like architectural components, for example material, finish, 
technique, age and interior and exterior space, artworks, their appearance 
and their ‘idea’. Since the environment is already the synthesis of  the indi-
vidual constituent elements in the exhibition, designing the environment is 
equally to design the exhibition comprehensively rather than individually. 
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This attitude towards comprehensive design makes the exhibition both 
present and unified.

The spectators in the exhibition receive the environment and its sequen-
tial changes through their experience during the exhibition. How the spec-
tators feel and understand the environment depends completely on them 
and their experiences. They may enjoy it. They may not enjoy it. The com-
prehensively designed environment, however, lets them feel the presence 
and coexistence of  all elements in the exhibition space.

‘The traditional art object, be it a painting, a sculpture, or a piece of  
architecture, is no longer seen as an isolated entity but must be con-
sidered within the context of  this expanding surrounding environ-
ment. The environment becomes equally as important as the object, 
if  not more so, because the object breathes into the surrounding and 
also inhales the realities of  the environment no matter in what space, 
close or wide apart, open air or indoor.’2

Room 1 is a good example of  this idea. The spatial qualities of  the 
building and the art object are designed together to achieve the total art 
environment. The green moss and mineral stones are seen with natural 
light through the courtyard, with the tree beyond adding synthesis. The 
art object itself  may not have worked out  as well as how it was presented, 
if  the consideration to the environmental elements were individual. The 
scale, materials and perspectives were also well considered for the creation 
of  the environment as a whole.

Room 4 was also created with good consideration of  the environment. 
The connectivity and atmospheric gaps between Room 4 and its adjacent 
rooms were well considered for the development of  the exhibition design. 
It was balancing sensitive parameters of  the environment that achieved a 
successful connection between art and space.

Room 5 also achieved artistic atmospheric existence without any dis-
traction. This was created through the totality of  the art concept and the 
historical space, considering the spatial boundary and not dividing the two 
rooms with a visible element. By not creating an additional element of  
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design, the boundary did not detract from the art concept, whilst the divide 
itself  enabled the art to enhance the spatial quality in Room 5.

The scale
The significant difference between art and architecture is usually the 

size. The former is mostly the scale of  humans, the latter is much larger 
than human scale. This creates more than a physical difference. To gain 
presence and coexistence for exhibition design in this context, this scale is 
also an important consideration.

Generally speaking, the artworks appear to spectators at human scale. 
Additionally, the exhibition space and the architecture are much larger and 
impose themselves on the spectators. People are located in between these 
two different scales. They are in the space of  architecture and are influ-
enced by ‘the idea’ of  the art. This variance of  scale would cause a problem 
if  the influence from both sides is estranged from each other or interferes 
with each other. If  they are not within the ideal distance and proportion, 
spectators will feel the separation of  the artwork from the site or conceal-
ment of  one to the other.

The scale is not only defined by physical size like large or small, but also 
related to brightness and colour. These atmospheric aspects are interlinked 
with the feeling of  the scale. To avoid such a situation and to gain the adja-
cent ideal distance, the sizes of  both must be harmonised. When the spatial 
gesture of  architecture is large, the art should be concerned with the size and 
react in either scale or quantity. When it is small, the art makes a smaller 
gesture. The exhibition which has harmonised the gesture between art and 
architectural space brings people the feeling of  presence and coexistence. 
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They feel within the consistent ‘idea’ of  art and architecture together.
Rooms 6 and 7 have a different approach to achieve these qualities of  

exhibits. Both of  the rooms are large, high, and bright spaces. These spaces 
are already spectacular as they are. Anything small and weak cannot be 
presented well in these spatial characteristics. Room 6 answered this with 
the quantity of  objects displayed whilst Room 7 achieved harmony with 
one large element. Assembly of  objects can gain atmospheric bigness in 
the space. Once the art receives presence, then coexistence with the archi-
tectural spaces can be arranged. Room 6 communicated with the space by 
the arrangement of  the quantity of  art elements. Although with different 
implementations, both Rooms 6 and 7 were able to create a cohesive expe-
rience with such a spectacular building.

The points of contact
When an object is set in a place, a contacting point occurs between the 

object and the place. It is as if  foreign matter is mixed in the space. It 
may make an inflammation without adjacent treatment in between the two 
sides. The conflict between two different matters is seen in spatial design 
and architecture. Robert Venturi quoted Gyorgy Kepes when explaining;

‘Contrast and even conflict between exterior and interior forces exist 
outside architecture as well. Kepes has said: “Every phenomenon — 
a physical object, an organic form, a feeling, a thought, our group 
life — owes its shape and character to the duel between opposing 
tendencies; a physical configuration is a product of  the duel between 
native constitution and outside environment.’3
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This explains that the outcome influenced by an internal organic system 
and an external condition of  environment is the reaction of  both internal 
and external conditions. Venturi continued with his idea about the relation-
ship between inside and outside of  architecture;

‘Designing from the outside in, as well as the inside out, creates 
necessary tensions, which help make architecture. Since the inside 
is different from the outside, the wall — the point of  change — 
becomes an architectural event. Architecture occurs at the meeting 
of  interior and exterior forces of  use and space. These interior and 
environmental forces are both general and particular, generic and 
circumstantial.’ 4

This can be said in relation to an art exhibition in a historic building. 
The historic building, such as the Convent of  St. Agnes of  Bohemia, has 
had a long life and gained many characteristic scars of  historic changes. 
It refuses the temporary additional elements and contemporary changes 
because of  the differences of  age and stature. Concern for the connec-
tion is therefore required. All the related factors of  the art exhibition like 
the historical meaning of  the space, the background of  the spatial identity, 
technical details, the art concept, and the required conditions, culminate 
in the contact between the building and the exhibits. The contacts must be 
able to handle these complex and fragmented factors. The design should 
be humble, not another additional factor to be designed. It is not adding 
or inserting but sorting and merging. On the other hand, the design of  the 
connection should not be anything weak and fragile as the concept of  the 
design. It must be the design unifying the totality of  the art exhibition.

Looking at the display method of  the project, Rooms 2 and 3 are strongly 
related with this topic. The hanging strategy of  the picture frames in Room 
2 was thought through in attachment details to achieve the best relationship 
between the wall and picture frames. The picture frames were hung in the 
room sympathetically, without negatively impacting on the conceptual idea 
of  the art. The fixing details of  the panel and the screen in Room 3 en-
hances the appearance of  the video installation. In this instance, applying 
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the art without taking out the doors enabled the accomplishment of  the 
idea of  art in the room. This detail created the unity of  two individual 
existences.

1    Venturi Robert, Complexity and Contradiction in Architecture, New York: Museum of Modern Art in association 

with the Graham Foundation for Advanced Studies in the Fine Arts, Chicago, 1996, p 89

2    Frederick Kiesler, “Second Manifesto of Correalism,” In: Art International, 9.2 (March 1965), pp 16-17.

3    Venturi Robert, Complexity and Contradiction in Architecture, New York: Museum of Modern Art; 

in association with the Graham Foundation for Advanced Studies in the Fine Arts, Chicago; distributed by New 

York Graphic Society, Boston, 1966, p 85.

4   Venturi Robert, Complexity and Contradiction in Architecture, New York: Museum of Modern Art;

in association with the Graham Foundation for Advanced Studies in the Fine Arts, Chicago; distributed by New 

York Graphic Society, Boston, 1966, p 89.
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In general, historic buildings do not change the place they exist. They 
do not change the age of  themselves beyond the flow of  time. The present 
cannot add age in its creations. This is the fundamental context which 
historic buildings have. People who collected ancient manmade objects in 
‘cabinets of  curiosity’ saw the value in the collections. The fragility in the 
value is what people need to be aware of  and appreciate.

Methodological solutions are sometimes liable to generalise the design 
details and to provide noncommittal answers for actual design situations. 
In generic contexts, that can disrupt the design process because of  their 
ambiguousness for actualisation. However, in such specific contexts, taking 
design method as a stable anchor point provides a comfortable journey 
during the development. Contemporary art exhibitions in historic build-
ings are a key opportunity for design method to influence.

Lately, as seen in the example of  Versailles’ contemporary art exhibi-
tions, the value of  old and historic buildings as the venues of  exhibiting 
contemporary art has become recognised. Instead of  removing the historic 
context of  the building and inserting a ‘white cube’ style gallery, the rooms 
are kept as a before, maintaining them as both socially and historically 
precious. Moreover, the contemporary art involves itself  in the historic 
context, creating an enhanced totality through the juxtaposition of  two 
unique elements. 

Through Choi’s solo art exhibition in the Convent of  St. Agnes of  
Bohemia, I de-scribed the exhibition design for conceptual art in historic 
buildings. This is a unique case of  the combination of  conceptual art and 
a historic building. Exhibiting art in an original space with unique limita-
tions is not the same as in a converted art gallery. In tackling this project, 
there were some important aspects which do not often happen in art exhi-
bition design, for example; the venue was not a gallery for contemporary 
art, the building was a historically a highly important building within the 

Conclusion



141

society, the building was built over a complex course of  development, and 
the exhibition was based on the extension of  a previous art project. These 
points distinguished this exhibition from other typical art exhibitions. From 
this perspective, some remarkable design issues became visible, including; 
the difficulty of  art installation, the complexity and the individuality of  the 
architectural space and the importance of  understanding the art concept. 
These challenges show that it is important not only to design each situation 
carefully, but also to have a bigger picture as a design method to achieve 
consistency of  the spatial design. During the project, three key ideas came to 
the fore; treating the exhibition environment in totality to achieve a unified 
spatial design, paying attention to the difference in scale between the art 
and the building, and taking sensible care to the contacting points between 
the art and architecture. In general, the exhibition design is swayed by both 
the art objects and the venue. By using these design methods for art exhibi-
tions in unique circumstances, the exhibition is able to gain originality and 
unity. The benefit for both art and architecture is precious. Art can gain 
the historic spatial quality; the architecture can offer new potential for its 
usage. This type of  art exhibition has big potential for art, architecture and 
cultural development. 

As an exhibition designer, dealing with such conditions needs to have 
high priority in the design. Without leaving critical scars in the historic 
buildings or the surroundings, enhancing the space with art and letting 
people realise the quality of  what has been existing. Therefore, designing 
the exhibition must be the task of  the people who understand space and 
are capable of  dealing with its intricacies. In this context of  conflicting 
conditions such as historic venue and contemporary creation or tempo-
rary events, the methods outlined in this project can help to narrow un-
limited possibilities and remove the inadequate options during the process. 
Through the exhibition design for Choi’s solo art exhibition in the Convent 
of  St. Agnes of  Bohemia, as an example of  this context, notable design as 
method is shown. 










