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R.O. Kwon's Exhibit (2024) explores the intersections of art, gender, and identity within 

a globalized, image-driven culture, offering a critical examination of how contemporary 

women artists navigate creative autonomy, desire, and systemic inequality within the 

modern art world. This paper employs an interdisciplinary approach that combines 

Howard Becker's sociological framework of art worlds with Whitney Chadwick's 

feminist critique of art history to analyse how Kwon's novel portrays the structures of 

power that govern artistic production and reception. Through close textual analysis of 

the experiences of Jin Han, a Korean-American photographer, and Lidija Jung, a Korean 

ballerina, this paper demonstrates how gender and desire shape the creation and 

consumption of art. The novel dramatises the dual marginality faced by women artists 

who are simultaneously constrained by economic precarity and the male gaze, while 

seeking to reclaim their creative and bodily autonomy. This analysis situates Exhibit 

(2024) within current literary trends, including inter-art studies, feminist aesthetics, and 

representation politics, revealing how contemporary fiction serves as a site of cultural 

critique that exposes gendered power networks embedded within aesthetic systems. 
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Introduction 

 The book Exhibit by R.O. Kwon 

(2024) is an excellent piece of art-world 

fiction. It is a site of visual art, 

performance, and literature that addresses 

the complicated negotiations of creative 

identity and systemic power. The novel is 

based on the life of a young photographer, 

Jin Han, who is at a crossroad in her work 

and marriage, and Lidija Jung, a seductive 

wounded ballerina at the world level. They 

encounter each other at an expensive party 

in the hills near San Francisco and get 

caught in an affair that changes their 

artistic activity and identity. A broken 

narrative and poetic language make the 

novel, Exhibit, reflect on what it is like to 

be a woman and an artist in modern 

culture, how ferocious their ambition can 

be, and how concealed their desires can be 

used to create change in their work. 

 The novel is published in the 

context of a major trend in contemporary 

literature: the fusion of art, particularly 

fiction and visual culture, to explore 

female and queer agency, creative identity, 

and institutional power. Modern literature 

is becoming more inclined to use the 

settings of art worlds as arenas for 

experimenting with the intersection of 

aesthetic systems and social hierarchies. 

Other novels such as My Year of Rest and 

Relaxation (2018) and Still Lives (2018) 

also question the commodification of art 

and gendered relationships of creative 

work. Exhibit is a part of this 21
st
 century 

literary shift toward art world fiction in 

that it anticipates questions of who is 

allowed to create, on what terms, and how 

gender influences artistic production and 

reception. The discussion of two Korean-

American female artists is also addressed 

with a new interest in the politics of 

representation and intersectional identity in 

modern culture. 

 The three main research questions 

that this paper presents are: How does 

Exhibit represent the forms of power in the 

art world? How do gender and desire 

influence artistic production and 

reception? What does Becker and 

Chadwick‟s theoretical framework tell us 

about Kwon‟s narrative strategy? The 

approach used in this case is textual 

analysis, with the aid of sociological and 

feminist aesthetic theories, to discuss the 

way in which Kwon dramatises the 

intersection of institutional power 

structures and gendered creative labour. 

The analysis will be conducted by first 

defining the theoretical bases of Becker 

and Chadwick and then how the art world 

is depicted in the films, as a place of 

power, network, and commodification, as 

represented in the films, Exhibit. The paper 

then examines how the novel addresses 

gender, desire, and the female body as art 

and then unites these frameworks to 

examine the gendered art world and the 

dual marginality of Jin as a woman and a 

Korean-American artist. 

Theoretical Framework 

 The sociological perspective of art 

worlds, presented by Howard Becker in his 

book with the same title (1982), offers a 

starting point for the sociological analysis 

of art as a group activity that is integrated 

into the intricate system of cooperation. 

Becker argues that "all artistic work, like 

all human activity, involves the joint 

activity of a number, often a large number, 

of people. Through their cooperation, the 

art work we eventually see or hear comes 
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to be and continues to be" (Becker 60). 

This notion is fundamentally critical of the 

Romantic myth of the solitary artist and 

situates creative production in material and 

social conditions that involve 

manufacturers, distributors, critics, 

curators, patrons, and audiences. 

 The main ideas of Becker‟s 

framework are several concepts which 

directly shed light on the description of Jin 

and Lidija‟s careers, as depicted in Exhibit. 

Becker points out that the artist is, 

therefore, in the middle of a web of 

collaborating individuals, whose efforts 

are all necessary for the end product. In 

any place where he is relying on others, 

there is a collaborative connection 

(Becker, 107). This network model 

demonstrates that the photography of Jin 

relies not only on her vision but also on the 

printers, gallery owners such as Nigel, 

critics such as Chi and institutions that 

affirm or refute her work. Second, Becker 

refers to conventions as what materials 

will be used and how materials and 

abstractions will be combined, pointing 

out that conventions stabilise the 

production of art but also limit innovation 

(Becker 119). In the case of Jin, these 

conventions involve the technical demands 

of full-frame digital photography, whereas, 

in the case of Lidija, they are in the strict 

form of classical ballet. More importantly, 

Becker states that the violation of current 

conventions and their expressions in the 

social structure and material objects makes 

artists even more troublesome and reduces 

the spread of their work (Becker 129). This 

observation is directly connected to the 

fact that Lidija wants to incorporate 

Korean pansori and indigenous forms of 

dance into her choreography, which is an 

act of calculated professional risk that 

disrupts the ballet institution. 

 Moreover, the economic structures 

analysed by Becker can be used to 

understand how fully developed art worlds 

offer distribution systems that bring artists 

into the economy of their society, where 

artworks are received by the publiclics 

who value them and can pay enough to 

allow the work to continue (Becker 93). 

Jin‟s economic precarity is an example of 

how the inability of this system to secure 

income makes artists resort to non-art 

work, which shows the vulnerability of 

professional artistic identity. 

 Becker also examined the role of 

gatekeepers and distributors in the careers 

of artists. According to him, distributors 

desire to bring a chaotic process into order, 

ensuring that their own businesses are 

stable, as well as providing a stable 

environment in which art can be created on 

a regular basis (Becker 94). This 

observation is why there are bureaucratic 

and economic strains of people like Nigel 

Hugh, who want to be predictable and 

obeyed even when the creative process of 

Jin is very personal and volatile. This 

contradiction between the demands of the 

institution to regularity and the creative 

freedom of the artist emerges as a major 

conflict in the novel, particularly when the 

spiritual and metaphysical conception of 

photography by Jin collides with 

commercial requirements. Another 

important lesson of Becker is the 

circularity of reputation: the reputation of 

the artist and the work support each other, 

and we appreciate the work of an artist we 

like, just as we like an artist whose work 

we have appreciated (Becker 23). This is 

circular reasoning that entraps upcoming 
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artists, such as Jin, who need critical 

acceptance to gain reputation but whose art 

can be dismissed without a name. 

 Women, Art, and Society (1990), 

by Whitney Chadwick, provides a feminist 

art-historical approach to the ways in 

which gender influences the opportunities 

of art and the perception of women art. 

She states that women are not excluded in 

art history because there are no 

professional female artists, but they are 

excluded systematically by the institutions 

and systems that govern training, 

exhibitions, and patronage (Chadwick 

617). This criticism reflects the 

experiences of Jin and Lidija in male-

dominated art industries, in which their 

work is refracted through gendered 

expectations, and their bodies are subject 

to scrutiny and commodification. 

 Some of the important ideas of 

Chadwick shed light on the feminist 

criticism of Exhibit; First, Chadwick 

claims that the term woman artist is 

unstable, and its definition could only be 

fixed in relation to the hegemonic male 

paradigms of art and femininity (Chadwick 

13). Jin and Lidija in the novel grapple 

with the way institutions and audiences 

perceive and misunderstand their identities 

as Korean-American women artists. The 

fact that Lidija uses the Slavic stage name 

Lidija Jung rather than her given Korean 

name is an indication of having to conform 

to a European ballet system in which non-

white bodies are regarded as alien. 

Renaming is a tactical decision to 

manoeuvre in a system that favours 

whiteness and European ancestry. 

  

 Second, the discussion of the male 

gaze by Chadwick reveals that 

contemporary artists, such as Renoir and 

Picasso, have combined the sexual and 

artistic aspects to equate creation to male 

sexual energy and portray women as 

powerless and subordinate (Chadwick 

293). This trend contextualises Jin‟s fear 

that her BDSM urges can be interpreted as 

belonging to the ruling ideology of what 

an Asian woman will be: malleable, 

submissive, abused, and happy about it 

(Kwon 31). Her anxiety shows that she 

knows that her sexuality may be subjected 

to racist and sexist stereotypes, instead of 

being perceived as a statement of agency. 

 Third, Chadwick employs the 

metaphor of Susanna, who is stuck 

between these gazes like a butterfly on a 

pin (Chadwick 111), to show that the 

bodies of women are confined by various 

scrutiny. This picture shows the 

unrelenting scrutiny of Jin by critics who 

apply reductive theories and social norms 

demanding that Asian women in the police 

force be sexual objects and obedient. The 

novel dramatises how women artists have 

to operate within the frames and be 

evaluated with constant concern for how 

their work and bodies will be devoured. 

Fourth, Chadwick emphasises that female 

artists need to assert the role of speaking 

subjects and not objects (Chadwick 16). 

This change is the key to Jin‟s artistic 

breakthrough, as she performs self-

portraits to reclaim the odalisque tradition. 

As Jin writes: 

I, lolling on a hip, legs angled, 

heaped with petals. Sight lines 

pointed to part-veiled, colorful slips 
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of flesh. I, flushing with dawn chill, 

residing in a first, unspoiled shape. 

In the halo of each photo, I had no 

trope to elude. I didn't flout a 

heritage of the subject odalisque, a 

reclining nude. Male sight lost its 

rule. Inside this garden, I'd act as I 

will. (Kwon 100) 

This scene is a conscious inversion of the 

objectifying gaze, making the female body 

no longer a passive object of male desire 

but an active location of self-

representation and agency. 

 Lastly, Chadwick states that 

feminist art history should acknowledge 

that, in the event that the generation of 

meaning cannot be separated from the 

generation of force, feminism (a political 

ideology that is concerned with relations of 

power) and art history are more closely 

interrelated than commonly believed 

(Chadwick 12). This fact highlights the 

politicization of the development of 

alternative histories and representations 

and explains Lidija‟s desire to produce a 

ballet with heroic female lovers and native 

forms. The artistic activities of Jin and 

Lidija turn into forms of resistance to the 

dominant discourses that have historically 

silenced the voices of women artists and 

Asian culture. 

The Art World in Exhibit: Power, 

Network, and Commodification. 

 Exhibit romanticises the art world 

as a complicated network of 

interdependence, intermediaries, and 

economic demands that limit artistic 

freedom despite providing a means of 

recognition and livelihood. The novel 

reveals how Jin becomes a photographer 

through her relationships with critics, 

curators, and the market, which Becker 

refers to as the network of people that is 

necessary in the production of art. This is 

demonstrated in her career, both in the 

facilitating and inhibiting aspects: she 

must have a financial institution to support 

her, but she cannot be pressured to create 

work that fits the market. 

 

 Jin‟s economic precarity is already 

defined by the novel as one of the defining 

features of her artistic life. Jin thinks that 

since there are no photos to sell, he would 

be forced to resume the job he had at the 

bar till the month of June (Kwon 41). This 

bleak declaration shows how vulnerable 

she is as a professional artist and how she 

can always risk losing her place as an 

artist. The fact that Jin relies on the sale of 

photographs to sustain her artistic identity 

proves the point made by Becker that 

artists who do not have access to a 

significant sum of money cannot perform 

work that involves expensive materials, 

equipment, staff, or space (Becker 95). 

The myth of the independent artist is 

revealed in the novel through the way 

economic necessity determines not only 

what Jin can afford to create but also the 

psychological state and process of 

creativity. 

 Moreover, institutional gatekeepers 

mediate the relationship between Jin and 

her work, and regulate access to exhibition 

spaces, critical recognition, and markets. 

One such gatekeeper is Chi, a critic friend 
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of Jin. The circulation of Jin‟s work was 

influenced by his interpretation. When 

Jin‟s exhibition was opened, Chi wrote 

that staged jokes and critics said. Brutal, 

piquant farce. Knife‑sharp wit. „It‟s a hit‟, 

Chi said” (Kwon 71). This text shows a 

disturbing distance between Jin‟s serious 

artistic intentions and the critical response 

that commodifies her work as 

entertainment. The dismissive attitude of 

critics in her work as jokes and farce 

shows how institutional readings can take 

over the meaning of an artist and make 

intricate statements of pain, desire, and 

identity that seem like a marketable joke. 

The fact that Jin has no control over 

reception points to the power imbalance 

between artist and critic and reveals what 

Becker describes as the circular logic of 

reputation, in which institutional validation 

is not only required but may be distorting. 

 Institutional pressure is also 

discussed in the novel by the relationships 

between Jin and Nigel, a curator who 

embodies the need for a system of 

exhibitions for predictability and 

productivity. Jin cannot agree to new work 

when Nigel asks her to do it in the future 

as her creative process has changed 

fundamentally. She reflects, "I'd be lying, 

with each image, if I hadn't tried. It might 

not be real, but I'd ask for the spirit's help. 

So, I had nothing to give Nigel" (Kwon 

151). This text sheds light on the clash 

between Jin‟s new essentialised and occult 

creative process and the institutional 

requirements of routine production. The 

fact that Jin does not want to create 

something that would be a lie shows that 

she cares about the integrity of her work, 

but that this care also threatens her work 

relationships and financial independence. 

The novel therefore reveals what Becker 

terms the ambition of distributors to clean 

up a messy process and how the 

requirements of institutions to maintain 

stability may come into conflict with the 

unpredictability of true creative work. 

Exhibit, too, is dramatic in its emphasis on 

the role of art as a self-expression and an 

economic commodity, the two-sidedness 

of which places certain psychological and 

material pressures on artists. This tension 

is shown in the aspiration of Jin: 

I said I hoped to take pictures able to 

go on living after I died. Shows 

touring the globe. Prizes; apical 

honors. Photos up on curated walls, 

to join the images that first called my 

name. Notable catalogs. Scholars' 

articles; top plaudits. I didn't covet 

fame, though. (Kwon 20) 

This text reflects the longing of Jin for 

artistic immortality and institutional 

acceptance and, at the same time, denies 

the interest in the pyrite dross of simple 

celebrities. The difference that Jin makes 

between the artistic success and superficial 

success of art is an indication of the 

understanding of how the art market can 

diminish artistic work by turning it into 

spectacle and social capital. The very 

survival of Jin, however, is pegged by her 

involvement in this very market system 

which forms a double bind that frames her 

whole career. 

 The novel also adds to this image 

by demonstrating that institutional 

validation can be suddenly removed and 
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artists are left naked. As Jin is arrested in 

Korea taking care of her dying mother, she 

thinks: I was put in jail, though, of no use 

at all (Kwon 131). This scene exaggerates 

the instant loss of artistic functionality and 

usefulness in the face of state and social 

limitations, showing that the value of an 

artist depends on his/her capacity to move 

through accepted networks and spaces. 

Jin‟s incarceration leaves her out of the art 

scene altogether and deprives her of the 

professional identity that she had strived to 

establish. This precariousness highlights 

the fact that artists require stable 

distribution systems to incorporate their 

work into the economy; when these 

systems do not work or marginalise them, 

their artistic identities become untenable. 

In these stratified portrayals of institutional 

authority, economic precarity, and critical 

mediation, the exhibition provides a 

protracted critique of the myth of artistic 

autonomy. Jin never just works creatively, 

but is already enclosed in a web of power 

that facilitates, limits, interprets, and 

commodifies her work. The novel, 

therefore, reveals what Becker calls the 

collective practice of art-making and, at 

the same time, through a feminist 

approach, how this collective system is 

highly gendered and racialised to the 

disadvantage of women artists and artists 

of colour. 

Gender, Desire, and the Female Body as 

Art 

 Exhibit raise feminist issues of the 

display of women‟s bodies and desires in 

art, an arena traditionally dominated by the 

male gaze. The novel plays with the sexual 

and artistic that Chadwick refers to the 

conflation that exposes women as 

powerless and sexually subordinated. It 

also examines the ways in which women 

artists can repossess their bodies and 

desires as creative agencies. The female 

body becomes the center of practice in the 

works of Jin and Lidija, as Jin uses self-

portrait photography and Lidija ballet. 

However, both struggle with the fact that 

their bodies will be interpreted through the 

prism of patriarchal racialised perceptions 

that objectify and stereotype Asian 

women. The sense of belonging to her 

body became a major point of artistic and 

personal transformation to Jin. In her 

breakthrough, she poses herself as an 

odalisque, a character that has long been 

linked to the Orientalist desires of passive, 

available femininity. In reusing this image, 

Jin adhered to the concept of women 

shifting to the speaking subject created by 

Chadwick.   

 The novel emphasises that her 

image is not only subject to the male gaze, 

but also challenges and changes it. 

Through her placement as both subject and 

object, she is in control of sight lines that 

have historically diminished the bodies of 

women to commodify images. The fact 

that she says that male sight is no longer in 

charge is an indication of a break in the 

visual economy that has structured 

Western art along the lines of male 

pleasure and female display (Kwon 100). 

This act is in line with what Chadwick 

notes about women artists rejecting the 

male romanticisation of nature and instead 

giving it a more austere and ironic vision, 

but the attitude of Jin is less ironic than 

defiant and restorative. 

 The erotics of creation are also 

explored in the novel, as desire is the 

driving force and menace of artistic 

identity. The BDSM interaction between 
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Jin and Lidija cannot be separated from 

her creative breakthrough: pain, pleasure, 

and surrender provide the emotional and 

sensual content of her work. Jin describes 

this transformation: "I'd then go past you. 

I, though, refined pain as delight... I'd open 

petals from evil.” (Kwon 99). The 

language of alchemical transformation—

"refin[ing] pain as delight"—suggests that 

Jin's art emerges from her willingness to 

explore the full range of her desires, 

including those that make her vulnerable to 

being read through racist stereotypes. 

However, the point of interplay between 

art and sexuality is where Yin is very 

anxious. She worries that"still worse, this 

desire aligned with ruling ideas of what an 

Asian woman will be: pliant, subject. Ill-

used, and glad of it" (Kwon 31). This text 

describes the two-sidedness of Jin: what 

she wants is truly hers, but it is also a 

threat to reinforcing the stereotypes that 

deprive Asian women of agency and 

complexity. The novel thus plays with 

what cultural theorists refer to as 

racialised, gendered stereotypes by 

external cultures, and how Jin manages to 

negotiate the space between her sense of 

desire and power and how that will be 

construed by others. The fear of Jin is a 

feminist understanding that the sexuality 

of women is never just personal, but is 

always influenced and susceptible to 

patriarchal and racist regimes of meaning. 

According to Chadwick, Susanna‟s image 

is pinned between these gazes as a 

butterfly on a pin. Jin is caught between 

her own wishes and external structures, 

which turns them into evidence of the 

submissiveness of Asian females.  

 

 The novel develops this analysis 

through the experience of Lidija as a 

ballerina by examining how classical ballet 

requires body discipline and performance, 

and how it provides resistance. The body 

of Lidija is her artistic tool as well as the 

object of constant examination. As the 

novel observes, "Lidija's life relied, for the 

most part, on white people's ratings of 

bodies on the stage‟ (Kwon 27). Such an 

abrupt declaration demonstrates that the 

professional success of Lidija is entirely 

dependent on her capacity to conform to 

racially coded concepts of beauty and 

technical perfection established by largely 

white audiences and gatekeepers. Her body 

is legible only when it fits or defies these 

expectations, which exposes her to 

institutional validation. However, ballet 

has also become a source of power for 

Lidija. She explains to Jin that it is a lie we 

are picturing and that we are nymphs and 

sprites. But Jin, I was in love with its 

power. I had to take flight” (Kwon 30). 

This shows how Lidija rejected the 

delicate feminine stereotype of ballet in 

favour of its concealed, subversive 

physical strength. Her experience indicates 

that even in such an art form as ballet, 

which is organised according to patriarchal 

norms, focusing on ethereal femininity, 

delicacy, and the visions of male 

choreographers, female artists may find 

their places of resistance and change. Her 

physical power and technical prowess 

were transformed into agencies. 

 The novel also dramatises the 

ephemerality of performance art, pitting 

the ballet of Lidija with the photography of 

Jin to illustrate the difference in the 

relationship between the preservation of 

the body and artistic heritage. Lidija 

reflects: 
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Ballet's short-lived. It can't last past 

the instant it's performed. Not in its 

true shape... In film, much of a 

ballet's spirit was lost. One had to 

learn in person. Ballet passed 

through bodies, its steps etched in 

flesh. With each ballerina's dying, a 

library fell to ruins. (Kwon 20) 

Here, the specific temporal constraints and 

cultural erosion of embodied performance 

art are emphasised, implying that the work 

by Lidija is simply a moment of existence 

and a memory of the body transmitted 

between dancers. In contrast to the 

photographs that Jin can reproduce, 

distribute, and store, Lidija‟s performances 

disappear even during their performance, 

and her artistic legacy relies on 

transmission through living instead of 

institutional archiving. This opposition of 

photographic permanence and 

performative ephemerality throws light on 

the specific precarity of women artists. 

Whereas Jin has to struggle with the way 

her images will be re-read through time 

and space, Lidija has to deal with the issue 

of erasure of her work as an artist, as her 

work is not a tangible commodity as the 

photos of Jin are, and therefore it is 

extremely susceptible to subjective and 

institutional selection by critics and 

historians. The novel, therefore, reveals the 

way in which various media establish 

diverse vulnerabilities among women who 

want to assert control and make indelible 

impressions in the history of art. 

Intersecting Frameworks: The 

Gendered Art World 

 A combination of the sociological 

analysis proposed by Becker and the 

feminist art history proposed by Chadwick 

reveals how the art world is depicted in the 

films as a system that is both collectively 

structured and gendered. As described 

above, Becker sheds light on the way the 

system works, whereas Chadwick 

determines whether the system works or 

not. The novel is powerful because it 

demonstrates all these relations at the same 

time: Jin and Lidija have to work within 

cooperative networks and institutional 

gatekeeping, and both have to face 

gendered marginalisation, objectification, 

and erasure. 

 The intersection of the frameworks 

by Becker and Chadwick is most evident 

when we consider Jin as a dual marginality 

of a woman and a Korean-American artist. 

The novel situates Jin in a wider minority 

discourse around the world, demonstrating 

the interplay of racialised and gendered 

identities to create specific exclusions and 

increased visibility. Jin's awareness of her 

positioning emerges when she reflects on 

representing marginalized communities: 

"I'd help fight the idea that people like us 

didn't exist, I'd said. For the first time, 

though, I heard posing" (Kwon 52). This 

sentence shows that Jin understands that 

her outwards manifestation of 

marginalised identity is not only authentic 

but also premeditated, a performance 

meant to bring Korean-American women 

artists to the fore in a system that has long 

been silent about them. 
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 The case of Jin is a good example 

of what Chadwick means by the instability 

of the category of “woman artist”, which 

can only be solid in the context of the 

dominant male paradigms of art and 

femininity. Her race makes her situation 

even more complicated, as she must 

struggle with not only gendered beliefs 

about female artistic skills and proper 

subject matter but also racialised beliefs 

about Asian femininity, sexuality, and 

cultural identity. Jin challenges the dual 

colonization of being a woman and an 

Asian in the Western visual culture that 

has traditionally exoticized and eroticized 

the bodies of Asian women when she 

pretends to be an odalisque. Her self-

portraits therefore interfere with 

intersecting gendered and racialised 

systems of representation. 

 Another theme in the novel is the 

struggle of both Jin and Lidija with white, 

European, and masculine art forms and 

institutions. Lidija recalls that she was 

living in the art of flag-plying men, and 

she realises the patriarchal past and the 

systemic limitations that define classical 

ballet (Kwon 81). Her assertion that she is 

the first Korean ballerina, ever, to have 

ever held a rank, is a sign that she is a 

pioneer, as well as someone who is 

constantly under scrutiny to demonstrate 

her right to be in the ranks, which is not 

made to accommodate bodies like hers. 

The fact that Lidija adopted a Slavic stage 

name seems to be a calculated concession 

to these power formations, and she could 

be regarded as European instead of always 

being foreign. 

 However, Lidija also has a vision 

of how she can use her hard-earned 

institutional power to internally change the 

ballet. She informs Jin that she is going to 

stage a ballet that narrates our stories, 

including pansori and other forms of 

Korean culture in her choreography (Kwon 

72). This aspiration is a typical example of 

the political project to establish alternative 

histories that disrupt dominant narratives, 

as defined by Chadwick. Lidija would 

reveal the historical exclusions that have 

defined the European ballet canon by 

incorporating Korean stories and aesthetic 

traditions into the canon, and insisting that 

Asian narratives and forms are a part of 

elite artistic spaces. Her project is in line 

with larger trends to decolonise art 

institutions and expand the definition of 

artistic excellence beyond Eurocentric 

models. 

 Nonetheless, the novel recognises 

the instability of such revisionist 

endeavours. Becker notes that going 

against current norms increases the trouble 

of artists and restricts the distribution of 

their art, which implies that the intended 

ballet by Lidija is a major professional 

risk. The insertion of indigenous Korean 

forms into classical ballet disrupts the 

traditions that keep art alive and 

comprehensible to the majority of white 

audiences and financiers. Lidija must 

consider the question of whether her 

institutional status is stable enough to 

withstand this innovation or whether 

breaking the rules will jeopardise the status 

she has struggled to gain. These dynamics 

are further discussed in the creative crisis 

and subsequent breakthrough of Jin, as 

discussed in the Exhibit. 

 The creative crisis experienced by 

Jin after her initial exhibition is partly due 

to the fact that she cannot create new 

works because she has discovered that the 
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critical establishment has misunderstood 

her intentions and is turning her serious 

artistic investigation into a smart act. She 

feels what can be termed creative and 

spiritual burnout: But I, too, since last 

June, had not taken a picture worth saving. 

(Kwon 14). This block, together with the 

loss of metaphysical purpose, implies that 

Jin‟s art requires more than technical 

ability and institutional approval; it 

requires that her inner vision and the art 

she creates should be aligned. In a 

situation where institutional pressures and 

economic needs are threatening to compel 

her to write inauthentic work, Jin does not 

give in to that, even at the expense of 

professional opportunities. 

 Jin‟s artistic breakthrough is 

achieved with the help of her relationship 

with Lidija and her readiness to 

experiment with her desires which she had 

repressed before because of the fear of 

stereotyping. The novel tells of a change of 

heart: The novel describes a moment of 

transformation: “But I'd flung off a 

dividing skin. Instead, writhing, alive, I 

had this sole, elating grail: I'd get 엄마 out 

of the hospital.” (Kwon 136). Jin goes 

through this as she loses her old identity 

and discovers one purpose in intensity. 

This implies that her art is a result of a 

desire to be in her body and her desires, 

not a sterilised version of herself to be 

accepted by others. Her self-portraits 

symbolise this reclaimed authenticity 

despite negotiating the risky world of 

racist and sexist stereotypes. The novel, 

therefore, shows how women artists, and 

women artists of colour in particular, have 

to negotiate an art world that is constructed 

on the basis of collective structures that are 

still gendered and racialised. The 

experiences of Jin and Lidija show that 

although the art world is promoted as a 

meritocracy that rewards aesthetic quality 

and creativity, it is in fact a networked and 

conventionally structured system that 

benefits certain actors and disadvantages. 

The current art-world of the world bases 

its principles and norms on the latest 

hegemon, that is, artists of non-Western 

origin have to conform to Eurocentric 

aesthetic standards before they can 

possibly change them. This twofold load, 

of having to demonstrate excellence by the 

current standards and at the same time 

question the exclusions of those standards, 

puts certain pressures on top of the overall 

precarity of all artists. 

 Exhibit also interacts with the 

modern discourse of representation and 

visibility in the post-#MeToo cultural 

environment. The novel was written in 

2024, in the wake of a cultural shift where 

concerns regarding who is allowed to 

make art, under what circumstances, and 

how past trends of sexual harassment and 

exploitation must be accounted for have 

become commonplace. Although the 

Exhibit does not mention the #MeToo 

movement directly, it deals with the issues 

of power, consent, and exploitation of 

vulnerable bodies in artistic spaces in a 

rather profound way. The relationship 

between Jin and Lidija, which is 

negotiated on the basis of BDSM, is a kind 

of intimate consent, which is the opposite 

of coercion and harassment that the 

#MeToo movement has revealed as the 

norm in creative industries. Therefore, the 

novel is a part of the larger discourse on 

how to envision artistic relationships and 

creative partnerships founded on mutual 

respect and express consent, as opposed to 

the exploitative hierarchical relationship. 
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 Creative precarity in the novel also 

addresses the state of twenty-first-century 

artistic work, which scholars have 

described as more unstable, project-based, 

and reliant on self-promotion and 

networking. The experiences of Jin and 

Lidija, in which they must always prove 

themselves and rely on unreliable income, 

are general trends in modern creative 

economies. Artists in such economies are 

forced to act as entrepreneurs, sell 

themselves and their art, and create art in 

conditions of financial insecurity. The 

novel reveals the gendering of this 

precarity, with women artists bearing the 

extra weight of negotiating male-

dominated institutions, challenging 

stereotypes, and negotiating the way their 

bodies and identities will be commodified 

and consumed. 

Conclusion 

 Exhibit is an example of the literary 

turn to art-world fiction in the twenty-first 

century, showing how modern novels 

reveal and interrogate the power formation 

of aesthetic production and reception. 

Kwon‟s novel reveals that art and gender 

are still tied to power networks that limit 

creative freedom and provide avenues of 

resistance and change. The reading Exhibit 

using Becker‟s sociological framework 

and Chadwick‟s feminist art history helps 

us understand how the novel explores the 

interplay of shared artistic forms and 

gendered power relations. Becker‟s focus 

on art worlds as a system of collaboration 

shows that the artistic identity of Jin and 

Lidija is based on the presence of critics, 

curators, institutions, and markets that 

allow their work to circulate and restrict 

their creative autonomy (Becker 60, 107). 

Meanwhile, Chadwick‟s feminist critique 

shows how these structures have 

historically marginalised women artists 

and still subject women‟s creative work to 

a certain type of gendered scrutiny, 

objectification, and marginalisation 

(Chadwick 511, 13). 

 The strength of the novel is that it 

does not introduce these dynamics as 

historical issues that have been solved. 

Rather, the exhibition demonstrates how 

Jin and Lidija maintain manoeuvring 

through institutional sexism, racism, and 

commodification of their bodies and 

identities despite their professional 

success. Their experiences demonstrate 

that visibility is not equal and that 

representation in current power structures 

can have a psychological and creative 

price. Meanwhile, the novel shows how 

women artists can assert agency in these 

limitations and make their art challenge 

dominant narratives, reclaim their bodies 

and desires, and envision other futures. 

Finally, Exhibit is a complex instrument of 

the analysis and critique of cultural 

institutions and power structures. Kwon 

dramatizing women artists negotiating 

gendered and racialized art worlds reveals 

the continued relevance of feminist and 

sociological criticism and imagines 

resistance, reclamation, and change, which 

is why the novel is an invaluable resource 

to literary fiction and cultural critique. 
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