Michael Joo
Michael Joo (b. 1969, Ithaca, US) investigates the concepts of identity and knowledge in a hybrid
contemporary world. He creates narratives that explore places, people and objects through
reinterpreting perception: why do we perceive as we perceive? Joo’s non-linear, almost cyclical
approach to his practice together with his combination of scientific language and research, results in
work that is a documentation of process. Whether chemically treated, silver-coated or photo-based,
Joo’s artwork combines a range of techniques associated with sculpture, painting, photography and
print-making. He continues to blur the boundaries between art and science through his investigation
into ontology, epistemology and entropy; creating a cross-disciplinary and multi-dimensional
dialogue to engage, question, meditate and explore.
By juxtaposing humanity’s various pools of knowledge and culture Joo addresses the fluid nature of
identity itself. He does this in a variety of mediums including film, sculpture, performance, and
installation, with material ranging from bamboo to human sweat and silver nitrate. It seems as if the
artist’s intention is to achieve the unachievable: to make us see an object in real life that is barely
conceivable as thought alone.
Using silver nitrate, a chemical traditionally used, in photography, the artist explores the compounds
inherent reflective properties and ability to render visible the invisible. It allows the viewer to both be
bathed in the reflected light of the work whilst physically appearing within the work itself, at once
seeing the artist’s work and their response to it. Joo’s monumental site-specific installation, Locale
Inscribed (Walking in the desert with Eisa towards the sun, looking down) (2014-2015) was conceived
for the Sharjah Biennale. The installation encompassed an entire shipping warehouse; the walls
were coated in silver nitrate, capturing and reflecting vista of the docks and desert sun. Applied
directly on to the stone wall, the chemical revealed every small textural detail whilst the excess
solution dissolved into painterly drips which fell to subterranean channels carved into the ground.
The channels were excavated from the ground after being mapped onto the warehouse floor using
old blueprints of water irrigation systems, the mirrored wall seemingly encouraging the flow of
water into the warehouse. The result - an enormous site-specific painting which captured space,
light and environs to produce a verifiable truth encapsulated in a reflected image. For the viewer,
reflected in the work with the city behind, they see a connection between the past and present
become apparent, at once walking toward something whilst walking away from something else.
Improved Rack (Elk #18) is a wall-mounted sculpture of elk antlers that are cut into pieces and held
together by wire, each unit slightly at distance from the next. The work’s form is domineeringly
minimalist. However, the organic quality of the medium creates a contradiction, repeating the
complex conceptual ideas behind it. Antlers are a sign of dominance and male sexual power: they
symbolize a stag’s strength, but they also flatter the hunter who collects them as trophy – as a
souvenir of his kill. Antlers are an organic ready-made that represent male potency in multiple ways,
where sometimes the death of one leads to the endowment of the other. In this aspect, they share
concepts of human identity: the stag has to “shed” his antlers each year to re-grow a bigger version:

improvement is coupled with loss, death proceeds growth. Identity is a constant work-in-progress.
Joo: 'We ‘grow’ and lose, only to re-grow again – a process that is both organic and ‘man-made’. It is
limited only by our own capacity to imagine ourselves or to see ourselves as strong beings.'
Joo is more interested in the way we perceive than in what it is we are looking at in the symbolic as
well as the literal sense. For Bodhi Obfuscatus (Space Baby), 2005, Joo surrounds an ancient Buddha
sculpture with a matrix of cameras that film the Buddha and project the video onto a second
atmosphere of screens. What the artist calls a “space helmet” – the extremely complex process of
recoding, transmitting and repeating an object that forms the sculpture as a whole – creates an
interaction between viewer and work filtered through modern communication technology. A dialectic
evolves that questions the development of identity in modern culture. Joo: 'I think that our culture is
hungry for ever-increasing complexity in the face of the homogenization effect that our information
technology inspires.'
The seemingly liquid and hybrid environments that Joo creates reflect his own history: born to
Korean parents in the United States, a science graduate turned artist, Joo comes from a multicultural background with a interdisciplinary academic history. The diversity of reference and
material in his work mirrors the complexity and richness, which is so typical of identity – collective
and individual – in modern contemporary society. It is a complexity that Joo has experienced and
been influenced by since childhood.
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