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Younhee Paik Ascending River 

Younhee Paik moved to New York City in 1997 after 

l iving in San Francisco for nearly 30 years. The large 

body of work that Paik began in 1996 with Invitation to 

Rest was created in response to her mother's year- long 

hospita lization. Since it wasn't possible t o hang 

paint ings on the ceiling for her bed-bound mother to 

look at. Paik was inspired to create her ongoing series 

of contemplative, restful environments, which are 

intended as a tribute to her mother as well as an 

offering of rest and comfort to the viewer. 

Paik's environments surround the viewer with sight 

and sound. Her multiple draped canvases, some as large 

as 16 feet long, cascade from ceiling.sand walls and, 

more recently, also cover the floors. Celestial and water 

imagery cover the 'multiple unstretched canvases that 

float overhead. Soothing music - or, in the case of her 

exhibition Ascending River at the University Art Gallery 

at Ston.y Brook University, the sound of ocean waves ­

helps transport the viewer to a peaceful place. Also new 

at Stony Brook is the projected water imagery that adds 

movement to-the surface of the paintings. In some of 

the installations in this series, Paik offered a place to lie 

down, echoing her late mother's plight while offering a 

welcome break in the viewers' stress-filled lives. 

Chinese and Korean painters have traditionally strived 

to imbue their paintings with chi-yun, or "spirit 

resonance," so that the paintings, whether portraiture 

or landscape, would contain the life force and essence 

of the subject. Paik has absorbed this basic principle and 

offers her paintings as destinations - replicas of the 

heavens. These she ltered, peaceful environments 

represent her expression of a spiritual and psycho logical 

joumey to the unknown. Surrounded by clouds or starry 

night skies, hung like waves cascad ing across the 

ceiling -or, as in the Night Flight paintings (2003-4) and 

the Ascending River installation (2005) at Stony Brook. 

with plexiglass-covered floor paintings that reflect the 

ceiling paintings as well - the viewer becomes a willing 

inhabitant of an other-worldly space that invites deep 

relaxation and intense meditation. Paik's work evokes a 

sense of buoyancy, a feeling akin to her experience of 

the ocean as a child growing up in a Korean fishing 

village. Paik's recurring imagery of fish, ships, and 

staircases add visual symbols for the intended voyage, 

just as a painter of landscapes might depict a path on 

which the viewer could wander. Some of Paik's most 

recent work, painted after a trip to Prague in 2003, 

superimposes architectural floorplans of European 

cathedrals onto her night skies, suggesting another 

man -made vessel for the spiritual joumey. These cosmic 

landscapes offer safe environments in which viewers can 

pursue their own intemal exploration. 

Paik's use of water imagery, though a constant in her 

work, was affected by her trip to India in the mid -

1990s. Unlike the water that surrounded her familiar 

Korean island, the dark and undulating waters of the 

Ganges seemed to her to be imbued with spiritual 

significance. The footprint that recurs in Paik's work as a 

symbol of mankind's spiritual quest was inspired by an 

actual footprint she observed in the Ganges. 

Paik's imagery, suspended in coherent, visually 

soothing spaces that evoke t he sky, t he heavens, and 

the oce~n. is poetically ambiguous. These images make 

a connection between the world of experience and the 



world of the unknown, allowing viewers to use them in 

whatever way befits the ir own level of spiritual 

attainment. Complex in color and texture, the paintings 

are all - encompassing in their radiance. By challenging 

conventional notions of space and time, these billowing 

canvases allow the viewer to experience, however 

briefly, an alternative view of reality. 

In stark contrast to these enormous, enveloping 

environments is Paik's series of paintings on aluminum 

lithographic plates, inspired by her perceptions of life In 

New York City. Although small e r in scale, t hese 

paintings are filled with similar recurring images -

boats, fish, crosses. geometric shapes and lines-while 

taking a new approach to the subjects of water and 

light." While the large canvases are painted with 

liqUl!fied aaylk using rollers and brooms and plenty of 
water to allow for the spontaneous and acidental, the 
metal paintings are produced by rolling on oil colors 

that naturally by chance create a surface reminiscent of 

rippling water. The g leaming metal itself contributes 

to the effect of reflected light, much like the 

representation of light in the long, horizontal canvas 

City Awakens (2001), which was painted in response 

to the September 11th tragedy. By grouping a series 

of small aluminum paintings into a large grid - as in 

White Night (1999) - Paik builds a separate but 

complementary visual universe in which the plates 

of the grid worlc separately and in concert with each 

other. Elegant lines echo throughout the series, adding 

to the visual and psychological connections between the 

abstract spirituality and the drawn recurring symbols 

that characterize Paik's work. 

Younhee Paik's fully - realized microcosms offer the 

viewer/participant an intensely rich experience. 

Whether immersed in one of Paik's encompassing 

environments or reflecting on one of her metal plate 

paintings. viewers are empowered not only to 

experience the spiritual quest of the artist but. perhaps. 

to take a step forward on their own spiritual journeys 

as well. 

Rhonda Cooper 
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