
Eun Jin Kim: Back and Forth—On Intentionality, Painting, and ‘Progress’ 

 

“I would like to propose an idea of painting that, on the one hand, 

acknowledges painting’s manifold historical expansions, while on the other 

hand, grasps its residual specificity”.
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Isabelle Graw-  The Value of Liveliness: Painting as an Index 

of Agency in the New Economy  

 

In her 2016 essay, Isabelle Graw suggests that painting contains an innate and irresistible metaphor for the 

intentionality of all art making processes. No other medium deals with its armatures so explicitly. The histories 

and frameworks of newer media are never so readily acknowledged—on the contrary, their ‘newness’, their 

‘alterity’, or ‘autonomy’ is emphasized instead. 

But neither, Graw suggests by “residual specificity”, do other media contain the ghostly presences of their 

individual makers so clearly: marks of their labour, of their thought processes, of their neuroses, decisions and 

revisions. In some ways then, painting’s role is as a constant, unchanging pillar—but it is also unavoidably 

different—every single time.  

Eun Jin Kim’s practice, which transfers between various modes of painting, between the abstract and the 

representational, the formal and the referential, might be especially indicative of this useful paradox. In 

navigating between representation and abstraction, she occupies seemingly opposing historical roles. 

Wrapped up in representation sits the conscious desire to make painting socially effective—to talk about the 

world outside the studio. While in abstraction, there lies the unspoken prayer that it might be transcendental—

that it could somehow describe one’s hidden, inner life.  

Kim’s paintings represent an ongoing dialogue between these apparently polar impulses. They manifestly look 

at painting—and the world—in contradictory terms and through different prisms. In doing so, they describe 

complex problems of intentionality: what should I make? How should I make it? Why do it at all? Who is it for? 

How do I address history; or the present moment; or the art market?  

For Kim, painting seems to be a process of resisting fixed academic or stylistic positions that would remove 

these questions from the equation. The whole history of painting seems to be viable territory—as it should for 

all painters. In the current art situation, this freedom of movement has a wider, metaphorical value: it stands 

to question the supposedly linear and ‘progressive’ thrust of recent art history.   

The prescribed ‘route’ we have taken since abstract expressionism, through minimalism, conceptual art, 

relational aesthetics, institutional critique, and simultaneously into the digital, has not necessarily been a 

progressive, radical, or liberating one. In fact, it has often been restrictive, exclusive, faddish or closely tied to 

malign economic concerns.  

It is possible to make derivative or compliant work in even the ‘freshest’, ‘most dynamic’ media. Work that 

looks ‘current’ is, in truth, often immediately old-fashioned and redundant. The choice of any given medium, 

style, or mode of painting cannot, on its own, imply radicalism, relevance or intellectual value. 

A shifting practice like Kim’s serves to remind us of the implausibility and fragility of these progress myths and 

fetishes. Across her paintings, what appears to be a sideways move, or even a backward one, might just as 

easily be seen as a move forward—out of a cultural dead end—out of another contemporary trap/trend.  

Resisting consistency means resisting categorization; resisting categorization means resisting commodification. 

The resistance of commodification (the stripping away of all meaning) is extremely important for painting, 

because it is more commodifiable than any other medium. As such, it is important as a clear, useful example to 

artists in other media. 
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The consistent and commodified painter is tempted/encouraged to reproduce a single, recognisable, covetable 

product. The painter who relies instead on oscillation, inconsistency, ambivalence or irresolution is mobile, 

exploratory and becomes socially valuable. 

Of course, there are some threads we can follow through Kim’s work. Subtly referential of classical painting 

tradition, her paintings seem to be in dialogue with a European (often Italian) quasi-landscape tradition. They 

are at turns reminiscent of Piero Della Francesca’s framed, poetic stages; or Goya’s odd, populated clearings; 

Morandi’s mute, formal landscapes; Futurism’s urban constructions, and De Chirico’s intangible, self-

containing piazzas. 

Her paintings also speak about performativity and process, often resolving themselves with intimate, but 

relatively bold, even nihilist moments and gestures. Next to, or on top of a figure or building, we come across 

an element of manipulated chance, what Bacon called ‘free marks’ (his also occurred on a painted stage).  

In Eun Jin Kim’s work, these marks also lead us to a more unexpected door, that of another Italian, Lucio 

Fontana. In fact, it is not such a leap to imagine her paintings with slits in them, or with pieces of the canvas 

cut out. But what does this day-dream/extrapolation tell us? Perhaps it tells us that her paintings contain an 

innate consciousness of their materiality and objecthood too. 

Today, in places and spaces that consider themselves ‘critically engaged’, the abstraction/representation 

debate is thought of as deeply passé: we are multi-lingual, fluent and plural. We make less distinction between 

the abstract and the representational, we listen to music that defies easy categorization, while eating food 

born of other cultures. 

But in this ‘enlightenment’, we need to be careful not to suggest that we have reached our own ‘end of 

history’. Look at the news: dialectics similar to those that brought us here are producing new (i.e. old) 

syntheses: new conservatives and new radicals. There is no end of history, it is eating its own tail and coughing 

it back up—'first as tragedy, then as farce’ etc...etc…
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So, we shouldn’t think of a ‘third way’ painting practice (one which moves freely between abstraction and 

representation) as some kind of final destination. It does us no good to suggest, like the abstract expressionists 

did, that all painting will be this way, and forever (even if we want that to be the case).  

Rather, we should think of it as indexical of wider, ongoing uncertainties—artistic, social, economic, and 

political. A genuinely engaged and therefore shifting painter, Eun Jin Kim’s practice poses questions of 

intentionality and agency that all artists ought to be asking themselves.  

Sam Robinson 
Keep in Touch Seoul, June 2018  
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 See for example, John Berger’s classic Ways of Seeing 
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 From Marx’s The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Napoleon 


