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Embracing and Floating Skin / Jee Hui Chang
Yeon Shim Chung, Associate Prof., Hongik Univ., Seoul, Korea

Jee Hui Chang (b. 1981, Korea) is a Seoul-based artist, who
studied at the School of Visual Arts in New York and Hongik
University in Seoul; she was recently awarded a residency at
the Cité Internationale des Arts, Paris (2015), sponsored by
the Gana Art Foundation, Korea. The artist employs multi-
media, ranging from painting and three-dimensional installa-
tions to performance, utilizing many different artistic media
and forms. Chang has depended on the visual idioms of “the
intersections of the physical body with human desire” and the
very “relationship” between two different opposing elements.
This has been apparent from her early works through her recent
exhibition in Paris.

Jee Hui Chang’s early solo exhibitions in 2008 were entitled “28
Sweet Struggle” and “Sparking Twinkling,” held respectively at
Gallery Soop and Art Café Sam, both in Seoul. The theme of her
early works corresponds to the “Ock-Chun” series created in
New York City. “Ock-Chun” refers to traditional Korean sweets
or candies (ock, beads in Chinese characters; chun, Spring, or
getting energy). The title “Candy and Sweets” represents fluc-
tuating human desire and the natural effects bringing about
bodily decay. The title of another exhibition, “Tongue,” was also
employed to represent the reality of ordinary life.

In New York, Chang also used her own body as a site of perfor-
mative effects to evoke her own existence in a foreign land. This
also initiated her own inquiry on the interrelationship between
her identity as a woman artist and a foreign visual artist. While
Chang’s quest for her own identity in relation to “femininity” is
easily recognizable in her performance pieces and in the “Sweet”

series, after her return to Seoul she began with a “Nature” series.

During this period, Jee Hui Chang’s paintings expressed
observation and meditation reflecting peace and the “sublime”
more directly. Although these paintings are more traditionally
two-dimensional, Chang displayed the works with a screen
effect. In this way, her works are more abstract, but the effects
visually change every moment, depending on the viewer’s
location in the gallery in relation to the work. Although moving
to New York was a choice she made to continue to nourish her
life as an artist, returning home to Korea required adjustment.
Throughout her period of adjustment, I think the artist encoun-
tered “Nature” as a “black hole” absorbing her soul; in this black
hole she learned to face objects and people in a calmer, more
comfortable way.

* (Mikhail Bakhtin, Rabelais and His World (Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 1984

“Embracing and Floating Skin,” Jee Hui Chang’s current exhibi-
tion of works at the Rehovot Municipal Art Gallery, Rehovot,
Israel, combines her artistic interests in the female body and
the relation of the self to society. The exhibition evokes an
entire environment of the female body or the surface of the
skin. At the same time, the body itself is seen in the gestures of
embracing, hugging, and cuddling while floating in the world.

The sculptural installations are composed in three spaces; in

the second space of the gallery, Chang has installed textile
pieces in the form of shelters, caves, or human wombs. The
intangible and “formless” skin encircles the entire room, while
the surface of the textile is pinned and fixed to the wall of the
gallery. The surface resembles the artist’s own peach-colored
skin, so vulnerable and pervasive with natural light and shadow.
In the form of wombs, or the interior female body, this gallery
gives rise to a new engendering site, where a number of differ-
ent audiences can meet in the closed tent-like space. This is
somewhat similar to the way Mikhail Bakhtin described the
operation of a new body in his book, Rabelais and His World*
By explaining the bodily changes in the grotesque body, more
specifically in the female body, a new body can be generated in
the cave-like human body. The grotesque in the form of defor-
mations carries historical, theoretical, and critical meaning. The
discovery in Rome of Nero’s Domus Aurea (Golden House) in the
fifteenth century gave rise to the term “grotesque” (literally “of a
cave”) from a new critical perspective, as documented by Nicole
Dacos?. Chang’s womb-like fluid space reminds us of the opera-
tion of the “grotesque” female body in which a new type of body
is formed and experienced.

Although Chang’s work varies in each exhibition, the artist has
attempted to embody her own body politics and identities by
using sweets and vulnerable materials such as textiles and the
like. In other words, the grotesque, as interpreted by Bakhtin
and Dacos, bears the characteristic which informs of a birth of
anew body, an interpretative aspect that embraces all a female
body, the warmth of the womb and even the architectural and
protective nature of “home” in Jee Hui Chang’s works.

The interior space evokes both intimacy and fear of claustropho-
bia. But by opening up the space like a tent, viewers can move
freely within the installation, as a mediating space. At the same
time, the tactile, physical, or sexual experiences seen in the idea
of skin/surface of Jee Hui Chang’s work produce obsessive tex-
tural results, as was found with Yayoi Kusama and artists who

work with optical visual illusion in contemporary art in all media.

This installation consists of the tension of elastic bands and
spandex fabric: individual coins are entangled by threads and

? Nicole Dacos, La Découverte de la Domus Aurea et la Formation des Grotesques a la Renaissance (London: Warburg Institute, 1969)

tied to nails on the wall by the elastic bands. A tent-like curtain
comes across the real and the ideal. The interior is warm and
cozy, holding everything as if it were in the womb or nestled

in a mother’s breast. Previously, the artist made similar instal-
lations which straddled “Real and the Ideal.” In this exhibition,
however, Jee Hui Chang brings such straddling into the human
body and tries to incorporate the contemplation of the East.
She thus displays the tent as embodying the attitude that life

is a journey, with the tent as the site of the commencement of
human relations and the point of departure from the beginning
of the world, which has spontaneously been self-generating
since its creation.

The “formless” and cave-like intimacy take place in Jee Hui
Chang’s installation works in the first space of this exhibi-

tion. The movement of the audience is almost the way a space
journey could be meticulously designed by the artist. This

space functions as the mediation room for the many different
opposing elements, creating the middle-ground of the world. It
is the “In-Between Space,” as the artist phrased it, generating
the interpenetrating coexistence of the Ideal with everyday life
(the Real) on one level and the instant encounter of all different
existences. The room reminds me of a meeting point where vari-
ous identities embody new forms of life. The space also acts as a
point where everything within this mediated gallery is “interde-
pendent” and “interrelational.”

The space evokes the operation of Buddhist “emptiness,” which
isnot meant to be “having nothing at all,” but instead suggests
“Sunyata” the original word for “emptiness,” but which denotes
“‘openness and understanding coexistence.” The metaphor for this
subject matter is represented in the hanging objects and instal-
lation pieces. The ambience is poetic, flickering, floating, and
intimate. The positive and negative forms represent two differ-
ent opposing elements, producing the hybrid engendering body.

A sperm departures from the first space and encounters an

egg during its journey. This meeting is a tranquil space of the
emergence of life and a new history. Although it seems to be
empty and peaceful, it is a place which establishes relations of
existence by intense conflicts. Each exhibition space is meant
to evoke the pattern and rhythm of our life explicitly. During
an interview, the artist said that she had studied material about
implantation and learned about the chakras, the flow of energy,
in India, in order to produce mysterious patterns and forms of
shadow for the story. The story of sperm and egg goes beyond
its literal implication; rather, it implies a nature of convergence
among conflicting and heteronomous elements.

In the third space, Jee Hui Chang has installed interactive
moving images. In this gallery, viewers can experience the
space itself as a site of the five senses in order to make a
space of “absorption” and “immersion.” It signifies a space of
“Pratityasamutpada,” which is the Sanskrit word for “dependent
arising”, or “dependent origination.” Although this esoteric
term sounds complicated, it is a crucial concept for the interre-
lationship between human and objects/ environments. Indeed,
the artist does not appropriate this idea directly, but the term
shows the “relationship” which continually appears in the
works of Jee Hui Chang. Objects and humans become a unity by
becoming each other. This becoming is emphasized by allowing
the viewer to directly experience interactive communication,
such as in the sound works.

The encounter between the viewers and the objects also can

be found in the works of Korean contemporary artists who
emphasized existentiality and relationality (such as Ufan Lee,
and Monochrome artists Park Seo-bo and Ha Chong-hyon),

the main concepts of the Korean avant garde of the 1960s. The
works of Jee Hee Chang conspicuously reflect this tendency. Of
course, her works are quite different from the painterly style

of the Korean Monochrome artists, but Jee Hee Chang’s works
do include current issues of interest to Korean artists, such

as objecthood and corporeality, a phenomenological meeting
between the spectator and objects, and feminism or femininity.
Along with these interests, all objects or existences are coexis-
tent and interrelated. By creating the site-specific installations,
the artist has attempted to focus on the space itself, the space in
which all living organisms meet, collide, and reconcile, produc-
ing a new body.

The interactive sound installation, based on the sounds of the
human body, was produced by the artist and the finger-style
guitarist Ziuk Hwang. The sounds resonating in the hall remind
us of a mother’s heartbeats, providing stable comfort as if the
room is a womb. To Jee Hui Chang, such exhibition space is
believed to be a moving space which directly allows the specta-
tor to experience the womb and implies a symbolic meaning of
the formation of life. The artist appears to take the concepts of
intervention, spirituality and revelation of oppressed sensa-
tional things as imperatives. These come into being in a cozy
house, the female body, and the womb embracing everything
within the mobile exhibition space. In this space, different ideas
about our life and others’ lives coexist.

Chang’s “embracing and floating skin” stems from her own per-
sonal experiences but expands to her own mirroring of sociopo-
litical collective experiences both in Seoul and in New York.






“[...] We were born open-mouthed shouting

matching the mother’s cry
pain with pain

a complete chord of
detachment and awe
separation and distinction
not two

and there, in blood and cries
first lesson:

a sack is breached

awomb is opening

a cord detached [...]

So I've heard, Yaakov Raz, p. 37

Embracing and Floating Skin

The womb is a woman’s creative space, in which cells conjoin
and produce the greatest creation of all — a human being. The
womb is the symbol of women'’s creative dreams, and therefore
it may be described as a secure space abounding in liveliness
and passion, a passion to create, express, and flourish. In life,
people drift between a longing for the past and dreams for the
future. Dreams for the future are rooted somewhere in our
past, and in similar manner, longing is rooted in some point in
the past, in history that begins from the moment the fetus is
created until birth. This moment is accompanied by cries and
by pain, when the umbilical cord is severed and the fetus glides
into the world. During birth the fetus experiences a turnabout
in its inner world which changes radically. From the moment it
glides into the world, it must develop strengths and skills that
will help it cope with a thoroughly uncertain environment later
on, an environment that is not always clear-cut and secure. We
may assume that a main force that drives the infant from the
moment of birth is a desire to return to the womb, or to begin
to create for itself conditions that are similar to those it had
experienced in the womb. The desire to return to that paradise
derives from a desire to experience the fantasy of living in the
warm and sheltering womb once again.

The uniqueness of artists lies in their ability to create a world,
a utopian world of their own, in which they sever themselves
from reality and begin creating a world of dreams and fantasy.
The completed work of art will be joined by anonymous specta-
tors who gaze at the creative work.

The Korean artist, Jee Hui Chang, has chosen fantasy. She took
upon herself all possible risks, and set out on the long journey
from Seoul to Rehovot, in order to realize that longed-for fancy.

Chang decided to build an installation that represents the inner
part of women’s bodies, the ‘womb, and some of its compo-
nents. The image produced is not reminiscent of the womb
which we know from realistic photographs or images. This
womb is a representation Chang’s enigmatic visual gaze.

The ‘womb’ floats and envelops. [t is made of a piece of light
pink transparent skin-colored soft and pleasant fabric. The fab-
ric was stretched over the length and width of the entire space,
with taut strings reaching in all directions, tied to nails driven
into the walls. The space becomes a kind of transparent cave,
partially lit up, that contains everyone who enters, and serves
as a place to nestle in. The main space acts as an agent between
two additional parts of the gallery. Upon leaving the opening of
the ‘womb’ we enter a space that contains an illuminating black
ball made of papercuts of images of sperm and ovum, attached
to one another. The silhouette of the black ball is reflected on
the walls and fills the space with shapes of sperm and ovum.

Upon leaving the second opening of the ‘womb’ we enter an
interactive sound installation in which we hear voices, heart
beats, and sounds, which Chang and Hwang, the guitarist, pro-
duced, echoing typical Asian tones. The images screened on the
wall are blood corpuscles that move frenetically in all directions
and give life to living creatures. The movement of the corpuscles
on screen, accompanied by sounds, complete the tight cyclic
system of Chang’s installation.

Ora Kraus
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