Could you never through her eyes

Reach the bottom of her soul?

Private World is the title of a series of photographs by Yun Lee who, in the juxtaposition of portrait and still life, or indeed in the coalescence of the two genres, has created a series about intimacy. Comprising “double portraits” of women, the series simultaneously directs a sharp gaze towards the private environments shaped by the artist’s subjects. By combining extremely close-up shots of her subjects with details and sections of their apartment or studio, she generates an interplay between subject and object within which the variously functioning interactions between the two components of the image unfold.

The creative process begins with the portrait. For the artist, it is essential to remove the photographic subject’s sense of being observed by the camera in order to create an atmosphere of intimacy. Besides the many portrait shots, from which one definitive image is ultimately selected, the second step involves photographing the different environments. Here, too, multiple pictures are taken of the private worlds of the photographic subjects, one of which is selected to become the pendant to the portrait. However, the relationship between the subject and the world of objects is never at the foreground of an interpretation of a character trait of the subject based on an object or ambience, but rather the formal and structural harmony of the image in its entirety. Hence, in Private World-Nina, we witness a kind of parallelism of these directions of movement when, for example, the hand resting upon the subject’s forehead is mirrored by the tilted position of the window. The long, straight, red hair of the subject not only finds a complementary contrast in the green curtains, which are similarly hanging down, but also an analogy in terms of the direction of movement.

Colours and structures constitute the central criterion for the link between the portraits and the still lifes, as we see in Private World-Mareike where the blue of the sweater blurs into the almost two-dimensional blue stripes of the curtain fabric, whereas the organic form of the brooch is echoed by the lily, which is shown half enshrouded by the curtains. The tangle of suspended cables in Private World-Simone provokes similar associations within the viewer in apprehending the hair of the subject. Both elements are structured by the black linear forms – of the glasses on the one hand and the black cables on the other hand, which clearly stand out against the mass of white cables – and transfix the gaze of the viewer accordingly.

And although the formal harmony of the image provides the basis for the correlation, within the artistic composition associations nevertheless arise which transcend formal criteria to operate on other levels, either narrative or symbolic, and as a form of meta-discourse. They establish the connection between the two halves of the image at the precise moment when the viewer’s reading shifts from the apprehension of an individual portrait towards considerations about types of women in general. In a symbolic manner, the closed game box in Private World-Lara simultaneously presents an image of closedness. With an almost abstract imagery, the folds of the curtains in Private World-Mareike, which somewhat resemble a picture strip, evoke a sense of clarity and coolness on a meta-level, while the ornamental fanciness of the carpet pattern, which in Private World-Suse is broken by the simplicity of the wooden floorboards, seems to comment in an almost narrative manner on the indecisive face, which appears to hover between two possible moods.

The different ways in which a correlation is established between the inner world of the subject, which the viewer, influenced by the classical topos of the countenance or eyes as a mirror to the soul, attempts to read, and the world of objects, which is charged with the fusion of form and structure, confer an innate tension upon the series as a whole. Thus, the still lifes comment on or interpret, fracture or mirror, double or clarify the portraits and vice versa; and thus the faces infuse the corresponding places with certain atmospheric meanings. In any case, however, the constant interplay between subject and object steers the interpretations of the viewer not only towards ideas concerning the essence of the person portrayed, but also towards reflections on the spatial presence of the person who is absent within each sculpted private world, within a material world bearing traces of a simultaneous presence and absence, and hence also towards the issue of the material, corporeal and intellectual principles of individual presence.
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