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Mina Cheon’s incisive and humorous show at Ethan Cohen Fine Arts poked fun at the 

grimly stalwart regime of North Korea. Consisting of paintings of the artist herself in 

soldier’s dress, sometimes in tandem with the supposedly visionary leaders of the 

country, the exhibition looked to liberate North Korea’s mad, militarized conformity 

through exaggeration of the government’s own characteristics. While the approach was 

first and foremost conceptual, Cheon also made an impact with her paintings, and was 

stellar in a comic performance as an absurdly patriotic woman soldier reciting the more 

than fifty names evoking the Great Leader Kim Il Soon. Overall, the show made a badly 

needed point; its irony was meant to undermine the heavy-handed tactics of the country’s 

propaganda, but not so contemptuously that the North Koreans would be seen as 

monsters rather than people. Still, if there was any dissonance in the experience of the art, 

it was the implicitly harsh sarcasm of the imagery. While the scoffing was coupled to the 

gentler purpose of persuading us, the Western audience, and indeed them, the North 

Korean population, that they were in need of humanizing—as opposed to demonizing—

influences, the parody could be seen as harsh, if not cruel. 

 

But there is also reason for an extreme approach. Certainly, North Korea has set itself 

apart from the world, more or less assuming the mantel of a rogue state. Cheon’s 

message, that the state’s ideology is rigid to the point of being irrational, not to mention 

lethal, is duly recognized. Indeed, the whole point of the show was to mock the deadly 

mores of a society made savage by its apotheosis of father and son, who killed and kill 

without guilt or retribution. Cheon, Korean herself, is likely more personally involved 

than most Americans in the conflict between Western liberal capitalism and North 

Korea’s rigid left-wing ideology. The posturing and blind aggression of the latter’s 

methodologies are repellent to most, and Cheon clearly comes near to casting the North 

Koreans as wicked. As a result, beyond the sheer fun of satirizing megalomania, there is 

also the understated or unspoken purpose of humanizing the enemy. But the emphasis, 

first and foremost, is placed on the absurdity of North Korea’s vision, with its obsession 

with choco-pies, which cost there ten times the amount they do in South Korea (where 

they are made). Vaguely reminiscent of Holland’s tulip mania, the dessert has become a 

kind of money in an economy that places most in straitened circumstances. Cheon is to be 

congratulated for her ability to start with derision and pass on, by implication, to a more 

sympathetic recognition that a government, and perhaps an entire culture, is in deep 

trouble. 

 

The paintings are poster propaganda; they deny subtlety in favor of a very broad and 

farcical approach. For example, in one painting, a line of women, tricked out like Cheon 

in her chosen persona, in military uniform, cap, and gloves, goose steps forward into the 

unforeseeable future. The background, a spiral of alternating red and yellow stripes 



beginning from near the center of the painting, match the stridency of the female soldiers’ 

uniformity. This is conceptual painting of a high order, complete with the implication that 

North Korean conventions are heavily conventional, to the point where they may be 

discussed as totalitarian. The identification between the artist and the women in her 

paintings is obvious—the latter display the same haircut Cheon herself wears. But this 

isn’t autobiographical so much as it is a further construction of her character, which in the 

opening she maintained in uniform without losing a step. Her public face demonstrates 

how a totalizing politics does not redeem or salvage the poor but pushes them more 

deeply into a falsely constructed self, whose dignity is equivalent only to the theatrics of 

a sham public pose. 

 

In another phantasy poster painting raising North Korean leadership to world 

prominence, we see Kim Jong-un, grandson of Kim Il Soon and current ruler, on a Time 

magazine cover. Given the nickname Lil’ Kim, the baby-faced tyrant looks ridiculous and 

menacing at the same time. In the composition, Cheon, again in military garb, stands 

before her ruler and writes ostentatiously in a red book. The link to Mao’s cult of 

personality seems obvious here, and so we are treated to a visual absurdity given meaning 

by the Mainland Chinese, which is still North Korea’s major ally. The cult-like status of 

the Great Leader’s descendants is now on its third generation, and gives no signs of 

letting up. Opposition to the regime appears to be nonexistent—as befits a government 

whose power is pooled toward a very small number of people. Yet, because of North 

Korea’s threat as a nuclear power, the rest of the world wants to see the country 

contained, under some kind of control. The isolation the government feels is incisively 

illustrated by Cheon’s iconography of a putative true believer—she even includes 

portraits of her real-life son and daughter, who stand in the spotlight of what amounts to 

an autocratic enforcement of closely watched behavior and inflexible ideas. 

 

Cheon’s performance and visual accouterments bring up larger issues in contemporary 

art. So much art is now devoted to what the late writer Arthur C. Danto called “the 

political sublime,” it goes without comment that Cheon would speciously immortalize the 

North Korean government. But one wonders about the intended purpose of this brilliantly 

conceived, but slightly puzzling pretext. In the artist’s show, North Korea is being 

fiercely chided; there is relatively small room for an interpretation that would lead us into 

a garden of mutual regard. But then the fault is not really Cheon’s—it is the stance of the 

Kim government that has earned its trenchant treatment by her. Really, this is a 

conceptually politicized exhibition, in which North Korea’s politics are shown what they 

are to be: demagoguery. Cheon knows that nothing can defend itself against laughter; and 

so her methods move in the direction of derision. My only concern, as writer and person, 

is that the country remains human in our eyes, even if only to acknowledge its crimes 

against its people. Too fierce a sarcasm reduces the country to the accusation that its 

inhabitants are evil, a major step in the dehumanization of the populace. 

 

One image particularly haunts the show: the 2013 painting Three Graces, in which three 

Cheons, identically dressed in dark-green uniforms and high boots, wave and goose kick 

as they seem to acknowledge recognition from the powers that be. A partial view of a 

huge North Korean flag hangs as a backdrop behind them; its propagandistic force, taken 



at face value, presupposes a glorious future to a nation of visionary leaders. But then the 

harsh reality kicks in, and we see the image for what it is—a travesty of the truth, as well 

as a sly reference to Western art history. The gap between the surface and the deeper 

reality of North Korea is Cheon’s main theme; it is a disconnect with tragic 

implications—so tragic indeed, we may want, as Cheon has, to dissipate the gloom with 

laughter. Once the tragedy is recognized, we see the artist go after its implications with a 

comic rendition of what the North Korean reality might look like if closely examined by 

a liberal mercantile economy such as our own. But our fortitude runs the chance of being 

made smug through the method of glee alone; we need a nuanced reading of political 

difference too—as unreasonable as that might be in this particular context. 

 

Downstairs in the lower gallery, viewers found an installation of ten thousand (!) choco-

pies, nicely stacked in a rectangular arrangement that mimicked the contours of the room. 

These chocolate treats are given a much higher value in North Korea, once again 

revealing the unreason of a centrally dictated economy. The show’s audience was 

encouraged to take one or more of the desserts home; their free distribution undermined 

their excessive pricing there. Here, the participatory, performance-oriented conceptualism 

of Cheon’s project clearly stood out: Who could resist eating a choco-pie when one was 

at liberty to take as many as they wanted? Contemporary art, in America especially, has a 

pop aspect in its core; fun is usually intended—ever since Andy Warhol’s silkscreens of 

the stars. But perhaps the point to be made is that we have a very casual social expression 

in new art; this flies against the formal, supposedly mighty political truths Cheon is 

satirizing. By undermining the formality of the country, its reliance on political rituals of 

unusual savagery, the artist shows that culture as well as politics can lean toward a social 

control that costs its involuntary participants greatly. 

So, in a sense, Cheon correctly points out how culture and politics interact with each 

other. The two go hand in hand in most totalitarian societies—witness the cultural 

policies of the Third Reich. In a world that has become increasingly, if not completely, 

capitalist, it is of interest to regard the ruthless manners of a country still committed to a 

highly idealized financial system. It might well be better if the idealization were directed 

toward social change and cultural expression, which would betoken greater personal 

freedom in North Korea. Cheon does us a genuine service in her burlesque of a country 

that is in deep need of realigning its policies. Her jocularity has a purpose: the subversion 

of the totalitarian ideal. But not only does North Korea have lessons to learn; it is also 

possible that Americans might take Cheon’s playful imitations to heart, so given are we 

to our own brand of jingoistic entitlement and world domination. In the long run, Cheon’s 

show will be seen, by extension, as a critique of excessive power and its ability to change 

culture into something very threatening, no matter where the power occurs. 

 

 


