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Curatorial Essay for Jo Hyun Sun’s Solo Exhibition
Reading My Moves, Playing My Hand
By Cho Eun Young, Curator, La Heen Gallery
A canvas imbued with subjective thought and intuition
“Abstraction is difficult.”

Regardless of one’s art literacy, the label of being “hard to appreciate and interpret” often clings to
abstract painting. But must abstraction really come with such limitations and prerequisites for
understanding? As winter approaches this November, Jo Hyun Sun’s exhibition at La Heen Gallery hints
that abstraction can indeed break free from the confines of intellectualism and conceptual reductionism,
expanding toward an unprecedented horizon.

Since her first solo show in 2006, Jo has consistently explored the formative language of abstraction. Yet,
rather than delivering explicit messages, her paintings form an accumulation of what may be called a
“self-referential craftsmanship,” where every gesture within the picture plane turns back on itself. The

works presented in her new exhibition, {Shuffle), mark a decisive point in this trajectory.

In its most basic sense, “shuffle” means to switch or mix things around. In card games, the word refers
specifically to the act of shuffling cards to change their order. Seen through this lens, Jo’s new series,
Thumb Index_Camouflaged Orange_Chocolate (hereafter simply Chocolate), can be understood through
the principles of poker.

To play cards, three things are required: one must calculate all possible combinations of the opponent’s
hand while considering one’s own; one must read both one’s own and the opponent’s inner psychology;
and above all, each player must closely observe the other. So who, then, is Jo’s counterpart in this
“shuffle”? The unseen, mysterious opponent is none other than her own shadow — Jo Hyun Sun’s self.

In other words, she lays out the outcomes of her past works before her, making her former self her rival at
the card table. By revisiting her past patterns, she reorients herself to new situations — an exciting
process of “reading one’s own moves.” In this sense, her “moves” demonstrate deep fidelity to the
fundamentals and traditions of painting. Her central preoccupation is not with others’ expectations, but
with endlessly asking herself what painting, color, and gesture truly are, and seeking those answers within
her own canvas.

To trace one’s own footprints upon the canvas and continue along that renewed path — this is Jo’s
unwavering conviction. Notably, the origins of the Chocolate series trace back to her 2019 work Thumb
Index_Camouflaged Orange. From the compressed and distorted layers and chromatic gaps of that earlier
work, she sought new painterly directions. For an artist dealing in abstraction, every element within the
canvas holds potential for renewed selection, and thus Jo refines both intuition and reason while striving
for sincerity. She defines this process — the infusion of her own memory and sensory response into the
surface — as an index.

A path opened through sincerity

The first page of Jo Hyun Sun’s index begins with her 2015 work Camouflaged Orange. Her relationship to
the color orange derives from R. M. Rilke’s poem Dance the Orange, where orange is called a “dancing
color” The African American artist Stanley Whitney, who took inspiration from that poem, also likened the
abstract quality of his painting to the color orange. Following that lineage, Jo titled her 2015 abstract
works Camouflaged Orange, denoting a stage where figuration still faintly lingered.

This orange marked a watershed moment in her practice. Out of it germinated the project Thumb Index
(begun in 2017). A “thumb index,” as defined in dictionaries, refers to the concave cut along the edge of a
book indicating the starting point of each letter section. If we liken Jo’s oeuvre to a dictionary, each form
and compositional element of her painting becomes a term undergoing an indexing process. Gradually,
she unfolds each “notch” of this index, selectively reconfiguring the elements — an approach that has
since expanded from drawing and works on paper to painting.



This is far from a vague or romantic notion of following one’s emotions or reflecting an ever-shifting inner
world. Jo’s practice stems from genuine intention and conviction. Her earlier works, filtered through
turbulent swirls of inspiration, often remained at the stage of works on paper. Yet as she turned the pages
of her index, she transferred only the most deliberate and precisely considered selections onto canvas.
Approaching the Shuffle exhibition, she once again returned to paper works. As she has put it, whenever
doubt creeps into her process, she tests new media.

For example, in exploring printmaking and silkscreen, she previously mirrored the layered processes of
silkscreen within her painting. However, in her Thumb Index paintings, where spontaneity is reduced and
the principle of control dominates, refining the base layer of the canvas is like threading through a narrow
passage. Even though these works originate from a common stream, Jo subjected them to immense labor
and revision in order to pioneer an entirely new path — a crucial decision that defines her pursuit.

The art of deliberate choice

Aristotle once noted that human beings contemplate matters within their power to act upon or
accomplish. Such contemplation, though ever-present, is dynamic and uncertain. Through it, one
discovers the first cause leading to choice — the ultimate result of deliberation. Jo Hyun Sun, standing at
the end of her long path of exploration, thus arrives at what might be called a “considered desire.” In
enumerating the infinite possible “hands” of her work, she discerns her own true concerns, separating
essence from excess.

Hence, her role is to fully concentrate on the canvas itself. To her, transmitting a message is not the artist’s
duty; interpretation belongs to the viewer. Yet, by threading subtle hints of associative imagery into her
work, she allows audiences a way into her world — sparks of interpretation for them, and moments of
release for herself. The title Chocolate was inspired by the French patissier Sadaharu Aoki’s chocolates,
which the artist often enjoyed. Known for their pastel-like appearance, they resonate visually with the
simplified structures and refined compositions of Jo’s Chocolate series.

Beneath the apparent immediacy of these compositions, however, lies a painstaking process of editing
colors and forms. These works excerpt elements from Camouflaged Orange, rendered with a crisp Hard-
Edge technique devoid of painterly diffusion. On close inspection, the substrate itself becomes crucial:
not regular drawing paper, but the soft-textured Rosaspina. This material is notoriously difficult to
manipulate and finish cleanly, yet Jo deliberately chose it for its tactile warmth. Its absorbent surface
compresses pigments, creating matte density — from afar resembling print or acrylic, but up close
revealing palpable handwork and slight distortions.

Balancing this uneven texture required meticulous effort. In bright, dust-free light, she identifies and
corrects each imperfection, sometimes peeling back fibers along with masking tape. Yet the small scale of
the Chocolate works ensures control and precision. Color, in particular, epitomizes her calculated
approach: perceived purely through the retina, it becomes her most honest means of expression. Color,
for Jo, is governed not by emotion or concept but by the systematic logic of the color wheel — her
exploration of complementary and adjacent hues allows each to radiate innate luminosity.

Her application of pastel to paper involves minimal physical movement; nevertheless, each stroke, when
examined closely, reveals elaborate thought. Some marks appear as tiny, round droplets; others are bold
and coarse. In places, diagonal streaks cut sharply across, while elsewhere, modulated planes layer subtle
shifts of height and density. In observing how Jo “plays her hand,” one senses her delight in orchestrating
these formal choices — guided by inner logic, she moves intuitively, tracing fresh trajectories.

And before the viewer’s eyes, this very movement unfolds with magnetic force. As the artist herself
suggests, the shuffle of hands she lays down invites the viewer to discover its hidden strategies.
Understanding the lineage embedded in Thumb Index_Camouflaged Orange_Chocolate, each audience
member can find their own resonance between comprehension and imagination within Jo Hyun Sun’s
painterly field.



