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LOOK IN A MIRROR,
SHE’S NOT THERE!

Danji Lee

Toward the midpoint of Hearts Echo Like Mercury
(2016), a video lit on the surface by misty shades, comes
a scene of a woman skipping rope like a child.
Superimposed over this scene, Yeonwoo’s? handwriting
reads: “Ugly? In every possible way/Though I grow
old and ugly,/will crawl my way out, screaming like
hell/Should my body not work, I will use my spirit and
mind, my soul,/to rush out and back inside/Together
with the windmill that goes round and round/let us die
out.”? Hearts Echo Like Mercury is a new work by Yi 51
Yunyi, created in Seoul during the summer of 2016. The
video roughly consists of three parts, beginning with the
voiceover of a woman carrying a bow and arrow and in
pursuit of a mysterious someone. The artist and her
friend are shown taking a trip together where they dis-
cuss various moments of dreams and reality, with a nar-
rative vaguely interwoven across several scattered yet
notable episodes: a figure chasing after a girl who has
grown into an old woman; the story of Echo, who fell
in love with her reflection in the water and withered
away; and a brief mention of a youth who perished in a
tunnel accident. In actual fact, it would be acceptable to

1. The title is a quote from Only Shallow, a song by My
Bloody Valentine.

2. Yeonwoo Do is the figure who leads the narrative
in Hearts Echo Like Mercury. Actually Do is an old
friend of the artist as well as a member of Yellow
Kitchen, an indie band that active in the 1990s.

3. From the voiceover script of Hearts Echo Like
Mercury.




consider what seem to be narrative distinctions to be
ultimately irrelevant. Like reading a book in random
page order, the video has no beginning or end and yet
it resonates within the projection’s set duration, hitting
the wall and bouncing back to our eyes in a perceptual

ping-pong.

Don’t give out your heart/Don’t give out
your heart/Greedy as it can be/

This old and decaying brook/Give me your
face instead/ Give me your voice/Give me
everything/So I could have it all

Most of Yi’s works, including In the Meanwhile... The
Child (2011), Time to Play (2011-2016), Man Is Ship
Woman Is Harbour (2014), Maya (Not That) (2013) and
Meet Me at the Eagle (2012), start out with an illusion
of a space split in two. We see a figure performing a
somewhat burlesque choreography of dodging stone
projectiles hurled by an off-frame presence, or a woman
and man playing drums and immersed in the rhythm, or
back spending time with Maya in a two-room
apartment in Mexico. Thus the artist supports the per-
petuation of dual parallels while exposing the illusion,
disappointment and narcissism the figures experience
both individually and through one another. Much like a
harbor serves as both a site of departure as well as
arrival, or the name Yi Yunyi which is the same when
read forward and backward—the parallels in Yi’s work
are inverses of each other just like one’s right and left
hands. Like the shadow in the mirror constantly linger-
ing at one’s side.
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“Between the mid 90s and the millennium, I was in a
band with friends. Also the friends of friends shared
similar taste of music, fashion and style, and similar
kids gathered in similar bands. Instead of feeling united
through a sense of belonging to the scene, publishing a
record or going on stage, we hung out on and off,
intrigued by accidental melody that arose through the
act of creating noise. But paradoxically, it was a period
of echo in the void with no feedback, even though we
were actually creating howling and feedback sounds.
We were like mirrors to each other, as embarrassing and
despicable as facing oneself.”

— Excerpt from Yi Yunyi’s note.

The psychology to be parsed from Hearts Echo Like
Mercury’s dramaturgy, which depicts Yi’s trip with her
friend Yeonwoo, might best be represented by the image
of ‘twins.” For others, twins might just mean two mar-
velously similar faces, but for twins themselves the
term implies a border or plane which serves to divide
them and identify who is who. We feel concern for
those with whom we can identify ourselves, yet by the
same reasoning we also wish to negate their existence.
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When faced with an instance of confrontation with one
another, or with a past self mirroring the present one,
would that imply that we are looking at ourselves or the
other? Yeonwoo appears as herself in addition to play-
ing the ‘role’ of Yeonwoo, while the artist observes her
subject in front of the camera, revealing the connection
of their ongoing empathy through her use of music and
poetry. The video’s music was composed by Yeonwoo
Do and contributes to the work’s ‘shoegazing’
attitude—a term derived from live music performances
of alternative rock artists, indicating the genre’s
performers’ tendency to stare at their shoes instead of
facing the audience—highlighting the relation of the
performer to herself, instead of that between the
performer and an audience. In other words, it empha-
sizes the performing self listening to the howling sounds
of her own voice calling back to her through audio
speakers as well as the intimacy of this act of listening
and immersion within the inner self.

In this work, the artist quotes from both a poem by Yi
Sang* and the myth of Echo, in combination with a
series of mirror images which linger throughout various
parts of the video. At times this imagery appears as an
iridescent plastic curtain scattering colorful reflections
and casting light onto the face of a woman reading
poetry aloud. Other times it appears as a mask con-
structed of cutouts of colored plastic wrap and paper, or
as a fan being spun by the wind. It creates a mirror
which reflects an infinite space that we can look into but
which lacks depth. A line from Hélene Cixous’ The
Laugh of the Medusa (“She is incomprehensible, even

4. Yi Sangs Mirror (1934) was not inserted directly
in the work, but it is cited as an indirect reference.
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to herself. That got her anxious for a long time™) is fol-
lowed by a still photograph of Yeonwoo’s room, shown
full of literature books and posters of prominent rock
bands from the 80s and 90s. The reddish surface of the
faded photograph reflects the strongly undulating tex-
ture of the video. A woman having “bobbed hair with
an angular face” is seen wandering through a forest
blanketed in thick fog, searching for a fading existence
while being herself pursued by the camera, its conden-
sation-flecked lens as a skin enveloping the video.
Similarly, as seen in the text, Yeonwoo writes on the
fogged-up glass with her fingertip; poetry and video
create a transparent surface which mirrors our own
selves.

The English title of Hearts Echo Like Mercury reflects
Yi’s questioning regarding primary beings that existed
before language. A whispering off-screen in a delicate
and deep voice tells us, “not to give our hearts.” The
yearning of a mother calling for her daughter who died
in a tunnel is inserted as text subtitle without voiceover,
reading, “for a moment, I lived... / A hasty and deafen-
ing life / Once again be mine, (in your next life).” These
lines function as a poetic eulogy in tribute to a lived life.
Some scenes are shot in low resolution with a mobile
phone, others capture a newborn cat, a father with his
infant son in his arms, wishing for happiness for his
family while shooting fireworks toward the sea at night,
a silhouette of people taking selfies and smiling while
wandering around a tidal flat—every example evokes
so many of life’s little moments of affection, taking pre-
cedence over poetry and video. Camera shots caress the

5. Héléne Cixous, The Laugh of the Medusa, 1975.
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remote lights along the shore while the hummed mel-
ody of a song with a certain familiarity® amplifies the
‘mind’ amidst a tranquil silence like an overheard solil-
oquy. At every moment of disappearing, as a flame
fades away when lit in a vacuum, will we ever be able
to remember the ‘heart,’ the repository of all ephemera?

With too many I know yet do not know, I tossed and
turned, and remained, for real.” In a dark room, a woman
lays hugging a shiny green guitar. Although the guitar
riff projects its howling through the speakers, the
woman keeps her eyes closed and remains motionless.
Aside from a tiny object fragment blinking red on the
speakers, there is no movement from a single (presum-
ably) living thing. In almost complete darkness, the
scene continues for a long time, vibrating only through
the sound. The spreading sound is accompanied by
wind from a fan which flutters a white piece of lace on
Yeonwoo’s chest as she lays with her eyes shut. What
did they encounter in the dreams that repeated three
times?

Philippe Garrel once confessed his obsession with the
impossibility of capturing lovers gazing at one another
within a single frame.8 For him, film is to convey the
appearance of the lovers looking at each other with
deep affection, but at the same time it is constructed on
the paradox of destroying the intimacy of such a
relationship.
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During my conversation with Yi regarding the editing
process involved in this work, the artist revealed that
she primarily shot the video in chronological order in
the course of the trip, something which imbues the work
with its defining nuance. This is perhaps the only
approach through which to transmit a genuine record of
the moments spent together with Yeonwoo, who accom-
panied three short dreams, their dialogue (“She tells me
her twin sister got married and went away/And I knew
that her boyfriend got married/She changed her name
/ And songs have stopped (...)”’) and the warmth of their
friendship. One dialogue includes the line: “First night
ever to sleep by someone else, for the sake of that per-
son”—stitching together raw fragments of memory
from ‘the present,” unfolded over a slowly passing dura-
tion of time while they navigate through the fog. Their
wandering in search of a girl leads them through chang-
ing environments including a forest, a brook, a tunnel
swallowing the sound of a siren, a moth hovering in
midair below a fluorescent light, and a starlit sky
extending over a beach at night. It then returns to the
foggy forest, telling her stories and mine. How can we
re-encounter the two who “were first in mom’s belly,
but now she’s the one chasing™? Where exactly are ‘we,’
currently?

Yimakes use of music, poetry and video to create works
which are both revealing and concealing. The reso-
nance of Hearts Echo Like Mercury urges viewers to
truly meet ‘ourselves’ after having been absently
absorbed within our everyday routines, an observation
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6. Oxo moGeu (The Echo Of Love), the original song 7. The last line from the script of Hearts Echo apparent in hollow text message conversations such as,

was written by Evgeny Ptichkin and sung by Like Mercury. “what’s up”’ “nothing,” “a]right”’ “take care” and “yeah,”
Anna German, 1977. Yeonwoo Do’s arranged

the version is inserted to the video.



floating on our mobile phone displays. Facing a mirror
must be equal to the lucid dreams which we repeatedly
recall so as not to forget anything, regardless of any
awareness of ever-dissipating moments of nowness in
a time which no longer offers anything to specifically
record in diaries. In the end, Hearts Echo Like Mercury
is concerned with notions of ‘us’ rather than of the art-
ist, about the invisible ‘heart’ rather than the visible and
the ‘mind’ of you and me rather than its characters’
inner psychology.
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