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Jung Sung Tae

Sybille Cavasin

Tarnished wallpaper, rotting walls, multiple beds in a single
room, and families huddled together tightly in the middle

of it all. The environments depicted in Jung Sung Tae’s
photographic series Life of Deportation and Settlement
initially confront with a sense of coldness. Then the people
smiling, strong and holding each other close build a glimmer
of hope.

Each family portrait is accompanied by a short statement
collected from the artist’s interviews with these families in
Ukraine. “It is her dream to visit the home that exists only
in her memory,” Jung says of Janna Kim, pictured with her
family in Kiev. Kim’s relatives were victims along with tens
of thousands of people in the deportation of Koreans from
the Soviet Union from 1930-1937. Kim speaks of ‘home’ as
if attempting to retrace her family history and make sense
of the hardships and struggles they endured when being
forced into unfamiliar territory. Without a clear, genuine
identity to claim as their own, Kim’s family and many others
affected by these adversities are haunted by dreams, and
wonderings, of the past.

In the 1930s Korea was a protectorate of Japan, and
because Japan was hostile towards the Soviet Union all
Koreans who lived in the Russia’s far east were forcefully
pushed out. Nearly 170,000 people were deported to
Ukraine and Kazakhstan, many of which would not make
it. Survivors were left with no choice but to use anything
and everything they could to pull through in their refuge
countries-sustaining the lives of their families through
farming opportunities, shelter and donations shared

by locals. Yet many people were separated from their
communities and left alone to fend for themselves.

Jung’'s photographs both capture and explore the current
lives and situations of multiple ethnic Korean families

(also known as Koryo-saram) who are the living proof of
survivors, but who still bear the emotional scars of these
tragic events. Jung’s large-scale works are each displayed
on several vertically arranged panels: possibly symbolizing
a life in pieces, missed connections, or portraits that are
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Koryo-saram Lee Edward(top), Ko Alla(bottom),
Archival pigment print on Korean paper,
112.5x150cm, 2016

Koryo-saram Kim Janna,
Archival pigment print on Korean paper,
112.5%150cm, 2016
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set in a state of motion but are not yet complete. “He had

a longing for Korea,” one caption reads. “Their dream was
to learn Korean and visit Korea one day,” reads another.
The perspective that is offered to spectators is that what
was taken has now been lost without any hope of retrieval,
emphasizing the harsh reality of the lingering effects of war.

Jung’s series reveals what many of us may take for granted:
our ability to move from one place to another; to call a

place home, to leave that home, and then return again, to
grow and build a future without dwelling on the building
blocks of our lost identity, to have dreams that can be made
possible. These images tell the story of pain and irretrievable
losses but also a story of strength and resilience. But

by no insignificant measure the Koryo-saram survived
unimaginable challenges. What was once forced upon
them as an unforeseeable future in a foreign land, is now
the foundation for what is to come. The families, gripped by
uncertainties and mysteries of their pasts, are stepping into
their future with the same resiliency of their predecessors.
As the world moves forward and futures are built, new
dreams and possibilities will be built too.
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Sungtae Jung, Koryo-saram, Video installation,
Projected on Korean paper, variable size, 2016-17

Exhibition, Life of deportation and settlement,
Installation view,
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