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Reevions and Above
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Acrylic on linen
250 = 135 cm
Photo by Jong Hyun Seo
Courtesy Gallery Vacancy
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Acrylic on linen
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Sun Woo’s artistic journey often centers around this captivating
internal struggle. In Fountain of Secrets (2022), three small

water fountains seem to spring from invisible faucets into the air.

In the background, a bathroom sink is fixed to the wall, while the
water cascades into another circular sink below, superimposed

on the canvas, disrupting the painting’s perspective. Despite the
visual tension resulting from incomputable perspectives, Sun Woo
maintains the composition by snaking a dark strand of hair from one
sink to the other. Elements of the work echo the Surrealist tradition,
where the intimate sanctuary of the bathroom—that sacred space
where we are most naked, most vulnerable, and most authentically
ourselves—is chosen as the consecrated stage upon which the
artist’s internal struggle unfolds. In this domestic and private setting,
where one often encounters a reflection of one’s body, the various
sinks, the clashing perspectives, the solitary strand of dark hair, and
the ghostly fountains together create a haunting and disorienting
scene, evoking a personal quest for belonging.

Studies 65 (2006): 81.

Asian Folklore

Asin Fountain of Secrets, hair has become a powerful recurring
motif in Sun Woo’s work, symbolizing the body, cultural memory,
and technology. Across diverse traditions, hair represents strength
and connection—from the biblical Samson to the Korean “Virgin
Ghost” (Cheonyeo Gwisin), with her characteristic black hair
covering her face. These female specters embody unresolved
grief and liminality, serving as cultural signifiers of suffering and
contested gender roles. They appear in the iconic Korean horror
anthology series Zometown Legends (12| g, 1977-2009) and
Kim Jee-woon’s film 4 7ule of Two Sisters (B3, &2, 2003), both
of which the artist used to watch as a child with her parents. The
hair of these characters symbolizes lost identity and the blurred
boundary between living and dead, reflecting collective anxieties
about social expectations within Korean society.

g Choi, “Symbolism of Hairstyles in Korea and Japan,”

7 Na-Youn

In pre-modern Korea, hairstyles reflected social status and life
transitions, with the cutting of one’s hair strictly forbidden under
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Confucian principles, which viewed the body as a sacred gift 2024
from one’s ancestors.” However, in contemporary South Korean Acrylic Ogg%ihg(;%oglnon linen

society, feminist activists have transformed haircutting into public Courtesy the artist
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demonstrations against patriarchal expectations, reclaiming
personal autonomy through this symbolic act.® Sun Woo’s
exploration of hairimagery engages with these rich historical
contexts, positioning hair as a site of imposed constraint and a
powerful instrument of resistance and transformation. Through
this motif, the artist connects ancestral memory and contemporary
identity politics, revealing how personal expressions intertwine with
broader cultural narratives of oppression and liberation.

Her sculpture installation Portal (2024) revisits the iconography of
water and hair while exploring wells as sites of historically gendered
labor. Across both Eastern and Western cultures, the responsibility
for collecting water traditionally fell to women,® generating
numerous folk narratives that often portrayed female bodies in
mysterious and frequently threatening contexts. Sun Woo subverts
this legacy by reimagining wells as boundaries that invite physical,
cultural, or metaphorical transgression. The work’s title references
the Korean “& £” (tong-r0) and the English “portal,” both of
which conjure images of passageways connecting separate realms,
highlighting how this work mediates between the viewer’s physical
environment and subterranean depths. In both languages, the term
also deliberately evokes internet entry points, reflecting the artist’s
broader interest in the transformative potential of technology.

In the installation, fragmented representations of Sun Woo’s body
appear throughout: her elongated hair is suspended like a rope
drawing water from a well. At the same time, her half-submerged
face emerges faintly beneath the water’s surface. This imagery
presents the artist as simultaneously subject and object, both
submerged and emerging, existing precisely at the boundary of the
water’s surface—a liminal state echoing the transformative nature
of portals. Through this multifaceted work, Sun Woo challenges
traditional narratives surrounding female labor and bodies

while creating new paths of understanding across physical and
metaphorical divides.

gela Caretta, “Examining Water and

y Hair Cut Today to Share #Women_Short Cut_Campaign:
Gender Narratives and Realities.” WIREs Water 9, no. 5 (2022): 3.

Feminist Selfies Protesting Misogyny,” Social Media + Society (2024): 2-4.
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Sun Woo’s work exemplifies a distinct sensibility through its
nuanced navigation of fragmented cultural identities, digital-
physical hybridity, and diasporic experiences. Her practice weaves
together disparate elements—Western landscapes of her childhood
appear alongside Korean myths that maintain cultural connections—
illustrating how her identity is suspended among multiple, often
competing, frameworks and contexts. This can be seen in her recent
painting Shivers (2024), which depicts a dramatic winter scene
where mounds of hay brush against an autonomous snowblower
and sprinklers violently spout up snow. The ambivalent landscape
evokes a sense of liminality, mirroring that of a generation

that came of age during rapid technological transformation.

Sun Woo’s art emerges from this precarious position between
tradition and innovation.

As she engages with present concerns about inherited systems
and social constraints, Sun Woo weaves together diverse cultural
narratives. Her exploration of technologies, popular culture, and the
experiences of Korean women resonates with millennial anxieties
amid changing social expectations and economic precarity. The
female body in the artist’s work—a site of patriarchal inscription
and transformative potential—becomes a metaphor for resistance
to prescribed roles and the desire for authentic self-determination.
Through this multifaceted approach, Sun Woo actively participates
in the contemporary project of reimagining social structures,
creating more inclusive possibilities for identity formation in our
increasingly interconnected, digitally mediated world.

Shivers
2024
Acrylic on linen
200 x 340 cm
Photography by Jong Hyun Seo
Courtesy Gallery Vacancy
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