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Abstract 

 

I am 

 

Jieun Beth Kim, MFA 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2013 

Supervisor:  Bradley Petersen 

 

 This graduate report is a description of my artistic exploration through the 

graduate program at the University of Texas at Austin. It records my development and 

growth as an artist in relationship to investigating the meaning of identity and its 

relationship to my artwork. My aim in this thesis is to summarize the progression of my 

understanding of what is an identity in relationship to my autobiography. This thesis will 

demonstrate how my investigation in identity brought choices I make for my current 

body of works.  
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I am 

 

Have been thinking one thing: that this life which we see around us is 

a movement of matter according to fixed, well-known laws; but that in us we 

feel the presence of an altogether different law, having nothing in common 

with others and requiring from us the fulfillment of its demands. 

 Leo Tolstoy, The Journal of Leo Tolstoy, October 28, 18951 

 

In his famous journal, the writer Leo Tolstoy observes that, "Art is a 

microscope which the artist fixes on the secrets of his soul, and shows to 

people these secrets which are common to all."2  What he wrote more than 

a century ago about art and life remains largely applicable even today. The 

autobiographic dimensions of my work are significant to the reading and 

interpretation of the images that I produce. Although the images are not 

entirely diaristic, they reveal aspects of my life that are both personal and 

universal. The images are journeys into my interior spaces. They are 

mnemonic in the sense that they allow me to retrace the steps of the journeys 

of my own past. But they are also spaces of reflection, recollection, and 

healing, providing me with the opportunities to deliberate on my life. My 

work, therefore, is a storyboard without a narrative thread or trend linking 

the parts to the whole.  

With artistic and invoked memory, I bring together the shards and 

pieces of recollections, adding and deleting with emotional abandon, and 

                                                 
1 Leo Tolstoi, The Journal of Leo Tolstoi, Vol. 1, 1895-1899 (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1917), p. 3. 
2 Ibid. 
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sometimes with cool and calculated diligence. I can write my own life 

history with images that both highlight the milestones, and locate the peaks 

and valleys of your emotional swings. The images in my exhibitions show 

the emotional landscapes through which I have passed, and the architectures 

of the psychological places in which I have lived, and the interiority of the 

decorations of my psychic rooms, as I moved from one subjective moment 

to another.  

In the past, I relocated to twelve different cities in four different 

countries and I was physically separated from my family from my early 

teenage years. These constant changes in my life have left me feeling 

dislocated from my surroundings and I found myself withdrawing from 

bonding in any abiding relationship with others and have mostly acted alone. 

When I did not feel comfortable associating with any peer groups or 

institutions, I turned to the teachings of my family and religion, which I 

learned growing up as the foundational values of my life. It was difficult, 

however, to accept the teachings of those two collectives due to the physical 

and emotional distance resulting from the constant changes and relocations. 

With time, I saw my state of isolation as a comfortable space because as I 

learned to accept the inevitability and the positive values of my feeling of 

separation. However, I still experienced a profound sense of loneliness as 

my solo companion.  

Although both loneliness and solitariness imply a form of isolation, I 

came to understand that there is a significant difference in these two 

psychological dispositions. Loneliness entails a sense of worthlessness for 

failing to be part of the world, whereas solitude is self-sufficiently chosen, a 
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courageously embraced shield of isolation. The slight shift in my perception 

is significant because it liberated and protected me from feeling dislocated, 

separated, and lonely, all the gloomy emotion that separated the world and 

myself. I came to accept my isolation as solitude when I became interested 

in the idea of memory and how it becomes a crucial sculptor of our 

perception. Upon understanding the relationship between memory and 

perception in my own terms, I understood the malleable meaning of identity.  

Due to my constant relocations, it was palpable how the changes of 

my social groups and cultures affected me both in positive and negative 

ways. I was accepting many different values and ideas, yet I did not know 

how to integrate different ideas when they clashed or contrasted. Thus, I 

vaguely understood that I am not able to share the same ideas with any other 

cultures due to the diverse influences. I had difficulty finding a consistent 

and coherent perception to follow and questioned how to define my identity. 

The physical surrounding and the psychological environment of an 

individual influence the dynamics of that individual‟s association with other 

people.  These dynamics are born in the collective memory, which is the 

genetic memory shared by collective kinship, such as family, religion, 

society and culture. They are parallel to the dynamics with which one forms 

relationship, and they are rooted with one‟s personal and communal 

memory. By sharing the collective memory, an individual can relate to 

another person or a group and understand the collective mind. This builds an 

affiliation that gives a sense of belonging. Thus, when an individual moves 

to a foreign country, the sense of separation begins when the individual 

cannot understand others because s/he does not share the same collective 
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memory. Thus, I had to reconcile myself with the reality that I do not pool 

from the same well of knowledge with many others; therefore I may be 

psychologically removed from their collective interest or perception. This 

was the beginning of my shift from understanding isolation as loneliness, a 

perception that begins a process of healing for me, and which I have come to 

understand as independence.  

Even though I have come to terms with my solitary culture, I still had 

a strong desire to know how to relate to the outer world. I wished to find 

sustaining ideas and lasting beliefs to follow and live accordingly. My 

impulse was to turn to my family for answers, believing that these close 

relatives have always provided me with a safe unconditional haven, even as I 

relocated from one place to another.  

First, I realized that I have a strong attachment to family photographs 

that I discovered, and I was finding comfort by imagining stories around the 

captured moments. The joy, happiness and love all seemed to flow with 

organic warmth from the depth of the images. Although some pictures were 

taken even before I was born or when I was too young to recall memories, I 

believed in the surprising feelings that warmed my heart. By looking at the 

pictures that embodied the earlier stages of my life, I think I was trying to 

understand my origin, but more so, I wanted to decipher who I am at the 

present moment by remembering what kind of person I was in the past. The 

emotions and narrations of the past moments informed who I was in the past 

and what I should be looking for in the future. I plunged myself into the pool 

of family memories and the stories that I recalled until I came to understand 
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the transient nature of memory. Memory is fiction and abstract mental 

images of the past, from which information are pieced together like puzzles.  

In the psychoanalytical movie titled Eve’s Bayou, written and directed 

in 1997 by Kassi Lemmons, the lead character declares that, “Memory is a 

selection of images, some elusive, others printed indelibly on the brain.” 3 

All the subtle details of the past moments may be recalled with vague 

accuracy; however, the details and knowledge of the past is constantly 

changing and challenged. Since memory is recalled to make sense of the 

present, the details of the memory change according to the significance of 

the present situation. Also, one may believe that s/he remembers the details 

with a clear awareness, yet the authenticity of the story is never valid 

because people interpret each moment differently and provide different 

mental pictures for every memory. In a vast and intricately woven tapestry 

of recollections, every moment goes through layers of interpretations over 

extended time and occurrences. At the end, memory is simply an abstract 

image expressed with overtly determined words.  

The elusive implications of memory and the stories that it seems to 

tell us, made me question my attachment to the past. In error, I understood 

myself based on mnemonic stories and I believed that is how I should be 

living my life. It informed and conditioned my views of the world based on 

delusional stories. Although the past moment and its meaning are 

significant, they are unreliable as rigid or solid truth or an abiding reality.  

                                                 

3 Eve’s Bayou. Dir. Kassi Lemmons, Trimark pictures. 1997. Film. 
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Memory has a strong influence on how an individual sees personal 

identity. It has certain authority over one‟s beliefs because one is apt to 

remember the past and assume that the recollection is factual and reflective 

of how things are or should be. It also defines how an individual is perceived 

by the world or should act in the world by describing how to maintain an 

affiliation with the world. Thus, just like the word identity is derived from its 

Latin etymology, the root of idem means the „same‟ and facere means „to 

make,” an individual may find it important to remind and remake the past in 

order to inform and secure the relationship with the present. It codifies one‟s 

relationship to the collective and because one believes what one remembered 

of one‟s self from the past. Therefore, personal memory becomes a crucial 

influence on seeing the world and relating to it.  

Since I find memory inadequate to portray one‟s reality due to its 

transient nature, my longing to sustain the memory is an attachment to 

delusions and causes misinterpretation of myself. Thus, not only have I 

radically relinquished my attachment to understand any collective memory, 

but have also released my desire to live in the past. Simultaneously, the 

future became difficult to grasp as well. To understand my existence, I 

wished to understand what reality means and what it means to live without 

the past or the future. I came to explore my existence with a deeper 

understanding.  

First, as I accepted my isolation, I relinquished the obsession to find 

affiliation with a collective kinship. This relinquishment liberated me from 

my strong attachment to have a sense of belonging and helped me to accept 

the state of solitude. In this mental space, I recognized my own unique 
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selfhood that is precious in its own way. Secondly, I relinquished the desire 

to find my reality from the past and abandon the instinct to sustain what I 

believed myself to be in the past. At the end, I came to cherish the past and 

honor my self in the present moment. I came to accept that my reality is 

right here at this moment and I exist in this moment, empty of words and 

contents.  

Looking back at my past tendencies, I wished to sustain my existence 

based on the past. Based on the memories, I applied knowledge, feeling and 

idea for understanding my identity in a repeated pattern. However, memory 

is neither reliable to explain nor express the lucid yet complicated existence 

of life. Now I see my identity as a void, absent in words and meanings. It is 

empty because words and ideas are too elusive to express the deep and 

profound entity that fully grounds the totality of my existence. Perhaps, 

words such as intuition, soul, Buddha, deeper consciousness, and so on, 

derived from different cultures may open the possibility of the dialog toward 

explaining the formless of the void entity. I believe, this entity is the 

profound nature of existence; it is life. Life is the pure truth of every being. 

No matter what is perceived of an individual, life profoundly resides in 

every being despite the different „identities.‟  In fully embracing and 

cherishing this profound understanding as a position of truthfulness to my 

own being, I came to honor my solitary „identity,‟ and furthermore, I began 

to thrive by embracing different identities as well as every unique nuance of 

life. It is a moral goal I wish to constantly thrive for because I believe when 

an individual recognizes one‟s truest nature, one can sincerely be happy. 

And I simply wish to honor the profound truth that all life is precious and I 
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believe this recognition ideally united the world as a harmonious and 

integrated experience, with diverse points of divergence.  

I now embrace my life as a natural and smooth journey, and wish to 

live every hour according to my pure and natural instinct to imbibe the 

essence of the void. I believe, the recognition of one‟s solitude eliminates 

the distraction of the surrounding and recognizes the honest nest of one‟s 

truest nature. In the state of isolation, one finds wholesome grounding in 

one‟s deeper self that is never compromised by the surrounding. Embracing 

one‟s solitary nature, one recognizes one‟s independent disposition that 

naturally expresses the legitimacy of personal selfhood. I believe, when one 

embraces her/his bona fide nature, one‟s life can become more sincerely 

wholesome with heartfelt joy and integrity.  

The importance of solitude and recognizing one‟s authentic nature can 

be better celebrated by one‟s appreciation of the concept of memento mori, 

which translates from its Latin origin to „Remember that you will die.‟ The 

profound truth of every life‟s impermanence brings urgency to the 

appreciation of solitude as a meter of measuring one‟s life. From the earliest 

moment of being born, to the final point of dying, every life is enjoyed and 

endured independently as a private and precious journey of solitude. This 

reality of void maps our path as the only abiding truth, even when we are 

faced with death, as we travel along the unknown journey taken alone to the 

final destination of our life. This profound truth further highlights the 

importance of celebrating one‟s difference and originality, as the only valid 

expression of the true nature of the transient life that breathes through us.  
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Nothing better enables me to celebrate the void of life than the 

focused framework of artistic expression, in which life finds expression in 

the realm of emotionality, fantasy and playfulness. Art is the field of life that 

enables the artist to refashion reality in his or her own image. Art, as fantasy, 

enables the artist to construct an enhanced sense of self, as it best suits his or 

her desire. Since my desire is to locate the purity of human existence in 

fundamental solitude and contextual emptiness, I embraced the void of 

being, the state of emptiness as the wholly meaningful state of being.  

The medium of watercolor, as a result of its fluid state of possibilities, 

fully enables me to express my exploration of the changing, 

transformational, and impermanent state of my personal identity. As I reflect 

my selfhood through the making of my artwork I also use the medium to 

construct my understanding of myself as a work of artistic expression. My 

main medium, the watercolor paint, is activated by water that creates a 

natural flow. Water controls the pigment of the paint by moving around the 

color, to induce a delicacy of surface treatments with fluidity of 

manipulation, beyond the full control of the artist.   

Using watercolor, I paint on yupo paper that is 100% synthetic, 

recycled plastics. Unlike traditional watercolor paper that absorbs water and 

paint into the fiber, yupo‟s lack of absorption leaves the pigment of the paint 

to settle on the surface when the water evaporates. This resistance of the 

surface captures the pigment‟s vibrancy and vivid saturation. The organic 

materiality of the watercolor reflects the natural fluidity of nature, its organic 

properties, and its constantly surprising shifts and turns. Watercolor on yupo 

paper fully depict the delicate process, where every natural application has 
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implications that depict the impermanence of life. The materiality of 

watercolor and yupo paper allows my process to be fluid and smooth 

flowing. 

 I have two general processes. In the first I intensely pay attention to 

the materiality such as the color of the paint and its play on the surface of the 

paper. I spontaneously invent an image by making a shape or a mark and 

continuously building up colors next to each other. When I begin to see a 

vague shape that triggers my imagination, then I continuously push the paint 

to complete the image. Each time I intuitively choose a color and because I 

do not begin with a preconceived idea, the resulting images are always 

original and refreshing. These images are my stream of consciousness, akin 

to doodles and psychic automatism.  It has a sense of juvenile openness and 

provocative infinity that mischievously play together, which, in my own 

opinion, very well reflects my inconclusive, experimental, and explorative 

personality. 

In the second process, I intensely pay attention to the texture, the 

shape, and the colors of found objects, such as a twig, a bird, a flower, a leaf, 

a bug, and everything that my imagination happens upon.  The importance 

of the found natural debris is that these are objects separated from the life 

source, representing the impermanence of life, thus provoking the 

inevitability of the intersection of mortality and immortality. Death, and the 

hole it creates, is the balance that brings meaning to the cycle of life.  In the 

process, I capture the image with much attention to the details to depict, and 

with as much technical skill to convey the simulation of mimetic appearance 

and a high resemblance. The meticulous representation captures the form 
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with some integrity. But, up close, the materiality shows the delicacy of the 

painting like a fragile shell. It is an allegorical representation of the delicacy 

and the impermanence of every existence.  

Geared as they are to the same purpose and intention, my two 

processes are different approaches and create very different images. Both 

means, however, are commonly effective in my desire to give room to the 

fantasy opened up by psychic emptiness and meditational void. Either way, I 

express my deeper mind onto a surface, or I closely pay attention to the 

debris of life. Because of my direct attention to singular matter, I am only 

focused on one subject matter that expresses equal amount of intimacy.  

Each of my images stays in isolation without any other information, 

bereft of a focal point or a perspective depth, therefore conveying the lack of 

the illusion of a space that neglects to explain each subject matter and its 

affiliation with another subject matter. As a marker of emptiness and void, I 

simply leave vast amount of space around every subject matters; therefore, 

with each figure seemingly projecting itself as a detached and self-sufficient 

entity that glorifies and finds fulfillment in the sheer being of its own 

existence. Each figure, thus physically and emotively removed from the 

magnetic field of neighboring figure, proclaims independence and freedom 

from adjacent characters.   Each figure then becomes an icon by 

demanding that the viewer must focus on it with the same amount of 

intimate attention. Each subject matter floats in the space, looking like it 

defies the gravity, and becomes a free and organic entity, in its natural order.  

Life in my painting is beyond what we see around us.  Reality in my 

work is no longer a movement according to any fixed or permanent law. My 
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painting enables the viewer to experience my inner thoughts, as a valid and 

an altogether different void that does not seek to have much in common with 

others, and does not attempt to fulfill the demands and company of others, 

but finds justification in emptiness and solitude.  
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Plate 1 
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Plate 2 
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Plate 3 
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Plate 4 
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Plate 5 
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Plate 6 
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Plate 7 
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Plate 8 
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Plate 9 
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Plate 10 
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Plate 11 
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Plate 12 
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Plate 13 
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Plate 14 
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Plate 15 

 

 

 

 



 28 

Plate 16 
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