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lLandscapes That Have Never Disappeared
MAENG Jee Young | Independent Curator

Painting is a medium that contains time. It encompasses not only the duration from the beginning to
the completion of a work, but also the time experienced by the viewer while engaging with it. This temporal qual-
ity—including even aspects the artist may not be consciously aware of—imbues painting with a sense of weight
and ambiguity for both artist and viewer, reflecting its long and layered history. And yet, the image confined within
the rectangular picture plane remains one of the most intuitive mediums in visual art. Since KOO Jiyoon began
working in earnest in 2009, the forms and colors in her paintings have evolved, but the core themes she explores
have remained consistent. Within the metropolitan city she inhabits, the fragmented and incongruous landscapes
she observes have offered a natural ground for continued inquiry in her artistic practice. The city—where cycles of
emergence and disappearance unfold ceaselessly—serves as a constant reminder, much like the cells within our
bodies, that life and death are always intertwined. The artist instinctively attunes herself to the city’s rhythms—its
compressed and eruptive energies, its inherent pulses of creation and collapse. A statement she made over a
decade ago, in which she described painting as an explosive release following the buildup of energy, continues to
resonate deeply with the temporal nature of her practice.

KOO navigates between the visible and the invisible, moving flu-
idly between figuration and abstraction within the canvas. Horizons shaped
by alleyways and densely packed buildings, the remains of collapsed struc-
tures, structural skeletons of construction sites, and green plants pushing
through concrete—these recurring motifs emerge and fade across her paint-
ings, momentarily revealing their presence. The afterimages left behind in
the places where her gaze lingered become integral elements of the work.
Her early painting Mob (2010) [igure 11, which seems to foreshadow her recent
practice, stood out at the time for its distinct style, differing from her other
works that portrayed debris and remnants in a more figurative manner. This
work is worth recalling now, as it appears to mark the artist’s first attempt at
modulating the tension between abstraction and figuration to evoke a dynam-
ic yet static atmosphere beneath the surface of perceived reality. Her later
paintings entangle overwhelming forces and anxiety with a stiliness that lies
beneath—one associated with loss, emptiness, or ennui—unfolding along
the boundaries of figuration and abstraction, or alternatively, manifest as se-
ries that lean more heavily toward one side. The Face-Scape series [Figure 2],
which began in 2009, is a prime example: psychological states of the human
mind were expressed through free brushstrokes within a framework of forms
reminiscent of bodily features, gradually deconstructing the structure of the
face over time.

This evolving trajectory is echoed in KOO's exhibition titles over the years: The Ghost on the Back of the
Painting (2011), Heavy Jokes (2016), Purple Noise (2018), Blue Vinyl Curtain (2019), Tongue & Nail (2021), and
Layers (2022)—each suggesting a painterly inquiry: an exploration of methodologies rooted in questions posed to
understand the subject of painting. In contrast, the title of this exhibition, Silver, moves beyond the painted subject
to symbolically reflect the artist’s attitude toward the painting medium itself, condensed with light and temporality.
Perceiving Seoul, the city she currently inhabits, as oscillating between gray and silver, the artist uses the con-
trasting qualities of these two hues—absorption and reflection—as a filter for a new painterly approach. Just as a
sculptor carves a block of material from rough mass into refined form, her previous works focused on composing
broad planes through sweeping brushstrokes and expansive fields of color. In this new body of work, however,
she ventures into the interstices of those large planes, attempting to gaze into the space within. Her recent series
Read Along the Cracks (2024) and Disappearing Things (2024-2025) mark the beginning of this new phase. The
process of seeking out unknown spaces—gazing, painting, disassembling, and erasing—is recorded directly onto
the surface of the canvas.

Figure 1.
Mob

2010

Oil on canvas

| 192.8x243.8cm

Figure 2.

= AGirl
§ 2009
| Oil on canvas

40.6 x 50.8 cm

4

What KOO observes is simultaneously referential and abstract. The lines formed by cracks in walls or
seemingly uniform patterns in pavement blocks gradually dissolve in the act of painting, even as their underlying
structures persist. Throughout her artistic journey, she has placed greater emphasis on observing and questioning
the emotional responses elicited by phenomena of condensed energy—what they are, and where they might
lead—gradually shaping a central trajectory and constructing a conceptual framework. The artist has come to
perceive the world around her as a series of large, fragmented masses—forms she tentatively explored and gently
shaped over time. This “sculptural” approach to image-making may have created a certain distance between her-
self and the subject she was depicting. Yet this distance, it turns out, was essential. Simply receiving and register-
ing the energy emitted by what she observes requires an absolute duration of time—during which the artist begins
to form a relationship with the subject, gradually narrowing the distance between them. Now, the artist has begun
to add flesh and muscle to the framework she had long constructed at a distance. She may be gently prying open
the hidden gaps between the broadly divided planes, sensing the traces of compressed time and catching glimpse
of what is yet to come.

When a subject is viewed too closely or from too far away, its form becomes blurred. This shifting
gaze—moving between proximity and distance—resonates both within and beyond the canvas, continuously vi-
brating through KOO's painterly methodology. Most of the works in this exhibition were created over the course
of last year (2024) and this year (2025), yet even within this short time span, there is a distinct sense of temporal
shift. The 2024 work Read Along the Cracks, for instance, serves as a kind of prelude to the world that unfolds in
later works such as Vintage (2025) and Patina (2025), extending the trajectory of her earlier pieces. The artist’'s
impressions of landscape as a subject have gradually peeled away and fractured, stepping inward into the depths
of the painting. While this may at first appear to be a narrowing of perspective, it is in fact a shift toward a vertical
dimension. Through this, the image becomes layered with intersecting traces of multiple temporalities, arriving
at a present moment without time lag. The once-flat landscape, shaped by degrees of vertical depth, naturally
transforms into still-life compositions—or takes on forms reminiscent of the human body. The lines that emerge
within the painting evoke the veins or folds of skin, endowing the city with a corporeal metaphor. They suggest
invisible flows of energy or latent fractures—yet from a distance, these lines, though blurred, paradoxically reveal
themselves as more apparent forms of still life or bodily figures. Brushstrokes become further fragmented, giving
the impression that the landscape is dissolving—yet the materiality of paint and the layering of color, as seen in
works like A Moth (2025) and Tower (2025), simultaneously blur and construct boundaries, like still lifes seeping
into the landscape.

The city as an organic entity remains a vital motif that informs and inspires KOO’s imagery. Yet her gaze
no longer lingers solely on the readily perceptible scale or energy of her surroundings; instead, it turns toward the
cracks and subtle traces that stem from them. Through these elements—present from the very beginning—the
artist traces the temporality embedded within the landscape. Now, she delicately modulates the distance of her
gaze, navigating the boundary between figuration and abstraction with increasing nuance, as if reversing the act
of observation to allow the subject to reveal itself.
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Oil on canvas B B
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