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of the city’s largest developments. Now wife 
and suburbanite, Cho faced a new set of 
cultural norms – some repellant, some attrac-
tive – that she tested out as roles played in 
her work. Although “conformity” is commonly 
considered a dirty word, Cho’s attitude is 
deeply ambivalent.

The Nuclear Family Series began with a 
Christmas card, which Cho and her hus-
band created soon after moving to Austin. 
In their second year of marriage, the couple 
began to receive inquiries as to when they 
anticipated having their first child. As a 
joke, they dressed up in their holiday finest 
and posed for a photograph on either side of 
an empty chair, which Cho later filled with 
a digital image of a baby outlined in hash 
marks like a paper doll and colored solid 
yellow so as to leave the child ’s gender 
ambiguous. The card teasingly announces 
“our new addition” as “coming soon,” with two 
different dates followed by question marks.

Once the baby appeared in the Christmas 
card, she or he began to show up in other 
parts of the family album. Next Cho recorded 
images of herself and her husband performing 
routine activities: they wash an SUV, jog down 
the street, plant flowers in the backyard, 
build a new gazebo, hang curtains in the 
kitchen, paint the dining room walls, and 

Yoon Cho

Nothing Lasts Forever 

Perhaps the best way to begin to consider  
the work of an artist concerned with the 
performance of identity is with the photo-
graphs she has made of herself. In theTexas 
Self-Portrait series, six schematic images  
overlay six life-sized photographs of Yoon  
Cho. Each image posits a different answer 
to the question: What defines one’s identity? 
Is it a classic marker –the thumbprint? Is it 
where one lives? Or is it a set of biological 
data –the sum of our parts?

For Cho, these universal questions have 
been given added urgency by one of life’s 
most stressful experiences – moving to a 
new place. She has lived in Korea and the 
northeastern United States; she married 
and then moved to southwest Austin in 
2004. With each new physical and social 
environment, opportunities arose for self-
reinvention. This led Cho to consider identity 
as a performance, a series of assumed roles 
that change with one’s environment and over 
time. Her Persona video trilogy reflects Cho’s 
basic premise rather well: on one screen, 
the artist removes one identical mask after 
another, never revealing the face underneath. 
On another, she applies make-up. The third 
screen shows the masked figure bowing in 
greeting, a gesture that further situates her 
in a social realm. Taken together, Persona is 
a metaphor for the identities we assume in 
our everyday lives and – as the earliest work 
in the exhibition – sets the stage for Cho’s 
practice over the last five years.

Much of Cho’s work is autobiographical in 
the sense that she uses herself as the subject 
of her photographs and videos, but she is 
less invested in what makes her situation 
unique than in its broader implications. 
With her most recent move, Cho suddenly 
found herself living the American Dream: 
she arrived in Austin as a newlywed and 
bought a big suburban home located in one 

decorate the Christmas tree, all in the com-
pany of the same silhouetted yellow child. 
As the series progressed, Cho added baby’s 
accoutrements to new images, including 
toys, bottles, and bibs. She photographed an 
empty room in the house and added more 
accessories to create the baby’s room, a 
completely artificial environment that draws 
the project to an absurd conclusion.

In this series, Cho constructs two parallel 
worlds. The photographs show a young couple 
building their new life together in suburbia, 
an unfamiliar environment for both. With the 
addition of the baby, the stereotypical pic-
ture of domestic bliss becomes complete, 
albeit a fiction. Caitlin Haskell recently 
wrote of the Nuclear Family Series: “As a 
family of two, Cho and her husband may 
have differed from their neighbors; but by 
visualizing their comparative lack, they 
could both feign conformity and satirize 
the domestic standard they fell short of.”1 
At the same time that they visualize their 
deficiency, however, they might also visualize 
their desire. In these photographs, Cho and 
her husband never interact with the baby; 
instead, he or she hangs around the edges of 
each image, like a thought lingering in the 
back of one’s mind. As Backyard Project – an 
extension of the Nuclear Family Series –
makes clear, the proverbial elephant in the 
room cannot go unacknowledged forever. 
While a gazebo rises in the Cho’s backyard, 
so does the number of baby’s toys. By the 
video’s end, the yellow silhouetted shapes of 
balls, dolls, tricycles, and stuffed animals 
threaten to overwhelm the entire scene. 
Part parody and part confession, Backyard 
Project expresses the Cho’s ambivalence – their 
simultaneous resistance to and acceptance 
of – a new addition to the family. Either way, 
the baby seems to have taken over their 
thoughts, as it would their lives.

Cho makes photographs, but I wouldn’t call 
her a photographer. Rather, she is an artist 
who works in the medium that will most 
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the Persona series. We might anticipate a 
fixed image; however, Cho only provides us 
with a shifting one. Read against Cho’s cur-
rent interest in metaphysics, other projects 
also take on new meanings. The family photo 
album may be about stability and perma-
nence – it defines who and what a family 
is – but it is also about change. Growing 
up, getting married, settling down and 
starting a family of one’s own are all trans-
formations that offer new roles to play. 
Identity can be taken to mean the same-
ness of a person at all times, but if there 
is something stable that defines our iden-
tities, it is nowhere to be found in Cho’s 
work. Instead, she allows change to be the 
decisive factor. 

Amanda Douberley
Ph.D. candidate in art history at  
the University of Texas at Austin

1 Caitlin Haskell, “Yoon Cho,” in 20 to Watch:  
New Art in Austin (Austin, TX: Austin Museum 
of Art, 2008).

2  Roland Barthes, Camera Lucida. Trans. Richard 
Howard. (New York: Hill and Wang, 1981), p. 12.

expediently communicate her ideas. Yet the 
body of work featured in Nothing Lasts Forever 
is intimately bound up with photography, 
especially the way that photography’s stric-
tures and conventions both reflect and sustain 
social controls. In the Nuclear Family Series, 
Backyard Project, and Cell, a video that overlays 
Cho and her husband’s wedding portraits 
with images of a developing cell, the artist 
uses this fact as a springboard for her work. 
In her most recent project, however, Cho 
has turned to some of photography’s more 
elusive problems, foremost among them the 
contradiction framed by Roland Barthes as 
that between the image’s heaviness and the 
lightness of being.

Barthes called the photograph “a cunning 
dissociation of consciousness from identity.” 
For an artist interested in both, photography 
may be the perfect medium. When we pose 
for the camera we attempt to make our-
selves appear as we would like to be seen, 
transforming ourselves “in advance into an 
image.” But, as Barthes argued, “‘myself’ never 
coincides with my image; for it is the image 
which is heavy, motionless, stubborn (which 
is why society sustains it), and ‘myself ’ 
which is light, divided, dispersed.”2 Cho’s 
family photographs identify her and her 
husband as a couple – with or without a 
child – but these images capture just one 
role that they play. If these are “heavy” 

images, Cho’s current project aims to rep-
resent the opposite.  

The Blurring Series also uses the standard 
photographic format of the group portrait. 
Rather than adding to the photographs, 
however, Cho has taken something away. 
Each pair in the series consists of a posed 
family photograph and a snapshot taken 
in the moments before each group made 
themselves ready for the camera. The snap-
shot catches Cho’s subjects in a moment of 
repose as they wait, doing nothing. In the 
photograph of Cho’s family, her husband 
blows his nose, her mother and father 
look just past each other, while her sister 
stares at the ground. None of them look at 
the camera. The posed photograph should 
be the place where we see everyone’s faces 
clearly, but Cho has blurred them, turning 
individual visages into masks. This effect 
is at once disturbing and liberating. For 
Cho, the moment one takes on a pose and 
becomes Barthes’ advance image is when 
one loses his or her identity and creates a 
new one. The transitional state made visible 
by blurring is a condition of formlessness 
that reflects consciousness, which also has 
neither form nor shape. 

With the Blurring Series, which also includes  
a video and individual portraits, Cho inves-
tigates what is behind the masks she wore in 

Persona – can you see my face?, 2001- 2003. DV. 52 sec.
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Women & Their Work
Known for its pioneering spirit, embrace  
of artistic innovation, and commitment to 
Texas audiences and artists, Women & 
Their Work is now celebrating its 30th  
anniversary. Presenting over 50 events  
a year in visual art, dance, theater, music, 
literature, and film, the gallery features  
on-going exhibitions of Texas women artists 
and brings artists of national stature to 
Texas audiences. Since its founding, Women 
& Their Work has presented 1,795 artists 
in 251 visual art exhibitions, 107 music, 
dance, and theater events, 13 film festivals, 
20 literary readings, and 345 workshops in 
programming that reflects the broad diver-
sity of this region. Nationally recognized, 
Women & Their Work has been featured in 
Art in America, ArtForum and on National 
Public Radio and was the first organization 
in Texas to receive a grant in visual art from 

1710 Lavaca St.
 Austin, Texas 78701
  (512) 477-1064
 info@womenandtheirwork.org
www.womenandtheirwork.org
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