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Arario Gallery opens Tears of a Shadow, a solo exhibition by Park Youngsook. Park has played a major role in the
history of Korean photography and the feminist movement. The artist has been working with portrait
photography, highlighting the sexuality of women which was considered incomplete and a target of subversive
exclusion in society. Positioning women’s body in a provocative way, Park raised questions about the inequality of
gender dynamics and the women'’s history of oppression. Comprised of eighteen works, Tears of a Shadow will
showcase Park’s first landscape photography series which followed her persistent attempt, curiosity and
investigation of women'’s life and the foundation of the female spirit.

Park’s Tears of a Shadow revolves around two aspects. The first is the absence of people. In her past projects,
women’s bodies are boldly positioned at the foreground of the photography as a result of her attempt to strongly
imprint the existence of a female figure. On the other hand, Tears of a Shadow focuses on Jeju Island’s Gotjawal,
‘a thorn bush forest’ in Jeju Island dialect. It also means no man’s land because this abandoned land cannot be
used for any human use. The uncontrolled landscape, in which the depth is unfathomable, oscillates with
unknown anxiety and fear. Park’s relentless and daring perspective in capturing prohibited land heavily alludes to
the fact that there has been someone here, the prohibited place where touched by no one. It further translates
women'’s powerful desire to life, nature and the echo of the soul within, which cannot be interrupted by anyone.

Another aspect of this series is the objects replacing the absence of people. Park placed objects she collected
throughout her life such as antique photography, cosmetic powder case and old wedding dress in Gotjawal. The
objects that looks carelessly arranged in the densely grown woods, looking like to soon engulf the person who
enters, is a tool enabling one to recognize Park’s trace in the desolate place. This scene—where the artist’s trace
inharmoniously trembling with the abandoned land—leads the viewers to the crossroad of the prohibited and the
permitted, the everyday and the mystical, and the unconscious and the conscious. The road to Gotjawal, that
starts where it has been forbidden to take on, is the road Park tenaciously had journeyed through, in the artist’s
word, a road that “has been truly, enduringly and silently lived (by women).” This road is Park’s contemplation in
the life of women and her own soul and is a way of opening to her art where mind freely expands to the infinite.
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Tears of a Shadow

Although I've been to Jeju Island many times, this was the first time I'd been to Gotjawal, a unique area where
my entire body had a visceral reaction. There was an order to the inconsistency, and there were old trees and
strangely shaped rocks that made me feel a sense of infinite time and the distortion of a certain rhythm. In short,
this area drew me in. Brackens (large ferns), which were too tall to be considered ordinary brackens, welcomed
me. There were also bizarre-looking trees everywhere you looked, fallen trees, and rocks draped in green moss
covering the area. Yet, they were all silent. The Arisaema amurense (small cobra lily) flower that was used to
poison Royal Noble Consort Hui of the Indong Jang clan for the death penalty during the Joseon Dynasty was a
little scary to stumble upon, despite its brilliant color.

In April, the original greenery of plants particularly enjoys receiving sunlight. Each branch is entangled in different
directions and radiates a certain ancient mystique. The energy of that shaded land under the greenery was cold,
damp, and slippery. All my senses told me this was the right place to photograph. | thought this was somewhere
only for women—a female ground—but a place just for me at the same time. The truth is that | was already
immersed in this atmosphere and was facing a different reality—an unknown state of unconsciousness.

“Gotjawal” is a term derived as a result of a local dialect from residents of Jeju Island that consists of two parts.
The word got means “forest,” and jawal means “a place with a great deal of gravel and stones.” In essence,
Gotjawal feels like "a useless land.” | felt that Jeju residents expressed what they firmly believe by naming this
place in such a way. As inferred by its name, people on Jeju Island came to firmly believe that Gotjawal was “a
land that can be discarded.” For me, someone who approaches the forest through thorny vines, it was clear that
Gotjawal had already been abandoned. Fewer people had probably visited this forest over the years, and now
there is almost no trace of any visitors. This is why we can say the forest has been “deserted.”

When | visited Gotjawal, it was already a “useless land,” a “deserted land.” With no human beings present, it was
empty and, therefore, a somewhat bizarre spectacle. It was creepy enough to give me goose bumps. I've heard
that people do not want to go to Gotjawal. I've also heard that adults tell children not to go there because it is
dangerous.

For me, the place had already become a spiritual place. It was filled with spiritual energy. Actually, it converted
itself into spiritual energy in one single moment for me. The "witches” had already moved here and were
emitting a new spirit, while guarding the area in good harmony with nature.

Those witches that had not been sacrificed through witch hunts throughout the centuries in Gotjawal were living
a very nature-centered, peaceful, and self-reflective life. The witches whose spirits | invoked seem to have
responded to my invocation. The witches that represent wise and sensible women seem to have already
emigrated by ship here to Jeju and defended this forest as the true owners of a “deserted land.”

Here, in this forest, those wise and sensible women were being shed as tears of a shadow and tears of thoughtful
consideration; they were transforming the forest into a peaceful and serene place.

Did the witches, the “deserted beings”, come to the “deserted land” to meet with the Eastern way of thinking
and be comforted?

The sudden rise of the emotions, the stories of unconscious stories have transformed into unconscious feelings.

And, the whispers from the mind have now been revealed through visual languages.

Park Youngsook
March 6, 2020
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