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I return to the studio and sit on a chair that has less paint on it than the others. After taking
off my mask, the breath I took while walking at a brisk pace now mixes with the studio air. After
looking around at the paintings that I worked on the day before, I change into work clothes and
turn on my MacBook to FaceTime my Mom, who is in Korea. We connect when our hours intersect.
Recent news about Asian hate crimes taking place in Manhattan have also reported in Korea, and
my Mom asks me about them. I start talking about my fears and anxiety toward the present and
the future. I tell her about the subway that day and how people were avoiding me—or, on the
contrary, staring at me— from afar. I had tried to ignore it by raising the volume of my AirPods,
but I could hear the lady sitting in front of me shouting, “Go back to your country!” I tell her how
I had to protect myself from this disease that terrified the world, and at the same time, had to
defend myself from this physical and external attack that was right in front of me. Then I tell her
about how I was recently, accosted by a stranger on a dark night on a deserted road and had to
run away. That was the night when one more tree grew inside me.

‘Mom, there are trees and trees and trees in me.’

Mom and I like to explain things by analogy; it has always been the way we perceive the
world. From the time when I was able to discuss my concerns with her, when we could share our
inner story a little more deeply, we referred to the troubles in us as trees. When one person talked
about her worries, the other answered, ‘You must have a lot of trees in you right now’. When I
walk down a tree-lined road on a dark night, it feels as if the trees are all looking at me.
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Anxiety and fear have always been inherent in people’s minds in different shapes, but it’s
a new global experience that all people possess a common anxiety and fear due to the same reason.
The collapsed daily life of 2020 has naturally made us worry about the changes in our lives and
the unimaginable adversity we will face in the not-too-distant future. Several factors have arisen
that have created experiences of fear and anxiety for me: The fear of the virus and the world
changed by the Covid pandemic, the anxiety in people that has led to racism and anger at the
unfamiliar world, my life in a distant land far from my home country, and my opaque and
precarious future after graduate school. It can feel like all the fears are “growing trees” in my mind
and their roots are tying down my body.
Sianne Ngai writes in her book Ugly Feelings, “... the issues of anxiety and projection
paradoxically intersect by virtue of the fact that both are averted, deferred for analysis to a future
which never arrives.” 1 Here, she invokes anxiety’s special temporality in terms of its future
orientation. German philosopher Ernst Bloch states that while “filled emotions” such as envy,
greed, and admiration, are those whose drive-object lies ready, “expectant emotions” like anxiety
and fear aim less at some specific object as their source than at the configuration of the world in
general, or at the future disposition of the self. For Bloch, expectant feelings have a greater
anticipatory character than the “filled” ones.2 As my daily life has become unstable and even the
near future is unpredictable, I have become more focused on these intangible emotions, and my

1
2

Ngai, Sianne. Ugly Feelings. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2007, p.209
Ibid., p. 210
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anxiety and fear now appear in my paintings. Seeing this, I now focus on facing my anxiety and
fear through the painting process.

Figure 1 Areum Yang, Night Walk, 2021, oil, pencil on canvas, 72 x 54 in

In my recent paintings, metamorphosis between a tree and a human figure appears
frequently. These tree-figures become spectators looking at the other figures in the painting, and
sometimes they become creatures that amplify anxiety and evoke fearful emotions. The meaning
of metamorphosis to me lies in my inability to clearly uncover the current source or status of my
anxiety and fear. Anxiety and fear come from my external environment, but sometimes these
emotions arise from my imagination about the future as well, so I can’t tell whether these feelings
are from outside or from within. For these reasons then, trees grow within me and in fact proliferate,
to make roads, parks, and forests, so to speak. Also, metamorphosis in my thought process while
7

painting has become crucial; it allows me to stop taking things literally and allows me to enter a
more magical realm of imagination. Anxiety and fear engender imagination and imagination
engenders images.
While painting Night Walk, I painted on a blank canvas, recalling the day when I was
walking down a dark road. There was no one on the road, and only the shadows of the trees that
had fallen on the asphalt were swaying in the night. I was reminded I walked briskly fearing that
someone might be hiding in the shadows and watching me. As my steps speed up in my memory,
the speed at which the brush passed through the canvas also increased, as if my heart and brush
strokes were beating together at the same speed. Although the paint on the canvas is not drawn
with a specific shape, the emotions visualized through automatic painting are laid out on the canvas
surface. Then, I leave the figures’ faces as negative spaces and paint around them with burgundy
red as if they were a reverse stencil. The automatic painting of complex and abstract shapes is then
hidden on the surrounding of the figure’s silhouette. And under the road, there is water where the
figure and the dog are reflected. The image reflected in the water is different from the situation
painted above. All the spectator-trees who witness the scene disappeared. Only the human figure
and the dog are reflected. The space occupied by the main characters is not large compared to the
large background area, but they do not shrink into the background and instead stand as figures of
agency in the middle. They are surrounded by the ivory margin, which makes them separate from
the background and creates a shield. Also, compared to the overall dark background tone, the
figure is painted in a different palette. The figure is painted in saturated green, yellow, and light
purple to present a figure that contrasts strongly with the surroundings. Looking at the paintings
made since the pandemic, I noticed that I have been painting animal companions next to the main
human figure. I don't paint the figures in my painting thinking they are necessarily my self-portrait,
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but because during the painting process I imagine myself in the situation that the figure is
experiencing the figure is influenced by my particular temporal and spatial background.

In this time of intensified anxiety, the process of my painting works in a way that is parallel
to the impact of folk tales and fables on the emotions of young children. As children listen to the
fairy tale, they get ideas about how they may create order out of the chaos which is their inner life.3
It’s a generally accepted idea that fairy tales and fables are made up of a language of symbols that
reveal the content of our unconscious. Something parallel occurs in my paintings as I process my
fearful emotions and try to create a language that will carry a similar experience to the viewer.
Through painting, I grasp my position, and at the same time take moments to reflect on the
emotions that I consciously and unconsciously feel in the real world; emotions that may well be
shared by my viewers.
Throughout history, humans have used emotional projections born of their immature hopes
and anxieties to explain human behavior, social order, and the universe; these explanations have
given people a feeling of security. 4 Similar and often unconscious feelings occur for modern
people and are expressed and processed through stories, movies, etc. But even if my painting serves
as a fable’s structure for me, it doesn't tell me the key to a happy ending for Hansel and Gretel (to
get home) or the life lesson in a pessimistic tragedy such as “The Little Match Girl.” However,

3

Bettelheim, Bruno. The Uses of Enchantment: The Meaning and Importance of Fairy Tales. New York, NY:
Vintage Books, 2010, p.75
4

Ibid., p. 51
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this process allows me to recognize the world anew, reveal my inner landscape, embody my
emotions, and help me face my anxiety. Each person who reads the fable gets a different
interpretation of the story. Furthermore, some people get more than one interpretation from the
same story if they read it more than once within their lifetime. Similarly, to me painting also has a
function to record my experience of the era that I am in, but when I go back to a work later, it may
well feel different to me. Thrown into a new reality, aren't we all perceiving the world like a child
who for the first time grasps their inner and outer landscape?

I return to the studio. In one corner of the studio, there is a ‘thinking chair.’ This is IKEA's
long bed-like chair on which I can recline to the fullest. When I lie down, put my hands on my
stomach, close my eyes, and listen to music with a noise-canceling headset, I can bring out a few
thoughts and look inside myself. Joyful and positive emotions seem to be completely consumed
when they arise. And afterwards, when I need emotional uplifting, I can look back and bring out
these emotions. However, the feelings of anxiety and fear are different. Sometimes the source of
the emotion is clear, but oftentimes I cannot explain these feelings of anxiety: they come suddenly
and without warning, or flood me with a vague mass of emotions. The deeper I sink, the more I
separate myself from my own self, from others, and from our daily lives.

I see my anxiety and worry about the future as if they were the ugly tomatoes that I saw
laid out haphazardly on a table at the market. Some reminded me of a three-headed Kerberos, and
others were so jagged and ugly that it was hard to tell if they were pumpkins or tomatoes. Like the

10

ugly tomatoes left because no one would choose them, I resent that my anxiety remains unresolved
in any way and torments me so much.

Figure 2 Areum Yang, Ugly Tomatoes on the Bed, 2021, oil on canvas, 58 x 64 in

In my painting Ugly Tomatoes on the Bed, there is a bed stationed as if it were sliding down
the canvas hanging on the wall. “Ugly tomatoes” of all colors and shapes lie on the bed where a
woman crouches down, grappling with her feelings. The dark green floor of the room is covered
with a carpet at the bottom on which I have depicted the profiles of people looking at the crouched
11

woman. The dark green color of the carpet is derived by association from the leather sofa that
always served as a place for my family to sit when I was a child, during three house changes and
until the day I left for America. I still have vivid memories of running around on the sofa with my
sister and sleeping on it when I was tired, lying on it and burying my face between the overlapping
parts of the sofa back and seat. These memories are the biggest reason why deep dark green gives
me a sense of stability and safety. In this painting, I have used it to frame and stabilize the tilted
bed form. Are these tomatoes really a threat to me, or are they just ugly tomatoes? These are images
created based on moments of anxiety and fear, but the figures in my paintings and the colors used
in the paintings are not dark or gloomy. Rather, “Ugly Tomatoes” consists of color combinations
that give a bright and playful feeling. Thinking about contradictory elements in painting, I thought
of Munch's famous painting “The Scream.” The screaming head of the figure in his painting
expresses emotions much more directly than my depiction of the crouching woman in my painting.
Unlike my paintings, in which the audience cannot accurately read a character's expression, in
“The Scream”, we face the main figure head on. Strong emotions are conveyed to the audience as
if screaming is heard throughout the canvas, but the sky in the painting shows a brilliant sunset of
vermillion and yellow, in contrast to the figure’s tragic dark emotions. The way the figure is
painted by Munch also feels witty enough to seem cute in a way, like a character in a cartoon, so
the viewer doesn’t only see the desperate face of a man in pain. The contradiction between the
emotions he intends to express in his paintings and the way the paintings are executed, conveys
the emotions of the figure in his paintings more powerfully.
After visualizing the various forms of anxiety and worries as the appearance of various
tomatoes, I feel that I understand the situation in my head, even if it is an amorphous thought
without shape. And when I put a person in a painting, I mainly paint an anatomically inaccurate
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shape, and in many cases, I paint a posture as if the shape of the body is collapsing like a liquid.
This figure in a crouched posture is a figure that appears frequently in my paintings when I start
trying to depict anxiety. The figure is constructed to convey the emotion rather than be
physiologically accurate. When I put a large amount of paint on a brush and pass it across the
canvas at high speed, I find that I face a person in a form I did not plan or intend but who appears
“automatically.” Painting becomes a means of recording my current psychology, and a window
through which I can visualize and grasp my inner self. My “Ugly Tomatoes” painting won't make
my anxiety go away, but it will allow me to work with my emotion and put it in a specific place,
so it doesn't control my life.

It is 9 p.m. and I hurriedly pack up and leave the studio. My friend K calls me in shock
and fear: she left home about 30 minutes earlier and was attacked by someone while riding her
bike. She was knocked to the ground. I remember her trembling voice while answering the phone,
as I constantly check my watch with nervousness while comforting and worrying about her. More
than a coincidence, I was also attacked by a stranger on the way home, but thank God, the man
didn't punch me in the face or push me to the ground like the other racists on the Asian hate crime
news had done to their victims, or what K had experienced. Wait, why am I saying this like it was
such a relief? What is going on here?

Throughout this time, I have returned to my studio. Whenever my imagination born of fear
planted a tree within me, I transplanted the trees into my studio. Anxiety was accumulating every
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day and I had no way to relieve it. Painting became the only outlet for me to discharge negative
emotions and to relieve intense anxiety, anger, stress, or fear.
As I drew anthropomorphic trees, they began to gather, and as they did, the image of a
forest began to appear in the painting. Forests have the power to evoke complex and diverse
emotions in people. As in the aforementioned fables, we often encounter a deep, dark forest in
stories we read as children. From “Hansel and Gretel” written in the 19th century to “The Cabin
in the Woods,” a forest-based, cliché horror film, the forest is portrayed as a place of horror, with
hidden dangers and terrifying monsters ready to reveal themselves at any time. In an article in The
Guardian titled “The Forest: from Fairytales to Horror Films,” Professor Peter Hutchings is quoted
as saying that “the forest is often used as a source of threat in our culture … In Gothic horror, the
forest is where primitive people and animals live. In fairytales, the forest can be both a magical
realm as well as a place of danger. We see this in Snow White, for example."5 If it’s imagined that
the metamorphosing trees in my paintings are transformed into peoples’ silhouettes, where
negative and stressful emotions gather to create a forest, this will be a horrifying and grotesque
scene. However, the forest image in my paintings does not exist only as an intimidating threat to
me. The forest in my paintings has an ambivalent aspect: the space of accumulated trees harbors
fear and anxiety about the future, but as a result of expressing and sublimating these dark emotions,
it is also a means of resolving them and ultimately signifies a place that gives stability and comfort.

5

Leo Hickman, “The Forest: From Fairytales to Horror Films,” The Guardian (Guardian News and Media, October
29, 2010), https://www.theguardian.com/culture/2010/oct/29/forest-fairytales-horror-films.
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Figure 3 Areum Yang, To Remember My Forest, 2021, oil, pencil, oil pastel on canvas, 76 x 89 in

At the top of the painting To Remember My Forest, which is over 6ft wide, there are trees
that were created through an automatic process that does not reveal specific iconic images. While
moving my arms wide to make arbitrary brush strokes, and sharply scraping the canvas with
charcoal or a hard 4H pencil, the residues of tension and anxiety that cannot be expressed in verbal
language appear on the surface through colors, marks, and shapes. The congealed result of paints,
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pencils, charcoal does not exist as a single object solidified in place. As a painter I have passed
through the pictorial space and wandered the paths of my emotions while working on this painting
and have come to occupy the canvas at the moment of rendering it. In her writing The Value of
Liveliness, Isabelle Graw says “The sense of liveliness we get from painting results from the fact
that life and work time of the respective artists have been spent on it. Indeed, painting often seems
to be enriched by the artist or through “living labor.”6 As she says, painting contains temporality
beyond what we see in front of our eyes and becomes a record of the self.

I leave the trees behind and close the studio door. The imagination that started from anxiety
and fear has manifested itself in the form of images of trees and now they fill my studio wall. The
forest is created in a rectilinear room that could not be said to resemble any part of the forest.
When the studio is full of trees, I stand in the middle of it and look at the forest filled with trees in
me.

6

Isabelle Graw and Ewa Lajer-Burcharth, in Painting beyond Itself: The Medium in the Post-Medium Condition
(Berlin: Sternberg Press, 2016), pp. 81-82.
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