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Ceviga: Happy Birthday 2.0
Heejin No

Ceviga is a Korean artist who has travelled and lived in many different countries.
This solo presentation, ‘Happy Birthday 2.0’, represents the beginning of hope
even in the midst of the whirlwind of dealing with pandemic and conflicts around
the world in recent years. The whole world has been ensnared in a long tunnel
together, the anthropause*, which she believes we are now emerging from,
heading towards joyous times of meeting our true selves and encountering others
again.
The artist, like most of us experienced several lockdowns. Unfortunately,
she suffered acutely from Covid-19 in 2021 that prolonged her confinement.
However, this difficult period gave her an opportunity for deep introspection that
brought the artist insights that begot this series of paintings in different stages. Her
mixed experiences particularly from a peaceful lockdown in London in 2020 to a
bedridden period in Korea in 2021 all involve restrictions caused from the disease
and caused her to avow that life is precious and auspicious.
Birth is a blessing. However, in birth, the pain and patience of the producer,
the care and devotion of the midwife, the gaze of concerned and expectant
families- all these efforts are painstakingly intermingled. Nevertheless, the
meaning and action of ‘giving birth’ contains the return to the life where we move
and flow about again and beginning of a new life. In the end, everyone dances to
their own excitement and festivities for this special day. In this room in Venice, the
journey starts with ‘Helicopter seeds and Phoenix’ series as a foetus being formed,
then the ‘Pregnant Tree’ series the creation of a life that needs ‘Broom Buddha and
Sunshine Bucket’ series for the warmth and care to reach the final stage of a life
released from the womb as ‘Belly Button Angel 2’.
A painting is silent and presents a process of spreading energy from
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silence, to a whisper diffusing into harmony with its surroundings. It often quietly
shows not only its inner voice, but also sits in chorus of everything around it.
A string connecting each sound is a cultural symbol that marks the birth. In
Korea traditionally when a baby is born, they twist-tie a string with dried red
peppers, pine needles and charcoal to the gate which symbolises protection and
celebration at the same time. Red pepper and pine leaves with pointy ends wards
off all evil and charcoal embodies purity as it has the agent to purify substances
and to prevent germs.
By draping this ‘protection string’, any object, food or space becomes
sacred during the period of having it installed. Ceviga’s paintings presented in this
space are like babies born during this particular period, there to be celebrated
with lives of hope and to be protected with the string that connects them to their
future. Most importantly, to start to live a life with their own creativity.

Text and organised by Heejin No
Supported by Skipwiths and anomymous

* The anthropause was a global reduction in modern human activity, especially
travel, that occurred during the COVID-19 pandemic, particularly in March and
April 2020.

Home and Away:
Ceviga’s Embodied Feelings
Flavia Frigeri

“[The] Canvas is an incubator of my spirit” - with these words the artist Ceviga
describes her emotionally charged relationship with painting’s most beloved
enabler - the canvas.1 The projection of one’s emotions onto the pictorial field,
may seem like a well-trodden (and perhaps exhausted) trope in this day and age.
However, when it comes to Ceviga, the emotional outpouring is part and parcel of
her pictorial equation. The brushstroke is one with her hand and the canvas is like
a vessel, channelling the artist’s embodied feelings. In essence, every painting is
a distillation of Ceviga’s being, who searches for her spiritual self within the reams
of abstraction.
Born in South Korea in 1960, Ceviga has lived for many years now, between
her native country and the West. She has travelled extensively throughout Europe
and has exhibited in France, Germany and Sweden, amongst other places. In the
early 1990s she relocated to New York – a move which played an important role
in her artistic development. There she blossomed as an artist, but also established
a strong professional network. Despite the excitement, the move to New York was
also a challenging feat for Ceviga. With scarce financial resources and a crippling
hallucinatory disorder (which prevented her from taking public transportation)
she spent all of her money on taxis and was forced to paint with whatever was
immediately available, mostly coffee grounds. Like the Japanese artist, Yayoi
Kusama, who several decades earlier had embarked on a similar journey of
discovery, also Ceviga thrived in the culture clash that she experienced as a
foreign woman in a city of which she knew nothing about, not even the language.
The intensity of it all, meant that Ceviga poured her heart and soul into artmaking
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– projecting her innermost self onto the surface of her works. Most of her oeuvre
from this time – including installations, beeswax paintings and many drawing
books - was destroyed in a fire in 2002, leaving us with just a faint impression of
what early Ceviga felt.
Feeling, is a crucial term here, because it runs across all of the artist’s
young and mature oeuvre. To paint, is to feel for Ceviga. And her self-fashioned
artistic identity is testament to this. Born Kyung Ok Paik, she goes by Ceviga,
which translates from Korean to English as: ‘Ce’ (power), ‘Vi’ (flying/healing) and
‘Ga’ (beauty/house). This nom de plume was bestowed on Ceviga by her late
husband, who felt that the combined nature of the term, best captured his wife’s
many qualities. The power of beauty and healing, but also the nurturing qualities
of the home, would turn out to be central tropes in Ceviga’s most recent paintings.
The artist’s journey of discovery did not end in New York. After meeting her
husband Flemming Frahm, she lived with him in Copenhagen. In 2017 – after his
passing - she moved to London to pursue an MFA degree at the Chelsea College
of Arts. Today she divides her time between South Korea and Europe. Place, as
much as her emotional state of mind, determine what Ceviga paints and how. Her
frame of reference spans: multiple religious credos (Buddhism, Sufism, Hinduism
and Christianity); literary devices ranging from the short stories of Alice Munro
to the philosophical writings of Friedrich Nietzsche and the visual vocabulary of
20th century gestural abstraction. Ultimately, in her work Ceviga straddles the
boundary between the personal and the universal; uniting the two in one single
enveloping gesture.

A Rooted Nomad
Gertrude Stein, once said: “It’s great to have roots, as long as you can take them
with you.”2 Ostensibly roots are what define us. For many they are one of the
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University Press, 2011. p. 21.
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few fixed points in a life that is constantly in flux. To take your roots with you, is
to acknowledge a sense of belonging that transcends time and place. Ceviga’s
journey as an artist reflects this existential situation as a multicultural individual.
Her work is a succession of deliberate displacements, emotional translations and
adaptations to changing conditions. She subscribed to the nomadic lifestyle many
decades ago and still lives by that rule. In this landscape of perpetual change,
her roots are an unwavering presence, even when nomadism seems to have the
upper hand. She is a rooted nomad – an oxymoron which evokes a theoretical
vision for contemporary subjectivity. Ceviga blurs cultural boundaries, without
necessarily burning bridges with the past, as painful as this might be. Her lived
experience is enmeshed with the potency of her imagination, which revels in
myth-making and gestural emphasis.
Through the image of rooted nomad, I wish to acknowledge Ceviga’s
latest peripatetic experience and the artworks that this in turn triggered. In
2020, as the threat of Covid-19 led to world-wide stay-at-home orders, the artist
found herself living in an empty house in north London. At that point, the home
was on everyone’s mind and the domestic experience was suddenly taking on
new meanings for many people. For Ceviga, having to dwell alone in a new
space, boosted her creative energy. The unknown domestic interior, was ripe for
discovery as she wondered through the empty house’s rooms scavenging left
over toys and stumbling into random memories from a bygone past. In her words:
“It felt like this empty house knocked on a door in me and gave me the sense
of a home.”3 As a spatial imaginary, the North London home, opened up a new
pictorial universe for Ceviga – who explained “the place became a laboratory of
my soul.”4 The artist’s words remind us that what makes a home is the living – in
this case painting – that takes place in it, and not its structure or contents.
Many artists before Ceviga had explored the relationships that emerge
during and after the life of a house. Think of Gordon Matta-Clark and Rachel
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Whiteread, who captured the haunting traces of domesticity. In Ceviga’s case
the eerie nature of her temporary dwelling acted as a blank canvas. In tune with,
Gaston Bachelard’s widely quoted lyrical interpretation of the home as “our first
universe,” the artist transformed her newfound home in a place of dreaming,
memory and imagination.5
Ceviga’s personal responses to life experiences are captured in the allover painted compositions. These are made up of large and conspicuous rhythms,
broken colours and loose and rapid brushstrokes – the combination of which
conveys the intensity of the artist’s experience. While Ceviga tends to work on
one canvas at a time, many of her paintings are thematically interconnected. As a
result, an idea can take on many different shapes and forms. For instance, in One
Temperature 1 (2020), she explores the emotional weight of corporeal temperature
at the outset of Covid-19. Thin lines intersect different brands of biomorphic
shapes, drawing us into the ideal body temperature, measured at 36.5 degrees.
Ceviga’s overworked rendering of an imagined interior body, is a picture of health
of sorts, which spills over into One Temperature 2 (2020). Related and yet distinct
from its peer, this second painting associates, temperature with the “melting
of time” – a concept invoked by the artist on the surface of the canvas. The
imponderability of time is enmeshed here with the frailty of life. Concurrently, the
convoluted gesture is charged with a physicality that brings us closer to Ceviga’s
own body and feelings. In essence, we are made to share with her the same
internal body temperature.
The scale of Ceviga’s works, as well as the emphasis on her pictorial
action imbue her works with a performative quality. As Ceviga explained, “The
large-size canvas is my dance floor, it reflects the inner movement of my eye, the
free movement of my hand, the physical trace of my brushstrokes.”6 The spiralling
forms present in many of Ceviga’s paintings, capture the thrill of a lively dance.
One can imagine the artist swaying from side to side, as she leaves her mark
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on the attendant surface. In Helicopter Seeds and Phoenix 1 (2020) masses
of varying depth, fuse and stay distinct, suggesting a whirlwind of emotions
and movements located somewhere between the earth and the sky. Ceviga –
performing here as both artist and dancer – brings levity to the pictorial surface
inviting us to join her on this imaginary dance floor.
Movement is a powerful tool in the abstract equation, as the gestural
heroics of Abstract Expressionism and Art Informel have amply demonstrated.
Describing her process, Elaine de Kooning, once stated: “When I start [painting]
I don’t know what’s going to happen… When you’re dancing, you don’t stop to
think: now I’ll take a step… you allow it to flow.”7 Ceviga’s work operates in a
similar fashion. As demonstrated above, rhythm is integral to the genesis of the
paintings, which are conjured by an organic flow, made visible by the loose and
rapid handling of the paint. While Abstract Expressionism, is an inevitable point
of comparison, Ceviga’s palette invokes the en plein air colours of classical
Impressionist painting. Uplifting and light-filled, Ceviga’s paintings, like those
of the second generation Abstract Expressionist Joan Mitchell, broker the
relationship between nature and abstraction. Mountainous landscapes, sea
basins, green valleys, are among the sceneries invoked by Ceviga, who from
the interior of the empty London home concocted an outside world where lush
greenery abounds.
To each painting Ceviga accords a referential title, which partly informs the
way in which we apprehend the work and its meaning. These include references:
to the body; to places like Hampstead Heath (not far from her London dwelling); to
literary figures like John Keats; to natural phenomena like shooting stars and to a
time of day or night. Whether impetus or afterthought, the title is part and parcel of
Ceviga’s immersive experience.
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Happy Birthday to Ceviga
As noted above, Ceviga embraced the expressive freedom of direct gesture
and process, giving birth to a range of powerful abstract works. The association,
between painting and mothering is deliberate here, as the cycle of life with its
highs and lows was very much on Ceviga’s mind in the aftermath of her London
stay. The burst of creative freedom that she experienced during the first months
of lockdown, was followed by a period of extreme pain. In 2021, she fell ill with
Covid-19 and was bed-ridden for many weeks. This excruciating ordeal led her
to ponder the meaning of life and look at her work from a fresh perspective. The
significance of birth, in particular, resonated with her. She revisited this primal
experience, both from the perspective of the life-giver and from that of the newborn. As a painter, she had long seen herself as a generator of form and meaning.
Now she enhanced this perspective, by experiencing a rebirth in the wake of
Covid-19. Ceviga describes this return to life, as a birth 2.0, which makes her
sound very much in tune with the language favoured by Gen Z. Most importantly,
though, 2.0 encapsulates her thirst for life.
The artist conceived of her presentation in Venice as a tribute to the power
of survival and the nourishing value of birth/rebirth. The works were selected with
these ideas in mind and even the paintings that were originally made in London,
before her illness, have been reframed according to these shifting paradigms.
Ceviga’s self-fashioned cycle of life starts with Helicopter seeds and Phoenix 1
and 2 (2020). Both paintings are characterised by a tension between the floating
tentacular green forms and the ethereal backdrop. The image of the Phoenix
rising from its ashes, is conflated here with the helicopter seeds, known for their
spiralling fall from trees. In the convergence between the Phoenix’s renewal and
the helicopter seeds’ consumption, Ceviga locates the formation of the embryo.
The Pregnant Tree (2021) series of pigment ink marks the next step in
the development of this new life. The colour red is accorded centre stage here.
Symbolically loaded, red calls to mind the fluidity of blood, as well as charged
feelings, such as love, passion and danger. From a formal perspective, these
works invite close scrutiny. Male and female intimate body parts are on display
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alongside undecipherable biomorphic shapes. The combination of these varying
references captures the emotional and physical upheaval of a pregnant body.
Ceviga ascribes to the Pregnant Tree a quasi-biological meaning in its ability to
capture the progress from embryo to foetus. The two large paintings titled Broom
Buddha and Sunshine Bucket 1 and 2 (2020), capture the emotional needs of the
growing baby. The sense of drama is heightened, as a frenzied outburst of energy
dominates the pictorial fields. A multitude of outlined forms, on the periphery of
recognition, uncover the warmth, care, and love needed to see life flourish. The
most hyperbolic of all the works on display, Broom Buddha and Sunshine Bucket
1 and 2 revel in the contrast between the thin graphic sign and the ebullient forms;
bringing to mind the ornate shapes associated with Baroque art and architecture.
The final stage in the baby’s development is marked by Belly Button
Angel 2 (2020). By this point, mother and child are no longer one. The baby
is born and ready to stand on its feet, so to speak. A sense of elation is, thus,
evinced by Belly Button Angel 2. The graphic tension present in Broom Buddha
and Sunshine Bucket 1 and 2 has been released, the visceral forms of Pregnant
Tree have been absorbed by the healthy new-born and the spiralling excitement
of conception evidenced by Helicopter seeds and Phoenix 1 and 2 is now one
with the overworked surface. More layered, than the other works on display Belly
Button Angel 2 invites us to get lost in its labyrinthine forms. In keeping with a
Korean tradition, a string of dried red peppers, pine needles and charcoal hangs
in front of the painting. Intended to celebrate the new-born, but also ward off evil
and protect the mother and child at such a delicate moment, the string protects
the painting and its maker, the artist. To be born once, and then again, calls for a
celebration – Happy Birthday Ceviga!
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My Art Diary
Ceviga Kyoung Ok Paik Frahm

In the universe, there is no beginning and no end. Everything is infinite, timeless.
But if there were a beginning, it would be a dot, a tiny speck of dust. In the womb
of the universe, we are that dot.  
In creation, everything is the beginning. And everything is the end.
Somehow, this dot is the starting point of endless evolution. It is the seed.
As I gaze at the dots on my canvas, my subconscious mind moves the dots
around in transparent vision. Riding the ancient wind, I suddenly stop, or walk
quietly to the ecstasy in fantasy, or take a solemn step into the dark abyss. Then I
keep walking.  
Sometimes, dots bloom to become beanstalks. Sometimes they flounder
in the chaos and stagger with pain. When one thing is born, then another thing
follows. Sometimes mutated siblings appear, and another, and another.
When I face the canvas, my conscious awareness disappears. At that very
moment, I meet the unconscious. The dots on the canvas and my subconscious
mind meet in the public realm. Countless objects found in the unconscious go
through their respective births, then finally come to an end.
The consciousness that has returned from this trip meets my gaze, my
hands with my paint brush, and my devoted body. After emptying myself on a
canvas, I feel relief and emptiness. Within that fragment of emptiness, I encounter
another dot that is another beginning. The whole process begins again and I have
to empty myself again. That is my ‘Pregnant Tree’.
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Pregnant Tree 1, 2022
pigment and acrylic on paper, 77 x 56.5 cm
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Pregnant Tree 2, 2022
pigment and acrylic on paper, 77 x 56.5 cm
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Pregnant Tree 3, 2022
pigment and acrylic on paper, 77 x 56.5 cm
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Pregnant Tree 4, 2022
pigment and acrylic on paper, 77 x 56.5 cm
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Pregnant Tree 5, 2022
pigment and acrylic on paper, 77 x 56.5 cm
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Pregnant Tree 6, 2022
pigment and acrylic on paper, 77 x 56.5 cm
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Pregnant Tree 7, 2022
pigment and acrylic on paper, 77 x 56.5 cm
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Pregnant Tree 8, 2022
pigment and acrylic on paper, 77 x 56.5 cm
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Pregnant Tree 9, 2022
pigment and acrylic on paper, 77 x 56.5 cm
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Pregnant Tree 10, 2022
pigment and acrylic on paper, 77 x 56.5 cm
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Pregnant Tree 11, 2022
pigment and acrylic on paper, 77 x 56.5 cm
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Pregnant Tree 12, 2022
pigment and acrylic on paper, 77 x 56.5 cm
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Pregnant Tree 13, 2022
pigment and acrylic on paper, 77 x 56.5 cm
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Pregnant Tree 14, 2022
pigment and acrylic on paper, 77 x 56.5 cm
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Pregnant Tree 15, 2022
pigment and acrylic on paper, 77 x 56.5 cm
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Pregnant Tree 16, 2022
pigment and acrylic on paper, 77 x 56.5 cm
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Pregnant Tree 17, 2022
pigment and acrylic on paper, 77 x 56.5 cm
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Pregnant Tree 18, 2022
pigment and acrylic on paper, 77 x 56.5 cm
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Pregnant Tree 19, 2022
pigment and acrylic on paper, 77 x 56.5 cm
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Pregnant Tree 20, 2022
pigment and acrylic on paper, 77 x 56.5 cm
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Pregnant Tree 21, 2022
pigment and acrylic on paper, 77 x 56.5 cm
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Pregnant Tree 22, 2022
pigment and acrylic on paper, 77 x 56.5 cm
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Pregnant Tree 23, 2022
pigment and acrylic on paper, 77 x 56.5 cm
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Pregnant Tree 24, 2022
pigment and acrylic on paper, 77 x 56.5 cm
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Pregnant Tree 25, 2022
pigment and acrylic on paper, 77 x 56.5 cm
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Pregnant Tree 26, 2022
pigment and acrylic on paper, 77 x 56.5 cm
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Pregnant Tree 27, 2022
pigment and acrylic on paper, 77 x 56.5 cm
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Pregnant Tree 28, 2022
pigment and acrylic on paper, 77 x 56.5 cm
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Pregnant Tree 29, 2022
pigment and acrylic on paper, 77 x 56.5 cm
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Pregnant Tree 30, 2022
pigment and acrylic on paper, 77 x 56.5 cm
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Pregnant Tree 31, 2022
pigment and acrylic on paper, 77 x 56.5 cm
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Pregnant Tree 32, 2022
pigment and acrylic on paper, 77 x 56.5 cm
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Helicopter Seeds and Pheonix 1, 2020
oil on canvas, 160 × 135 cm

45

Helicopter Seeds and Pheonix 2, 2020
oil on canvas, 160 × 135 cm
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Broom Buddha and Sunshine Bucket 1, 2020
oil on canvas, 210 × 170 cm
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Broom Buddha and Sunshine Bucket 2, 2020
oil on canvas, 210 × 170 cm
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Broom Buddha and Sunshine Bucket 3, 2020
oil on canvas, 210 × 170 cm
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Belly Button Angel 2, 2020
oil on canvas, 240 × 185.5 cm
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Most of Ceviga’s artworks were lost in fire accident in Denmark.
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Artist’s message

A very special thanks to directors of Skipwiths,
my eternal supporters and collaborators Heejin No and Grey Skipwith as well as my
husband, Flemming who is always there for
me. I would like to extend my gratitude to
make this presentation possible to a leading
female curator, Flavia Frigeri for understanding
my artistic experience and a insightful text, Mr
H.M. Kwon for his generosity and enthusiasm
in my art and Mr W.Y. Youn for his wisdom and
invaluable advice.
Ceviga, Kyoungok Paik Frahm
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