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For the past couple of years, Jeehee Park has been investigating a rather unusual
interface. If architecture, one constant component of Park’s projects, is a common
site of investigation for contemporary artists, it is the encounters she stages
between the built environment and an unfamiliar other that make her work defy
categories. Be it the connections between a council estate in London and rotting
fruits (Aylesbury Estate, 2014), residues of fat around Burger King and Chinese
restaurants in the Sannam-dong area of Cheongju (Imagine a Scientific Scene, 2016),
or alcoholic drinks and food remains from a whisky factory (1:1 x 1:99.476/5’, 2017),
Park’s sculptures and installations almost always confront architecture’s seemingly
static character to non-human organisms that inhabit it. As a result, the latter, being
in a state of transformation, come to affect our understanding of buildings and

urban space.

Park’s Drawing Elliptical Orbit (2021-ongoing), her most recent series, furthers her
interest by working with yet another type of mutating matter. For her eponymous
exhibition at The Reference in Seoul, the artist produced new works based on her
investigation of the former office building of Gyeongseong Textile Company Seoul’s
Yeongdeungpo district, a landmark of Seoul’s modern industrial architecture, built in
1936 during the Japanese occupation. The Gyeongseong building thus already lies at
a complex and multi-layered junction where architecture interweaves with history,
colonialism, modernisation, but also recent trans-regional neo-liberal dynamics of
delocalisation, textile facilities having been moved to Vietnam. While acknowledging
their complexity, these intersections remain utterly anthropocentric, and with
Drawing Elliptical Orbit, Park uncovers yet another plane which complicates our
relationship to the built environment. Indeed, as part of a project at MILL6 CHAT
(Centre for Heritage, Arts and Textile) in Hong Kong - which shares a similar
industrial part as Gyeongseong - Park recently inaugurated a new strand of research
which starts with her collecting of bio-samples, molds especially, bringing into the
picture a non-human perspective on the life of buildings, that of micro-organisms.
Also, in addition to this non-anthropocentric position, it is the very process of
artmaking which expands, Park seeing her work as resulting from her collaboration
with the agency of these non-human organisms. In her own words, the latter are ‘not
only the object of [her] work, but also company’, or ‘partners’, her sculptures being
the product of a ‘collaboration between other species and [herself]. With Drawing
Elliptical Orbit, the direct contact with the architecture is done to collect samples

of molds which the artist turns into colour pigment. Emerging from the interaction
of architecture and its changing environmental conditions - especially moisture,
temperature, type of substrate and exposure time - the presence of molds therefore
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becomes a testimony of a building’s changes through time, and of the temporal
experience of the molds themselves. As microbiologist Jeong Da-Un writes in
‘Mold, Cohabitants of Space and Time’, ‘[bly decomposing substances present in
the new environment, molds can change their appearance and produce different
substances, scents, and colors than before. In other words, molds are highly viable
organisms that react sensitively to and adapt to their exposed environment.” The
author writes further that ‘mold in space is affected not only by the macroscopic
external environment outside the space, but also by factors related to the building
that distinguishes the space.’ Mostly invisible to human perception unless gathered
into clusters, through sculptural interventions that render visible to the human eye
the colour mutation of molds, Park show how the presence of molds, despite our
unawareness, exists in parallel to what we think we know and experience. Park’s
sculptures and drawings thus stage an encounter between micro-organic and
human scales and times. In this regard, it is not only the mold that adapts to their
environment. The exhibition itself becomes an environment to which one re-adjusts

in regard to one’s awareness of the molds.

Through her experiments with molds, Park explores an alternative notion of

the artistic medium, a different understanding of the term that opens to its
reconceptualization as a milieu. The etymology of both terms is shared, referring to
what is in the middle, or what is between two things, that opens the way to another
kind of enquiry into the relations between all beings, human and non-humans. In
his essay ‘The Living and its Milieu’ (1952), French philosopher of science Georges
Canguilhem retraces the genealogy of the term milieu and the various nuances its
uses have taken since the eighteenth century. From the outset, he notes that the
milieu ‘is in the process of becoming a universal and obligatory means of registering
the experience and existence of living things’. His investigation reveals the profoundly
dialectical dimension that opens between the milieu and the living (in Park’s work
molds and humans) that inhabits it. If a first conception insists on the adaptation of
the living to its milieu, Canguilhem also demonstrates how the milieu is, in return,
shaped by the living. Therefore, with Drawing Elliptical Orbit and the interface it
generates between molds, humans and architecture, Park shows how a milieu is no
longer to be only understood as a given and raw environment, but as the result of
an elaboration by the living and its habitat. Finally, by so doing, Drawing Elliptical
Orbit positions art practice as the sphere where entanglements between species are
revealed, and offers a model to rethink co-habitation between humans and non-
humans.
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