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Giovanni Alot

In both female and male Homo sapiens,

the term areole describes the small, pigmented,

and delicately, erogenously sensitive patch from

the center of which projects the tender nipple.

Cacti, from the plant family Cactaceae,

feature latent buds that may grow hair-like

prickles, fluff, or fully formed spines that both

serve as grim deterrents and eloquently express

the shy, loner personalities of these

xerophytes, or drought-loving plants.

Cactaceous areoles, however, also occasionally sprout
magnificent flowers, which bloom at night and exist
for only a very short time. One is inclined to wonder
where the Korean artist Lee Kwang-Ho could have seen
the cacti he paints in such a hyperrealistic manner,
with their bristles, excrescences, mucilage,

and wilted flowers still in place, just so.

One may assume he saw them on a computer screen,
where digital photographs can be enlarged in a way
that mimics the age-old function of a camera obscura.
Such aggrandizement reverberates in Lee’s oversized
canvases, where individual specimens of plant species,
perhaps domesticated on urban balconies and

in suburban gardens, are starkly transformed

into monumental sentinels that, with their bizarrely
colorful livery, stand watch over the thresholds

of imaginary deserts.

lants possess a certain kind of
P stoicism that eludes us. Their

silence. Their stillness. Their
apparent indifference to our presence,
our cares, or our suffering. Are these
strengths or weaknesses? Deeply
grounded in the depths of the present,
plants constantly withdraw from us;
their very being is shaped by relentless
frugality.
Their movements are subtle. Petals and
tendrils unfurl on multiple timescales,
often imperceptibly. How long is a
minute to the leaf of a passion vine?
Does the sweetness of summer feel
endless to the pistils of a zinnia tickled
by a bumblebee? They are distant and
remote and yet so close and vividly
present. Beneath their leaves, in the
intricacy of their branches, through
the entanglements of their roots, plants
feel — thoroughly and in ways they
can’t and don’t care to tell us.
Plants are enmeshed in the intimacy of
a cosmological dialogue we can scarcely
fathom. When our shared evolutionary
history began 1.5 billion years ago, the
eukaryote division into plants, fungi,
and animals induced a fundamental
alteration to the relationship between
living organisms and the soil. Plants
and fungi opted to stay close and
anchor themselves to the moist
richness of decaying organic matter.
Animals chose mobility. Driven by
uncontainable desires, they fled and
flew. Always in search of something
more or something better, they only
committed to the land with a sense
of interested partiality; they came
and went, at times never returning.
Plants chose differently. In their
commitment to the soil, plants accepted
no compromise. It was all or nothing.
Deeply rooted where their seeds sprout,
condemned to making the most of the
circumstances, plants endure, nurturing
a resilience we should both admire and
strive to possess. It is their tenacity
that shapes their vegetal bodies in such
unique ways. Through wind, rain, hail,
frost, scorching sun, and fire. Endless
nibblings and grazings. Mowing. But
as long as enough of a vegetal body
survives, it will regrow, right there,
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in the same spot it knows so well. so
deeply. Its body will be different. Its
structure and form, like a poem that

is written and rewritten by time,

will be unique in every instance.

Of all plant families, cacti are among
the most cryptic. Spines are much less
expressive than leaves, The stiffness
of a cactus’ body rarely betrays any
inkling of what the plant might feel,
need, or want - until it’s too late. In
all the vegetable kingdom, cacti are
perhaps the most stoic. Their ability
to resist is indisputable and beyond
compare. Many species of cacti can
withstand the harshest conditions, from
the scorching heat of the American
deserts to the freezing temperatures

of the wind-swept Great Plains. Their
silence is impenetrable, their toughness,
unparalleled.’ Their spines send a
clear message: keep out. Cacti are
self-protective. Like living fortresses,
they defend. Like monuments, they
are imperturbable and stand solemn,
seemingly absent and aloof, yet wholly
present.

The enigmatic presence of cacti has
somewhat eluded the intense scrutiny
that plant philosophers like Michael
Marder and Emanuele Coccia® have
reserved for other species. Cacti might
indeed prove too eryptic, too object-
like for a philosophy of vegetal being
that mostly aims at foregrounding the
sentience, intelligence, and agency of
plants. Cacti resist that type of inquiry
too, posing perhaps an even more
intriguing challenge and inviting us to
expand the way we think about plants
and our relationship with them.
Oftentimes, art succeeds where
philosophy fails, or at least reaches
where philosophy has not yet ventured.
After all, if approached in a certain
way, painting can be a formidable
philosophical tool. This has been
demonstrated time and again by daring
artists such as René Magritte, Frida
Kahlo, Lucian Freud, and Kerry James
Marshall, to name only a few - a great
painting neither simply reproduces
reality as we see it nor fabricates it
anew. It reconfigures it, sometimes

in subtle ways, reaching beneath

appearances to make us see reality in
ways we have never considered before.
Painting can be an encounter capable
of reaching further and deeper, beneath
the veneers of surfaces and past the
banality of the mundane. It casts light
where language fails 1o se
Part of this lineage are the large
paintings of cacti by Korean artist Lee
Kwang-Ho. Larger than life, measuring
up to nearly 10 feet in height. Lee’s
hyperrealistic paintings are true
portraits of succulent glory. Through
enlargement and sheer attention to
detail, the painter captures the minutiae
that make each cactus an individual in
its own right. Lee’s decision to crop the
image so that only the upper part of
the plants” bodies are visible. framing
them as one would a human bust,
accentuates a subtle anthropomorphic
tension that never tips too far from the
true character of the plant.

By definition, in the history of Western
art, the portrait has been considered a
human genre. From Egyptian funerary
masks to busts of Roman emperors

to paintings of kings. queens, and
aristocrats, the portrait has held the key
to one’s identity.” Across the history of
art, the most accomplished portraits
have been the ones that capture a
spirited detail: a glimmer of the sitter’s
soul. A true portrait emerges from the
singular details that harbor a sitter’s
individuality — the arched eyebrow, the
distinetive curling of the lip. a glint in
the eye — and the artist’s ulnlxly 1o tease
them to the surface. But perhaps most
importantly, portraits are all about
faces. So, by definition, most non-
human subjects are excluded.
Individuality and the soul are
intimately linked
Western phil
animals and plnu(s can’t have souls,*
they cannot be truly portrayed in the
sense that a person can - they only exist
on a superficial level. the assumption
being that there’s nothing beneath for
the artist to extract and distill.> Pets

are an exception, of course. Renowned
for his paintings of horses and dogs.
Edwin Henry Landseer became Queen
Victoria’s official animal portraitist.
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looking at it? Should we look harder? If
we looked at a cactus intensely enough,
not to find beauty in a classic gardening
sense but to discern the traits that make
the plant unique, what could we learn?
Lee’s paintings. with their heightened
focus, sustained attention to detail,
and emphasis on nuances and
idiosynerasies, invite us to discover the
identity and character of cacti. They
remind us that most of the identity of
a plant is superficial. Not in the sense
that it is shallow. but that it resides

on the surface of leaves, petals, and
branches. In order to perceive it, we
need to refocus both our gaze and our
attention.

While all plants are prone to damage,
not all bear the scars of trauma

with the same pride as cacti. Their
determination to avoid contact with
humans and other animals is well
founded: cacti’s fleshy constitution

is tender. Only the largest saguaros,
opunti nd euphorbias grow a bark.
and only when they reach maturity,
often only after a hundred years have
passed. Cacti scar, easily. Their soft
tissue hardens where the wound heals.
It dries, often into a golden or greyish
brown crust that in most cases

falls off. A perennial memory of their
encounters with the world, these scars
are essential markers of their identities.
Lee faithfully records these traces

of individuality in his paintings to
heighten the irreplaceability of each
cactus. Blemishes are evidence of a
lived life that capitalism has taught
and conceal.

In opposition to the Western tradition

of the still-life in which plants are

often represented at the height of their
beauty, Lee dwells on the importance
of spent blooms. which, like scars

and blemishes, evince the idea of a
livingness that matters beyond our
aesthetic appreciation. T} hese cacti are
beautiful not because they are perfect

or because they have been immortalized
in their prime but because they are
naturally imperfect: because their
bodies have been co-authored with time
into a unique and unequaled living

Lee has been focusing on the poetics
of surfaces for many years. It is rather
gful that hi eries
emerged in the mid-2010s following
years of work on a project titled
Inter-view (2006)." In the paintings

in that series, the artist painstakingly
rendered the nuances of textures and
details of people’s skin to emphasize
his belief that identity is more than
something we harbor deep inside of us.
This is especially true in the context

of an encounter with a stranger or
someone we do not know very well, or
perhaps, as in the case of cacti, that
we can know only so well. Emerging
from these philosophical foundations,
Lee’s series of cacti further explores
this very contingency, pushing it to an
extreme. The eryptic and yet highly
idiosyncratic identities of cacti narrow
our perceptual, emotional. and ethical
bandwidths to produce ever narrower
and subtler considerations.

This dedication to see more and
deeper into what might at first seem
like an irrelevant flaw is deeply
grounded in the Korean notion of
mak, a predisposition to engage with

a certain matter-of-factness, a rejection
of perfection. a celebration of humility,
and a fondness for irregularities

and unevenness which, on deeper
inspection, can reveal a rich emotional
resonance.” These qualities are part of a
broader cultural notion that something
meaningful might manifest from
openness and unscriptedness: an honest
void of pretension that finds its fullest
expression in the essence of bium, a
naturalistic understanding of the world
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in which the essential Confucianist
dimensions of emptiness and silence
allow us to meaningfully connect

with the world.

Western art has nurtured a very
difficult relationship with these
concepts of imperfection, emptiness,
and silence. Much of the past two
thousand years of artistic production
has demonstrated the importance

of preserving beauty and perfecting
nature. The horror vacui, or fear of
emptiness, that pervaded Baroque
architecture and art was a shift from
the restrained and balanced aesthetics
of the Renaissance to a more dramatic,
emotional, and ornate style that sought
to overwhelm both the viewer’s senses
and mind. Painters such as Bosch,
Brueghel. and Duvet greatly capitalized
on the spectacular effects of horror
vacui as did Rubens and Tiepolo and
archm-v[s Borromuu and Bermm \Vlule
itisi ble to

the cultural matrix that gdwe rise to
horror vacui in the West during the
seventeenth century, it is plausible to
conceive of the compulsive need to

fill empty space as a compensatory
practice: an emotional need to conceal

symbol: the whiteness and fragrance
of lemon blossoms, lily of the valley,
or jasmine, for instance, incarnated
the purity of the Virgin. Herein lies a
paradox: Western art invited us to look
at plants only so that we could hear our
own voices. Inherent in the symbolic
insistence of traditional still-life
paintings is the conviction that plants.
on their own, are never enough. Unless,
that is, they express our thoughts,
fears, and hopes.
Some might be wondering if engaging
with these oblique philosophical
questions about identity might be at all
productive at a time in which identity
politics seem more firmly rooted in
notions of race and gender. Lee’s
pmnnngs, however, push against these
Itural frames of
allowing us to fine-tune our dppl‘()ﬂdleb
to identity to envision a more nuanced
range of factors that current discussions
appear to overlook. Ultimately,
Lee’s portraits of cacti invite us to
embrace markers of distinction and
the kinds of imperfections that have
become synonymous with wrongness,
defects, and shame in a popular
culture obsessed with perfection and
It is in this context that

a kind of existentialist emp

and disenchantment with life itself.
In a time of colonialist exploitation,
wars, and i mrrﬂmng religious and

Lee’s portraits open up a valuable space
m wluch we can begm to rcnd cacti’ 5
. His

gover 1 discord, as pand,
decimated populanons even as scientific
knowledge advanced and the Industrial
Revolution resulted in ever greater
alienation, the void was also associated
with the negation of God. Filling it was
essential and comforting. The silence of
plants in particular came to be imbued
with Christian morals and values,
especially in still-life paintings.
Symbolic meanings were derived from

sacred scripture and biblical apocrypha.

Daffodils — some of the earliest

flowers to return every spring — spoke
of rebirth and resurrection. Daisies
told stories of innocence, beauty, and
love. Strawberry flowers represented
chastity.” Cherries, red carnations, and
poppies evoked the bloody passion of
Christ. At times, a combination of both
color and scent could be woven into a

to] I fullw vege!al silence
and he never imposes our voices onto
the plants. Instead. he allows their

true identity to emerge through a
careful interplay of irregularities and
imperfections enshrined in the silence
that characterizes the essence of their
being.

Giovanni Aloi
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