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KANG Cheolgyu’s (Serial) Painting: Passing through Discrepancy

KIM Jinju | Independent Curator

1.

It appears eerily—bang—pierces through the body, disappears, then again grips the brain tightly, clinging with intensity.
If KANG Cheolgyu’s paintings were to unfold as a sequence of narrative, one might imagine such a flow. What must
first be clarified is that his painting repeats expansion, erasure, detour, and amplification, losing direction yet clearly
heading somewhere. This is an unceasing question, a continuous discovery of problems. At its center lies a solitary yet
fierce observation of the ‘self'—of the undeniably living.

The exhibition Discarded Host presents a strand of questioning that arises as an unending gaze toward the self which
collides with the time and space it has arrived at. It suggests that a fixed, central self is an illusion, and that what truly
moves oneself is the simultaneous operation of consciousness composed of multiple perceptual strands. Thus, the self
may appear and disappear in plural forms. The self is both excessively grand and trivial. Yet nothing absorbs reality in
its rawness as much as it does. Even if such inquiry began long ago with some renowned thinker, the act of examining
oneself is ultimately reactivated by the “I,” the sole subject occupying a given place and time. For KANG, this chain of
questioning has now reached a point of interrogating the place of the self. It is a process of doubting the long-held belief
that the subject ‘self’ moving the body belongs solely to the mind, and of relinquishing the conviction that there exists a
single core defining stability and anxiety. Ultimately, it becomes an acknowledgment that the self is inherently unstable,
and that what moves oneself is a bundle of consciousness.

Over the past year, what gripped KANG was unexpected physical pain and the existential questions about the self that
arose from it. The pain around his foot persisted, yet strangely, no medical diagnosis could explain its cause. This pe-
culiar phenomenon went beyond a simple threat to daily life. As a pain that clearly existed was denied by external logic,
it flooded him with anger. KANG began to doubt the singular self he had believed in. What is truth? Where does this
pain—unexplainable yet ever-present in life—point to? What sustains the reality of the suffering self? Is it the physical
body, or something mental stirring within it? Can body and mind be separated? What necessarily becomes the problem,
and who can pose such a question?

As mentioned earlier, KANG’s painting is an unceasing sequence of questions and discoveries of problems. That
immense and unfathomable pain barely reaches the surface of painting. The self—propelled by an endless stream of
questions, repeatedly leading him through cycles of gain and loss—has profoundly shaped both his life and his painting.
As a present reflection of this process, Discarded Host deals with scenes activated by a recent shift in his perception.

2,

Spreading, subsiding, returning, surging upward. Anger passes through imaginary images and is translated into the
flesh of painting, binding him. Pain that cannot be defined in language acquires visible form by taking on the materiality
of the canvas. Let it be emphasized again: KANG'’s painting is an unceasing sequence of questions and discoveries
of problems. Therefore, to understand the post-pain world occupied by Discarded Host, one must recognize that these
paintings inherit his earlier works. His paintings are representations of accumulated life and painterly inertia, sharpened
through the unavoidable moment of pain into a chain of sensations.

Between 2023 and 2024, KANG was clearly an agonist who had triumphed in the confrontation with the self. This sense
of victory implies that he had previously experienced defeat or near-defeat. And again, a back-and-forth struggle. After
becoming an agonist, around 2025 his life, accompanied by pain, turned into anger that overturned his sense of self-el-
evation. Now, in 2026, he arrives at a new contemplation of the self, expanded by pain that cannot be clearly diagnosed.
Like a ghost, a specter, or an apparition, an invisible presence clung to him for years, and now, at a temporary end, it
inserts the body into the role of a host. To forcefully abandon that host—this is his imagination concerning the desperate
act carried out by the parasitic entity called the self.

Imagining the self as a parasitic entity leads one to retrace how KANG has confronted the self and how his painting has
transformed accordingly. In Gush (2025), where a monster biting a man’s face and another man choking it intersect with
volcanic explosion, he first visualizes the concept of the host and begins tracing the identity of the self. This extends
to acts of contemplation at a distance in Fever (2025), where a red circle floats in a dark forest; and in The Ankleless
(2025); and Past (2025), a figure gazes toward the end of a waterway and the red circle. In Uniform (2025), a figure,
possibly the host, subdues its opponent after emotional change, leading to recognition and transformation. This devel-
opment extends into Phantasm (2026) where surreal references begin to surface, and in Anagnorisis (2026) — a term
derived from Greek meaning recognition and discovery — it evolves into an awareness of realization and transformation.
Finally, Ego (2026) directly expresses an awareness of the separation between body and mind by depicting a self that
bursts out from the forehead of a man submerged up to his mouth in water.

Meanwhile, works such as Shadows in the Core (2026) and Antagonist (2026) clearly represent KANG’s recent dis-
covery of the unfixed self. Shadows in the Core adopts collage and omnibus forms, mixing symbolic motifs: a headless
man, a floating head, a shepherd with a sheep’s head, bodies crouching within a host’s head, rocky textures, and faces
emerging from within them. In a stormy cliff landscape, ghost-like selves become entities to be confronted. Antagonist
stands in stark contrast to his earlier depictions of a triumphant subject. By identifying himself with the “enemy” that
threatens the subject, he declares that the self is a parasitic entity that can abandon its host at any time.

Another notable aspect of this exhibition is KANG’s departure from reliance on external visual references, instead
drawing from his own imagination and bodily, muscular memory. Previously, he referenced visual materials to project
his emotions—distorted forms from German medieval and Mannerist painting and sculpture, Hieronymus Bosch-like
landscapes, classical mythology, Bécklin (whom he has paid homage to), twisted snakes, or fierce birds. However,
works such as Consciousness-Grass (2025), combining human and plant forms; Mowing (2026), which cuts down
such consciousness; and The Shadow (2026), where a monster and human being stand equally, differ in that they are
composed purely from the painter’s embodied memory and subjective intuition.

Among these, An Offering for the New (2026) consists of cliffs, lightning, ships, and raging waves. According to KANG,
it was “completed by layering the stress and failures of the creative process onto the canvas as a ‘sacrifice.” As if ex-
perimenting with the course of consciousness, he abandons faithful reproduction of references and instead embraces
mistakes that arise in the process, pushing imagined images and tactile sensations directly onto the canvas. This shift
in expression also reflects his intention to suspend the habitual insistence on a fixed self and to accept the existence of

multiple, uncertain selves appearing simultaneously.

As in Still-Portrait (2026), where KANG depicts himself in a mirror, his painting is occupied by a world where the ob-
server and the observed are both himself. The frequent appearance of monsters in his work can be understood as
the eruption of fear directed at his submerged self, combined with disgust toward the confusion it causes. Between
“understanding” and “being unable to change,” a state of chaos persists. The question of what constitutes the center
that moves “I” continues, alongside the intuition of being subordinated to something. KANG'’s painting passes through
this agonizing state of discrepancy.

3.
The host is merely a shell, passively receives all sorts of superfluous events, whereas the parasite controls the host,
selectively demands the very core of vital matters.



Installation view of Discarded Host at Arario Gallery Seoyl, 2026
-

g




o AX
Hale 4%

Discarded Host

2026
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An Offering for the New
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Oil on canvas

227 x 182 cm




Installation view of Discarded Host at Arario Gallery Seoul, 2026
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