
SUN WOO

On view at Carl Kostyál, London, through June 2022, “Invisible Sensations” by Sun Woo (South Korean, 
b. 1994) engages with themes of consumption, identity, memory, and the contemporary psyche,   
as reflected in humanity’s interaction with commodified technologies.
IMAGE COURTESY OF THE ARTIST AND CARL KOSTYÁL, LONDON.

INVISIBLE SENSATIONS 

Fetish is an interesting word in 2022. Throughout the 
latter half of the 20th century and the beginning  
of the 21st century, the word has become  synonymous 
with a particular visual aesthetic—BDSM, leather- 
play etc., and those specific arms of the fetish 
community have seen a significant  increase in at-
tention from mainstream media outlets, as well  
as an almost  endless cycle of appropriation by the 
creative industries. As we reach ter minal velocity 
for the reproduction of “fetish” aesthetics in art 
and pop culture, Sun Woo (b. 1994, Seoul) blurs the 
lines between popular understanding of the word 
and its archaic meaning—indicating an object of su-
pernatural power.

Sun Woo's work is concerned with the aesthet-
ics of contemporary fetish objects, often reproduc- 
ing them in dreamlike scenes in her paintings, but is 
more specifically engaged in what their ubiquity 
says about our desires and anxieties. The notion that 
an image of an object should have control over a 
 human being, in the supernatural sense, might seem 
ludicrous. However, the relationship between this 
type of superstition and the psychological impact 
of repeated images, ideologies etc., should not  
be understated. Indeed, the key di,erence between 
the imagined magical fetish object and the aesthet-
ics explored in Sun Woo’s work, is their  relationship 
to low-brow aesthetics associated with airbrush 
car painting,  digitally produced advertisements and 
the visual language of contemporary kitsch. His-
torically, a fetish object gains much of its power from 
its rarity; the contem porary version’s power is in  
its ability to reach an audience over and over, pro-
viding injections of dopamine in response to trig-
gered memory.

Sun Woo’s latest solo exhibition with Carl 
Kostyál will open in May 2022 at the gallery’s 
 London space. The show, titled “Invisible Sensa-
tions” will include an all-new collection of works  
by the artist, exploring the unseen constraints and 
frailties encountered by both our bodies and  
social bodies, clouded by the  reflective surface  
of technology. Informed by her early and recent 
medical conditions and the forms of limitations en-
countered within society, the works in this show 
present disembodied figures that are obscured, 
 altered, or confined, attesting to their history of 
struggle or striving to break free. Cropped-out images 
of her own bones, hair, and flesh from photographs 
and scanning devices become visual resources 
that are digitally reconfigured and merged with im-
ages and 3D models found online. Removed from 
their original context to be reassembled into aug-
mented narratives, these fractured bodies strive  
to look into their own fragility and endurance, rais-
ing questions about the extent to which their 
 unification with technology can liberate or protect 
them, or transform the atmosphere and territory 
they inhabit. WORDS BY ALLAN GARDNER

SEASON SS22

The average number of beats per minute (bpm) in a techno track is 120. 120 bpm is also 
the title of a book by Swiss photographer Philipp Mueller that was recently published  
by Edition Patrick Frey. Not many people outside of Switzerland know about the big club-
bing scene in the ’90s in Zurich. But Mueller’s book is the best proof. He takes us into 
the world of illegal parties and dark underground locations and later to open-air raves,  
such as the Street Parade.

The repetition of 120 beats per minute makes it extremely pleasurable for people to 
dance. This is a neurological phenomenon, and it actually works like a drug. It makes 
people get lost in the  music and turns them into ravers, rave having its roots in the French 
raver, which means “to show signs of insanity and delirium.” In the midst of that bac-
chanalian buzz, however, Mueller seems to have stayed sane. 

What is it he is showing us in his compilation of images? Is it nostalgia? Is it indul-
gence in the good old times of PLUR (Peace, Love, Unity, Respect)? Sure. Partly. And 
why not? But there is also something else. Mueller in fact, wasn’t a raver as he states in 

the book. And you can see it.  
The images consist mostly of por-
traits, a lot of close-ups too.  
Little moments, expressions, and 
extravagant looks, taken out  
of the mass of bodies and sero-
tonin. Other images show body 
shapes against the light, becoming 
almost abstract compositions. 
We see a mix of black and white, 
and color photos and polaroids. 
Mueller wasn’t a raver, he was 
simply a young photographer in-
terested in individuals, image 
composition, and technical ex-
perimentation. 

Back then, the photos were 
shot for rave magazines, and 
some facsimile clippings are in-
cluded in the book. Today, in  
120 bpm, the collection is an im-
portant documentation of a cer-
tain time, culture, and its fash-
ion—euphoria, blue eye shadows, 
and leather harnesses. Visually, 
the work has an astonishingly 
contemporary feeling, Gen Z cel-
ebrating a big revival of that 
 fashion. But comparing them to 
today, there is one thing you 
 cannot find in the shots of Philipp 
Mueller: paranoia on the 
 meta-level. WORDS BY THERESA PATZSCHKE 

120 BPM BODIES AND SEROTONIN

Published by Edition Patrick Frey, Zurich, 120 BPM is the newest book by Swiss photographer  
Philipp Mueller, showcasing the dawn of the Swiss techno scene in the early 1990s through raw shots  
of Zurich’s parties, street parades, and underground raves.
IMAGE COURTESY OF EDITION PATRICK FREY, ZURICH. PHOTO CREDIT: PHILIPP MUELLER.
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