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Worn Away Scenery : Improvised Transform

Jiyeon Ryu

Chanhoon Kim’s photographic project began with his move from Seoul to
Gyeongsan in South Korea. As the setting for his everyday life changed to that of a
small regional city he started taking note of local characteristics that he had not
experienced before. His photographs portray a series of architectural spaces that are

filled with peculiar regional elements.

In his eyes, the small city of Gyeongsan presents itself as a multilayered place,
mixing characteristics of both city and countryside. As a person who was born and
grew up in a big city, the photographer finds the place unfamiliar and strange.
Having taken shape during various generations, present-day Gyeongsan is, according
to him, influenced by the accumulation of past experiences that directly affect the
architectural design and facilities in the city. The photographer’s impression of
Gyeongsan is that of a junction where city, country, and nature meet. Rather than
assimilating to his new environment, he finds himself feeling estranged. In his work,
this feeling becomes that of a stranger’s perspective. For this reason, his photography
does not portray the unique architectural characteristic found in the region but
instead raises the question of how much of the space is taken up by human activity.
To capture the varying narratives of human adaptation to their environment,
Chanhoon Kim divides his photographic works into six categories: defense
mechanisms, terrain adaptation, border dispute, personal preferences, materials, and
the act of jumping on the bandwagon. While the categorisation draws upon different

topics such as psychology, legal regulation, personal taste, and architectural
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materials, these topics can be compiled back into a single figure, then
schematized and processed into a set of marks on a map. Even though his
project might have started from mere curiosity and simple observation, it has

certainly been developed into a systematical structure.

Although his project started as an inquest into the life of the unknown
inhabitants of a certain place, there are no traces of individual people in
Chanhoon Kim'’s photographs. Moreover, most of the locations documented in
the photographs are outdoor, and one might judge these outdoor scenes as
mere superficial images, showing only the surface of a place, captured from a
foreigner’s perspective. However, the photographer maintains that the
locations he chooses to document are characterized by, and have already been
impregnated by human activity and that therefore there is no need to insert
human figures into the scene. His photographic approach reinforces the
position of the photographer as an outsider, unassimilated to the environment.
Distancing himself from the immediate space or landscape, however, enables

Chanhoon Kim to maintain an objective understanding of his subject.

Since he moved back from Gyeongsan, he began observing different places
in and around Seoul. The same urge that he developed in Gyeongsan he
deployed to other areas such as Haebangcheon in Itaewon, Yonghyundong in
Incheon, or Hongjedong where the old neighborhood is disappearing due to
rapid redevelopment. Whereas the photographs that were taken in Gyeongsan
can be understood as a landscape of unfamiliarity and curiosity,
photographing in other regions began to hold archival characteristics of

documenting areas that are disappearing.

Now the photographer faces another challenge. As there have been far too
many subjects in his found landscapes, he has to figure out a consistent way of
connecting these varied subjects. There is also a concern in terms of
continuing his artistic method of discovering unfamiliarity, as he will grow and
mature his visual knowledge over the coming years. Additionally, the way he
uses directional signs in the landscape might become pointless if it fails to
show its purpose. While developing the artist’s unique language, the method of

collecting and accumulating data of architectural space, style, and materials by

types of regions or period is already a very well-known practice, because of the
many works and practices that deal with archives in the field of architecture
and art. His artistic direction, which aims to discover and capture multilayered
contexts in different forms of life in a given space, should be followed by
academic research in the field of humanistic studies and history. In this way,
the photographer will be able to understand the regional context, as well as the
similarity and differences between regions. For this reason, I am looking

forward to seeing Chanhoon Kim’s work evolving into the next stage.

Jiyeon Ryu, Curator at the Museum of Modern and Contemporary Art, South Korea
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