
Photographer Miru Kim’s Naked City Spleen series juxtaposes the 
artist’s own nude body amid urban ruins, revealing a haunting sense 
of loneliness, but also, at times, fearlessness. The ongoing series fol-
lows Kim—or her fictional main character—through abandoned 
subway tunnels, factories, hospitals and catacombs around the globe. 
Through her work, Kim presents a dichotomy between youth and 
beauty and history and decay.

Two years ago, Kim founded Naked City Arts, an organization dedi-
cated both to promoting young artists in the city and drawing more 
artists down to lower Manhattan.

We spoke with the artist about her ongoing work.

How was the Naked City Spleen series born?
I used to have two white rats in my studio as pets, and I drew them 
a lot while working on my MFA at Pratt in Painting. One day they 
died because of a heating problem in the studio building, and I was 
so sad and shocked that I stopped painting altogether, and started 
to look at rats in the city. They were so interesting to me because 
they are hated by most and live on the fringes of society, but at the 
same time they are used in labs to “promote” human lives. I became 
obsessed with places that rats go—alleys, subway tracks and tunnels, 
sewers, etc. And then I started to go into these places myself, and 
that’s how I started the project.  Now I have a white rat and a black 
rat, named Björk and Matta.

Explain the artistic rationale behind your project. 
Simply documenting these forgotten or soon-to-be-demolished 
structures wasn’t enough for me. There are thousands of people 
doing that already.  A lot of them have much better photography 
skills then I do. I quickly became dissatisfied with photos I took of 
these spaces without any living figures in them. I wanted a simple 
way to represent a fictional living body inhabiting these decaying 
spaces, so I started modeling myself, which was the simplest option. 
I decided against clothing because it would make it too time-specific 
and culture-specific.

I also interpret your choice of nudity as a juxtaposition of the 
natural and the unnatural, youth/vibrancy and age/ruin. Are there 
other layers of purpose?
Everyone can relate to the human body, and people interpret the 
images in different ways. I don’t really have other layers of purpose 
than what you see. One thing that I’ve had in mind is that the figure 
is always the same character, who roams around these spaces. It’s 
fictional and poetic.  

How do you take the pictures? Is anyone ever with you? 
I’ve done the shoots alone. I had some funny but potentially 
dangerous encounters, so I try not to go alone. But when I was 
shooting a lot, I was feeling alienated and anxious, and didn’t care 
much about my own safety, but now I do. It seems to be a common 
trend among “urban explorers” that when they fight with their sig-

Freedom Tunnel, New  York, NY

words : anna carnick

Miru Kim’s Naked City Spleen 
series reveals art in the 
vestiges of urban life        

| 140 |



nificant other or break up they go out a lot more, to walk a tunnel 
or climb a bridge.  

When I take the pictures, I first snap some pictures to see which 
frame I like, and set the camera on a tripod, and run back and forth 
on a 20-second timer. Or occasionally, if it’s impossible to do the 
timer, I ask a friend to press the shutter button. 

What is your state of mind while shooting and posing? How does 
it feel to see these images afterwards, collectively?
When I’m shooting, I pretty much forget about everything else than 
what is going on at the moment. I can’t think about anything else 
because if I do, I’d step on a nail or fall through a floor. My senses 
become much heightened, and I move instinctively. 

When I look at the images for selection afterwards, I try to be as 
objective as possible. After several shoots, I completely stopped 
seeing the figure in the images as myself.  The process and the final 
product are quite different to me. That’s why I’m also interested in 
film. Film is closer to depicting the sensory experience. However, with 
the photographs, the process is included in a very implicit way. 

This is an impressive global project. How do you choose locations?
I love to travel, and most places I photographed overseas are places 
that I happened to be. I lived for several months in Paris and Berlin 
when I was a student. In London I was visiting a friend, and I just 
happened to end up in the sewer. Right now I’m in Seoul, and I 
found some impressive abandoned neighborhoods, so I took some 
photos on the rooftops. I choose the locations based on looks and 
meaning. It’s difficult to put into words how exactly I choose the 
spots, because it’s intuitive. 

Are there any locations you have planned for future shoots you 
can share? 
I really want to check out Detroit and some places in Eastern 
Europe and China. The list keeps getting bigger. 

Do you generally scout out a location for a few days or do you 
shoot as you explore?
I shoot as I go, because you never know what’s going to happen.  Some 
of these places might be demolished or inaccessible the next day. 

What sort of emotional response do you wish Naked City Spleen 
to evoke?
I’ve heard a lot of different reactions and comments from the 
audience. One of the common reactions is that seeing a supple, 
living body in a harsh, decaying environment emphasizes the 
emotions of desolation and quietude in these spaces, which to 
me form the unconscious of the city.  If one sees the images as 
“uncanny,” I can’t be happier as an artist. 

Tell us about the inspiration behind Naked City Arts. 
Naked City Arts is the name under which I promote other young 
artists through events. I love hosting parties, and I thought it would 
be great to feature other young artists like myself. I’ve done a few 
silent auction events, and several parties that I call “playtank,” at 
which artists, musicians, filmmakers, architects and writers come 
and present their work. It’s much more productive to have a party 
where you can have a blast and learn a lot at the same time. Also, 
I do this in the Financial District so that this developing residential 
area won’t become totally devoid of creative presence. 
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