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Koh Sangwoo: The Camera Eye/I

Raul Zamudio

Koh Sang Woo's photographic oeuvre to date spans an array of genres including the sfill-life,
mise-en-scenes of nudes, figures in other worldly landscapes, works that can be characterized as
self-portraits, abstraction compositions, and others that are text-based in orientation, and a mixtu-
re of these. Examples of this expansive corpus have been brought together in the exhibition titled
Wild In Blue and the aftendant works are formally characterized by Koh's signature aesthetic style.
In one sense, Koh's artistry and technique allude to an earlier photographic history and although
the work may occasionally evoke the past, it is also very much of the moment.

The contemporaneity of Koh's photographic practice resides both in form and content. As per the
former, this is evinced in Koh's modus operandi in composing his pictures via a laborious process
entailing painting his figures or arranging his compositions in very detailed and precise combinat-
ions and then photographing them and printing the negative in color reversals. Lush, saturated
and palpably chromatic, the dichotomy of fransforming the negative into the positive print is not
only a formal strategy as it also contains a conceptual approach to the photograph’s subject
matter.

In the self-portraits presented in Wild In Blue, for example, we encounter Koh in a pose with eyes
shut conveying a heightened degree of interiority in which pictorial and thematic differentiation
resides in each of the figure's exterior surface. Thus, in Resistance (2017) the artist has closed his
eyes and looks within while elements of the U.S. flag are painted over his visage. This image is some-
what iconic and its lineage resides with antfi-war demonstrators and protestors who depicted
similar elements over their faces to draw attention to political and social issues. At the same time,
however, this highly recognizable American signifier can be seen in seemingly more celebratory
contexts such as the United States’ Independence Day on the Fourth of July. In this festive date
marking the founding of the United States it's not uncommon for patriotism to be fervently
expressed by individuals who may wear clothes with the American flag or even paint their faces
similarly to Resistance. But Koh expands on these to include aspects of his own biography. As a
Korean-born artist who has made the U.S. and specifically New York City his home for some time,
navigating multi-cultural life within urbanity and other areas outside of New York City where the
population is more homogeneous, is embodied in his photograph. Other works are no less evoca-
tive of the artist’s ability to capture a sense of otherness that is ubiquitous in many countries outside
the United States. In Infrovert (2016), the artist presents himself in a similar posture with his attention
inward; but here Koh has written the words ‘Don’t Fuck With My Feelings’ over his face. Whereas in
Resistance there is a palpable sense of empathy with the persona in the photograph, in Introvert
the power of the work seems to go outward, which is somewhat in tension with the work’s title. On
the one hand, Koh seems to be in a pensive if not meditative state contemplating his inner life. On
the other hand, the very straight forward narrative is addressed without apology to the viewer.
Consequently, there is an aggression in the work that captures a sentiment that many of us feel in
the face of a confrontational society regardless whether the context of that antagonism may be
topical, political, cultural, or personal. In contrast to these is Made in Beijing (2017). Unlike the previ-
ous two photographs, which to a lesser or greater degree are provocative yet buoyed by a
marked emotionality, Made in Beijing displays a vulnerability that creates a sense of assertion and
is poetically melancholic. Koh's humanization of historical differences between Korea and China
are castin a kind of empowered surrender. In other words, victory is in acknowledging the humani-
ty of the other, whether this be prejudices held by some Chinese towards Koreans, or whether it is
by a few Koreans about the Chinese. In these three works one can see a confident artistry and the
broad scope of subject matter the artist is capable of conceiving and executing. However, though

these self-portraits as well as others in Koh's oeuvre to date may seem outwardly innocuous, they
subliminally embody visual verve coupled with a brutal honesty. They may seem highly personal
and originating from experience, but they have an ability to reveal to us much about the world
around us. Similar to these are other works in Wild In Blue that seem to have been made in series
because of their somewhat unified subject matter, and what is being referred to are photographs
of women in which some were made almost ten years apart.

One of Koh's earliest photographs consist of a voluptuous nude woman that has become akin to a
recognizable motif in the artfist’s corpus. Composed in various contexts including set within a kind
of Garden of Eden backdrop replete with dragonflies, butterflies, and an assortment of flora and
fauna as well as a skull, for Wild in Blue the artist has presented two works that seem to incorporate
the same model: Proposed Lady (2007) and In Blossom Il (2012). Both works are startling because of
the intensity of the highly saturated palette; the former with a deep black background in which
stands a woman in a blue body topped with cascading gold hair and she holds a large bouquet of
red roses. Looking downward and self-conscious and thus conveying a degree of shyness, the
woman in Propose Lady also happens to be nude, reminding us with aplomb about the cultural
construction of beauty. Not unrelated to Proposed Lady is In Blossom il. Whereas Proposed Lady
somewhat alludes to straightforward portraiture with a few nuanced elements to create a narrative
element, In Blossoms Il is rife with multiple meanings. The bouquet of roses has now furned intfo noc-
turnal flora as a woman dreams her future into existence. Mother (2016), on the other hand, is pow-
erful foo as a rendition of a kind of feminine archetype. Here, though, the mother holds in her arms
a baby, and this composition is situated in the art history of mother/infant depictions often the regis-
ter of the religious. Is Koh consequently offering his own interpretation of Virgin and Christ child, or
possibly something more humanist and outside of organized religion but nonetheless evoking the
sacred?¢ Regardless of the permutations the work embodies in encompassing those themes, there
is a nurturing quality in the positivity that Mother evokes. Yet there is also a kind of indecipherable
specter that haunts this composition. Although the color combinations in Mother are energized and
invigorated, there is still something subliminally unnerving in the blueish hue of the figures. Blue has
an interesting history in the context of both Western and non-Western art including Picasso’s Blue
Period that lasted between 1901 and 1904. The triggering of this important artistic milestone for
Picasso was the suicide of his close friend Carlos Casagemas. In contrast to this was Yves Klein and
his usage of blue, or what he tfrademarked as Klein Blue. Within this pedigree of this specific color
one should include Proposed Lady, In Blossom Il and Mother as well as many other works that Koh
creates where figures are dominated by the color blue.

Koh Sang Woo is an artist of his fime in his ability to present to us what we often overlook. Reminding
us again and again through an exquisite body of work that he not only wields a camera to make
his art, but that his inner self is a recorder too, by which the world is filtered through a kind of visionary
camera eye/l to capture myriad things including the wild in blue.

Raul Zamudio is a New York-based independent curator, art critic, art historian and educator.



Wild In Blue: Something Unseen

Yuree Jang, Asian Art Works Director

Many people have fantasies and curiosity about what is on the other side of the visible, that is,
about the invisible. It is the curiosity about what is beyond the horizon, about what kind of world
unfolds itself behind the closed door. Through the representation of the blue world on the other
side of our visible world, the work of Koh Sang Woo leads us to the 'unseen’ world we have not seen
before.

Human figures in Koh Sang Woo's works are blue. We are used to saying of 'skin color'. Yet those
figures of blue skin mingle well with other objects in the works to create cinema-like, dreamy
scenes. Koh is an artist who 'reverses' colors. In other words, various colors including the blue in the
photographs are produced by reversing them in the printing process. The blue skin and the red,
yellow, and purple colors contrast with each other intensely in his works to make the blue color
more infense and surreal. For us, who are only accustomed to the outward appearance seen
through our eyes or through the screen, the artist shows images of reversed colors to drive us to look
for something under the surface, something behind the appearance.

The works of Koh Sang Woo contain a variety of feminine sentiments and beauty. The women in his
works have a subtle smile with their eyes half closed, as if they are dreaming. Butterflies and flowers
surrounding them maximize love, dream, and aspiration. The woman, surrounded by flowers hold-
ing her hands together and shyly putting them close to her face with her eyes closed, seems to
express the ecstasy of falling in love. The work depicting a woman, who shyly holds a bunch of red
roses turning her hair backward, transpires the tfrembling and fluttering of love that has just begun,
which makes the audience thrilled in spite of themselves. Meanwhile, in the image of the mother
embracing the child, we feel the love and responsibility of the mother for her child. The artist
explores the infrinsic story of the model in each of his work and fransfers it again to his works to tell
the audience the story and share the genuine feelings.

Koh Sang Woo's Boundaries of Senses series consists of self-portraits, in which he expressed his emo-
fions in writing. Over the past few years, self-photographs have been a means for people from all
walks of life to express themselves and reveal their individuality. By dividing his emotions into differ-
ent areas and putting them in writing in his self-portrait series, Koh expresses the invisible emotions
to share with the audience so that they can have the experience of becoming one with the artist.
With their reversed colors, Betfer Man and Walk With Me are inside-out expressions of the inner
state and values of the artist lying deep in his heart. Koh did a double major in photography and
performance art at The School of the Art Institute of Chicago. Perhaps this background explains
why he carries out performance art in which he paints colors, writes texts on his face and poses for
his self-portraits, and at the same time captures the moments with his photos, allowing him to recre-
ate his self-portrait into a composite medium of art.

At first sight, the intensity of Koh Sang Woo's blue color catches the spectator's eyes and stimulates
curiosity. The closer we look into the work, however, the more we feel the blue is neither intense nor
cold. Rather, it comes to us as a magically warm color that takes us to the inner stories we have not
seen yet.
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Walk With Me
Archival Digital Print
103 x 103 cm, 2017




Introvert

Archival Digital Print
103x 103 cm, 2017




Resistance

Archival Digital Print
103 x 103 cm, 2017




Tears

Archival Digital Print
113 x81 cm, 2016




Proposed Lady
Archival Digital Print
156 x 120 cm, 2007




Mother

Archival Digital Print
113 x87 cm, 2016




Thorns 2

Archival Digital Print
103 x 103 cm, 2017




In Blossom Il

Archival Digital Print
97 x 113 cm, 2012




Girl
Archival Digital Print
127 x95cm, 2014




Ether

Archival Digital Print
127 x 95.5cm, 2014




Monologue
Archival Digital Print

Woman in Field

97 x 131 cm 2015

Archival Digital Print
97 x 131 cm, 2014
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My Choice llI
Archival Digital Print
127 x 97 cm, 2017




My Choice ll
Archival Digital Print
127 x98 cm, 2016
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_‘I%_ I\_llzﬁ1E KOH SANGWOO

EDUCATION

2001
2000

School of the Art Institute of Chicago, Major in Photography & Performance Art, USA
New York Studio Program, Independent Colleges of Art and Design, New York, USA

SOLO EXHIBITIONS

2017
2016
2014

2013

2012

2011

2010
2009
2008
2007
2003
2001

Wild In Blue, Asian Art Works, Beijing, China
Koh Sang Woo Solo, Wanrooij Gallery, Amsterdam, Nederland

Koh Sang Woo Solo, Wanrooij Gallery, Amsterdam, Nederland
Koh Sang Woo Solo, James Freeman Gallery, London, England

I'am the most beautiful girl, Asian Art Works, Busan, Korea
Koh Sang Woo Solo, Wanrooij Gallery, Amsterdam, Netherland
Koh Sang Woo Solo, Taipei Expo Dome, Taiwan

Join me there, ZAHA Museum of Art, Seoul, Korea
Koh Sang Woo, Wanrooij Gallery, Amsterdam, Nederland
Koh Sang Woo Solo, The Cat Street Gallery, Mandarin Oriental, Hong Kong

The Burning Flowers, The Cat Street Gallery, Hong Kong
Pretty Powerful, Gallery Sun Contemporary, Seoul, Korea

True Stories, James Freeman Gallery, London, UK

Koh Sang Woo Solo, Gallery Sun Contemporary, Seoul, Korea

I Am Beautiful, 2x13 Gallery, New York, USA

I Love You, 2x13 Gallery, New York, USA

Koh Sang Woo Solo Project, CIGE Art Fair, World Trade Center, China
Insa Art Space, Korean Culture & Arts Foundation, Seoul, Korea

SELECTED GROUP EXHIBITIONS & ART FAIRS

2017

2016

2015

2014

2013

2012

2011

Selfie, Savina Museum of Contemporary Art, Seoul, Korea
Art New York, Wanrooij Gallery, Miami, USA

Art Busan, Asian Art Works, Busan, Korea

Daegu Photo Biennale, Main Exhibition, Daegu, Korea
Art Miami, Wangrooij Gallery, Maimi, USA

Art New York, Wanrooij Gallery, Amsterdam, Netherland
Some Love, Shinsegye Gallery, Seoul, Korea

Woman Empowerment, Waterfall Gallery, Korea

Double Mirror, American University Museum, Washington D.C, USA
Korean Pop, The Cat Street Gallery, Hong Kong

Sometimes Beautiful, Castellani Art Museum, New York, USA
REALISM, Wanrooij Gallery, Amsterdam, Netherland

The Fifth Seasons, Asian Art Works, Beijing, China

Love Actually, Seoul Museum of Art, Seoul, Korea

New Convergence, Yangpyung Museum of Art, Yangpyung, Korea
Yeosu International Art Festival, Yeosu Art Center, Yeosu, Korea

Art of Party, Lancaster Museum of Art, Pennsylvania, USA

From Desire to Sublime, HOMA Museum of Art, Seoul, Korea

The Signal 8, Salon Exhibition, The Cat Street Gallery, Hong Kong
Art Basel Hong Kong, The Cat Street Gallery, Hong Kong

AWARD
2009 AHL Asian Art Award, Prize Winner, AHL Foundation, New York, USA

PUBLIC COLLECTIONS

National Museum of Contemporary Korea, Seoul, Korea
Savina Museum of Contemporary Art, Korea

Korea University Museum, Korea

Hongik University Museum of Art, Korea

Koh Sangwoo studied performance and photography at School of the Art Institute of Chicago. Koh
creates vivid images of human figures with an approach that adopts painting, performance, documen-
tation and fraditional photographic techniques. He used to lead performance group called ‘Perfor-
mance Society’ during his college years. He shooft self-photographs that tfransformed himself as an Asian
guy info Maria and Eve, who are representative women figures in western history. He reversed the fim in
the darkroom using the reversed color and light, and discovered the optical principle of image transfer.
Koh's work is characterized by the development of a blue tone photograph that captures his subjects
using negative film, expressing the themes like desire of women, romance and racial or social problems.

BEGEEZMEFEARZEREMHE T RBMREL L WIRE. BILE.. FE. XK. ERABZRAREFFR, fheltET
FEMEMNAIER. RFEHE, EFIRM “REHS” ARRDE. £APENEERERT, fBA—
NMEBBAESG TR TAAHELRFTEN MR —IWMEME . EARENERILERE R
B, HEARTEGEANALFNRE. SHANEREFRERAZENER—EARARBIERE, RET
BIMZMRRE. 2. Mkt L EBmEE .



HhE
Publisher

RITA
Distributor

ISy
Director

HERRIRIt

Designer

A
PublishingDate

SRIEBBRIR AL Z EHR S & |, HhRIUS/E Asian Art Works, Inc. fTE. REHMRET

ZARER  AMEUMEESRX  GFRT. ¥E. BY. HEAEHNRRENSEH.

Asian Art Works, Inc.

SIKER

Cristal Kim

5K i I

Yuree Jang

B
Helen Han

2017 9AH
September, 2017

All text and photographs in this book are copyrighted by Asian Art Works, Inc. All rights
reserved, unless otherwise credited. No part of this book may be reproduced or
fransmitted in any manner whatsoever without written permission from the publisher.

AsianArtWorks Beijing

100015 Fh[E Jtm #APAX ELFE4S 798ZARX D-09-2
D-09-2, 798 Art District, No.4 Jiuxiangiao Rd., Beijing, China, 100015 T +86 10 5762 6338

E info@asianartworks.net

W www.asianartworks.net

NEW YORK | BEUING | SEOUL

AsianArtWorks



NN

AsianArtWorks
www.asianartworks.net



