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Worn Away Scenery

Assemblage Scenery

Jung Hyun

“I arrived in Jakarta late in December 1961 and stayed till April 1964. When my plane landed, in the dark,
the rainy season had begun, and I remember vividly the ride in town with all the taxi’s windows open. The
first thing that hit me was the smell - of fresh trees and bushes, urine, incense, smoky oil lamps, garbage

and, above all, food in the little stalls that lined most of the main streets. - Benedict Anderson

“Worn Away Scenery” Series (2019~2020) by Chanhoon Kim is a result of his
examining at every inch of the place, Gyeongsan as if a painter sketching from
nature. The exploration began as the photographer, a Seoul native, entered a
university located in Gyeongsan. Following the development of Gyeongsan in the
name of the satellite city of Daegu Metropolitan in the 80s, campuses in Daegu were
successively relocated to here; the city constructed the identity of education city
officially since the ‘90s. Considering there are currently thirteen universities, it is not
wrong for it to be referred to as an education city. On top of that—in that there are
three general industrial complexes which produce textiles, machinery metals,
automobile components, etc—it seems, in fact, rather closer to a diverse
industrial-based city, only judging by this exterior profile enough to be part of Daegu.
However, Chanhoon Kim, a young man from the city, upon entering his school,
suddenly arrives in Gyeongsan of ‘Non-Place’, which is located somewhere between
city and countryside. What he witnessed there was a disordered array of ready-made
goods designed for a standardized city. In the scene of the city looking familiar but
also not, this young man discovers unidentified architecture. These unknown

sceneries—which were placed out of context or patched over as a makeshift, thereby
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“Worn Away Scenery” is the title to a series of photographs by a Millennial
photographer Chanhoon Kim—which captured anachronic existence that he
found in a university town Gyeongsan. Quoting from the photographer, it
started off with the actual appearance of Gyeongsan—that he found in its
unsettled state due to indiscriminately development—which was far from the
country life he had vaguely imagined. Lots of university students—who
immigrated from all around the country—witness a separated reality like a
parallel world, irrelevant to the geographical place. It could be said that the
photographer has found objects that evoke ‘affects’ in Gyeongsan—where it is
occupied with soulless buildings under a mask made for functional purposes,
just like other loads of peripheries in South Korea. At least to me, “Worn Away
Scenery” advanced towards me as an undisclosed facial expression of
Gyeongsan—unrelated to its byname satellite city or education city. Those
objects—which became subjects of the photographs—are nameless things
located outside the axis of historical time. These buildings—despite the
unknowns to when, how, or by whom they were built—at least in Chanhoon
Kim’s photographs—emerge like an anti-monument that resists historical
narratives. That is to say, what the photographer grasped is not a merely weird
and unfamiliar appearance of the building. Rather, that is fragments of
unwritten history that were excavated by his gaze during his exploration of the
area. Therefore, “Worn Away Scenery” could be seen as an attempt for
measuring the possibility of going back in time through photographs. Of
course, I cannot say it does not align with the Newtro trend that Millennials
consume remaining traces of the past. Nevertheless, Chanhoon Kim stays
clearly distinct because he is not up to consuming nostalgia from the past, but
up to chasing down the track of the past—through the appearances of the town
that were sculpted by the process of Gyeongsan’s endemic urbanization, the

typology of architecture in particular.

In fact, the structure captured by ChanHoon Kim basically belongs to a type of
vernacular architecture. Vernacular means an architectural style that
embodies local color like a sort of dialect which is the antithesis of the
standard of modernism. In addition, it refers to building done by craftsmen or
amateurs for their own convenience, not by professionals. Therefore, it could

be interpreted that the photographer has drawn a cultural anthropological

topographical map mainly around the vernacular building. However, this is not
implying that his photographs are findings of anthropological research. Despite
containing certain anthropological elements, what he discovered during the
process is not simply an architectural style that reflects local color, but is
rather—via 'trace of survival' that still remains up to the present when the
radical urbanization has become mature—the invisible boundary inscribed
between natives and migrants by the neoliberal society. (Worn Away Scenery,
Yongseong-eup, Dangni-ri, 2020). Urbanization in South Korea progressed
radically. It was not until recently that urban development with earthworks and
a system became possible. The process of modernization, which dates back to
the Japanese colonial period, was carried out with the axis of time dislocated,
due to frequent fortunes; vernacular architecture is also a notable signifier that
represents the modernization process in Korea as it is. “Worn Away
Scenery”—in accordance with the genealogy of typological photography—is
capturing the periphery of the subject together, thus illuminating the
decontextualized situation, surrealistic reality in other words. A black curtain is
draping over a structure that looks like a motel parking lot or an entrance to a
cinema. Dainty jars are lying right aside to the building, leaving us an
unanswerable question if this is a courtyard of a house or common land.
Presumably taken as a parking lot, it has an impressive black shadow, having
unknown depth as if hiding an entrance that leads to another dimension. (Worn
Away Scenery, Jinnyang-eup, Sinsang-ri, 2019). This cryptic
situation—unidentifiable one way or another—reminds us of a chaotic life in
the absence of logic. Now that I think of it, the absence of logic always derives
from outside intervention, not from problems within. The contrast—between
the red brick building like a European castle and a structure behind like a barn
with a slate roof upon it—leads us to imagine how rapidly the urbanization was
carried out (Worn Away Scenery, Jinnyang-eup, Bugi-ri, 2019). What did happen
indeed? Was the purpose of this radical urbanization just a superficial facade of
a better life? As a matter of fact, the red brick building looks more like a blind
for covering up the reality. What if we regard the scenery in the photograph as
a socio-cultural symptom? It is also possible to interpret the red brick building
being as a backdrop of an incident with some truth concealed behind, not as a
comfortable living space. By tapping into the vernacular architecture,

ChanHoon Kim is capturing some sort of site of an error created by the time
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difference between pre-and post-urbanization, subsequently rendering the
present-tense time at which the city has come to face. The modern city is
wandering about between the memories of the past represented for history and
the future planned out in pursuit of development. The present-tense
time—extracted in the hands of the photographer—shall be a way of

perceiving 'Here and now' addressed by Walter Benjamin.

From here, “Worn Away Scenery” faces an inflection point. Supposing that he
discovered Dada Assemblage that goes against logic in the crack of the woven
city, it is now sure to look into the aesthetic aspect of Assemblage. By the alley
lined with cement-painted walls, we see a makeshift structure that stands tall.
Based on the roof onto which the makeshift structure was added, above is a
faded jade container of a lightweight structure, and below is a blue tin
structure, and down there is accompanied with another structure of aluminum
sash windows. This is a scenery where vertical and horizontal lines are
creating an irregular rhyme (Worn Away Scenery, Hayang-eup, Daehak-ro,
2019). In another photograph (Worn Away Scenery, Jinnyang-eup, Sangnim-ri,
2019), there is a black-painted wooden gate below a layer of plastic film onto
the arch structure; its combination with the side view of the stairs on the right
building is presenting a climax to the art of Assemblage composed with
vernacular architecture. Therefore, Worn Away Scenery series can be
appreciated as an attempt, whilst mining up the process of city formation, to
turn deviated objects—from the standard time zone set by history and
policies—into the aesthetic dimension. Above all things, the very undertone of
Worn Away Scenery series is—without settling for documenting place as a
subject—an aesthetic venture of converting place to the scenery that speaks up

on its own, more than a record of a place.

Jung Hyun
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