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Sook Jin Jo is a Korean-born, New York based artist whose primary interest in sculpture,
although in the case of this particular show she has included an exquisite series of eight
dark paintings, whose depth and rigor must be admired. In her studio in Chelsea, we find
she has built marvelous sculptures, mostly made of wood she has found in the streets of
New York. There is a dark, brooding quality to her work, which borders on melancholy
but also speaks to a spiritual life that entails more than grief. The overall effect of these
tarnished, often damaged wooden pieces is somehow positive, being oriented toward
survival. In many ways, the work serves more than as a contrast to the superficial high-
tech art being made today; it exists in strong contradistinction to art existing on the
surface, posing a melancholic, yet persistent interest in matters of the spirit. Death is a
theme, but is seen as part of the cycle of life, as part of a religious insight. We are meant
to contemplate on our mortality—as we did in the oil barrels stacked up at Socrates Park
a number of years ago in a performance/installation there organized and built by the
artist. It is clear from this description that Jo is an artist of substance and quiet yearning—
being a religious sensibility in a secular age.

The question remains, How can we make sense of a visionary artist whose content is in
some ways traditional? I don’t mean by this that Jo is a deliberately conservative artist;
instead, I feel that she looks to the past, and more specifically to the history of collage
and modernism, for her inspiration. Interestingly, despite the fact that she is bi-cultural,
none of her work can be seen as highly influenced by Korean style; she belongs squarely
to the tradition of Western modernism, which would make sense since she has been part
of the New York City art world for three decades now. Still, the major part of her work
that makes her stand out as an artist has to do with the spirituality that forms so deep a
part of her esthetic. It is genuinely felt and close to religious feeling without being
doctrinal or rigid. There is a sadness pouring out of these sculptures that have a lot to do
with the awareness of suffering in life, likely the ultimate of themes for the sincere artist.
Jo’s seriousness does not evaporate into thin air; rather it offers something valuable: a
spiritual presence that can console and give solace if seen in the proper light.

The three pieces in the exhibition at Stony Brook University’s Charles B. Wang Center
for Asian culture consist of a wall installation of old drawers, a group of eight paintings,
and another installation of some two hundred small wooden sculptures. Together, they
allow a view of a very gifted artist whose maturity has enabled her to make work that is
serious and original. The shelf work, called Resurrection II (originally created in 1996-
97) is particularly moving, suggesting loss and the ethereal presence of the spiritual. It
consists of horizontal rows of shelves, most of them found in the street but some
constructed by Jo herself. They are in various states of disrepair, and conjure up a space



and atmosphere of melancholy, being a kind of altar to the past and the forgotten. As a
result, the work echoes imaginatively in our thoughts, for it depends upon atmosphere
and unspoken beauty to reach us. Who knew that such a ghostly presence could be so
beautiful! The drawers clearly are containers, but here they contain nothing but air. They
are marked by emptiness, and remind us of the swift passage of time. The installation is
not without a certain grimness, for the inevitability of death echoes in the atmosphere of
dark wooden drawers. At the same time, the title gives hope of another life beyond this
one.

As for the paintings, as a group, called “Black Sky” (2015), they demonstrate Jo’s
unusual emotional depth. Colored deep, dark browns and blacks, they provide Jo’s
audience with an atmosphere that is emotionally brooding but actually speaks to a
specific condition: the pollution in the cities throughout the world the artist has visited,
especially in China. So a sad sense of ecological damage is behind these works of art.
(The dark palette also refers to Jo’s training as an Asian artist in the ink tradition, as well
as her reading of the Tao Te Ching, with phrases such as “Colors blind the eye” in the
text.) However, the aura of negation is saved by Jo’s willingness to communicate deep
feeling as opposed to an abstract idea. Jo spiritualizes what otherwise might be taken in
specifically religious terms. Depth is really the subject matter here, for the paintings feel
like they are indicating a gravitas that reaches back beyond the painting to a visionary life
of the spirit. This is done despite the problems of pollution she is referring to. The muted
emotion of the work shows us how abstraction can be used to describe personal,
worldless states of being, powerful enough to be deeply moving as art. As a group, the
paintings form an essay on sadness, but the melancholy is large rather than small. It is no
small achievement to find beauty in the atmospheric imagery of polluted cities.

The installation Below (2012-15), made up of two hundred small cedar totems, is a
sculptural tour de force. They are based on a trip Jo made to India in 2005, where she
visited Delhi, the modern city of Chandigarth, and the astrological buildings of Jaipur.
Consisting of bits and pieces and random thoughts, the group of works was finished ten
years later, after Jo’s six-month residency in Shanghai. The installation is meant to be
placed on the floor or below ground level. When approached from above, the
environment seems like a small city or a group of fossils waiting to be excavated.
According to Jo, the piece is meant to be seen from a bird’s eye perspective. People will
see it from a distance, as if they belonged to a world outside the sculptures. The materials
themselves were gathered from cedar wood used to make a traditional Asian temple in
Queens, New York, seven or eight years ago. Jo cut, stained, and combined them to
create the installation at the Wang Center of Stony Brook University.

The geometric forms abound, giving the audience the sense that these variations in
abstraction are at the same time disciplined within their field on the floor. Together, as a
group installed on the floor, they look both casual and well placed, as if they were meant
to present a broad point of view—the coexistence of the old and the new in places like
India and China. Jo’s work shows that three-dimensional art is at the cutting edge of
contemporary culture. The cumulative effect of this work, installed in a small,
constrained space, is larger than the sum of its individual parts. Spirituality imbues these



works with a quiet intensity, just as happens with the paintings and the installation of
drawers. As always with Jo, spiritual life and the awareness of human problems loom
large in her art work, giving her—and her audience—an awareness of themes of the
infinite and intangible.

To sum up: Jo has produced a remarkable show of three equally accomplished
installations and bodies of work. Her art looks to the Buddhist recognition of suffering,
but never succumbs to a merely passive or utterly pessimistic way of seeing. Her work
looks for the depths of emotion; feeling is central to her esthetic. At the same time, there
is great craft to what she does. Although Jo is first and foremost a sculptor, for me the
group of paintings stood out—they posit a mysterious world that takes in the negative
aspects of society and ecological change but which at the same time holds out for a vision
of remarkable beauty. This beauty may not solve the world’s problems, but it offers a
respite from the difficulties we face in the world. It seems that Jo is saying that we are
fated to have both: the persistence of hardship and the tradition of art that transcends such
difficulties.


