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Kukje Gallery is pleased to present Park Chan-kyong’s solo
exhibition Zen Master Eyeball, on view at K1 and featuring 24
recent paintings.

Over the past three decades, Park has explored the
modernity of Korea and East Asia through themes of national
division, the Cold War, tradition, and folk belief. Rather
than treating tradition as a choice between repression
and celebration, or rupture and continuity, Park sees it as
something that repeatedly resurfaces through modernization
and Westernization—as symptoms, questions, energies, and
resources.

In this exhibition, Park draws upon temple murals and
Joseon-dynasty folk paintings, reinterpreting vernacular
aesthetics to foreground elements of the grotesque, the sublime,
fantasy, and humor. By interweaving and exaggerating the visual
languages of Buddhist hanging scrolls (taenghwa), folk paintings,
and even comics, he seeks not to preserve tradition as a fixed
notion of “cultural heritage,” but, in his words, to “awaken those
concepts and images of tradition that have been dozing off.”

The work Zen Master Eyeball (2025) reimagines the well-
known Zen story of the monk Juzhi (known in Korea as Gujji).

In the original tale, Juzhi cut off the finger of a novice who

merely imitated his gesture of raising a single finger to signify
enlightenment without understanding it. Park adapts this story
into a fictional narrative painting centered on the figure of “Zen
Master Eyeball.” In the painting, the novice may be read as a
metaphor for a painter—or even for the artist himself. The scene
can thus be understood as a somewhat self-deprecating question
posed by a visual artist who endlessly imitates others and only
arrives at true insight after losing his eyes.

Other works similarly transform episodes from Buddhist
lore into what might be described as a kind of grotesque, Zen-
inspired science fiction. Huike Offering His Arm to Bodhidharma
(2026) depicts the story of the monk Huike (Hyega), who cut off
his arm to seek the Dharma, while Zen Master Hyetong (2025)
reinterprets the tale of the monk Hyetong carrying a brazier on
his head to demonstrate his determination to learn the Buddha’s
teachings.

Meanwhile, Strange Rock 1 (2025), Strange Rocks (2025),
and Projection series function as pictorial riddles that raise
questions about hyeonhak (%X2), a Daoist concept referring to
the mysterious order of the cosmos. Park suggests that historical
paintings of strange rocks had already imagined a “universe
without humans,” resonating with contemporary attempts to
move beyond anthropocentric ways of thinking.

In Zen Master Eyeball, Park shifts from the film and
photographic media that have long formed the core of his
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practice to the medium of painting. Yet, scenes referencing
painting—such as Buddhist murals and folk paintings—have
appeared repeatedly in his earlier works, and the artist has
also consistently expressed his views on painting through his
exhibitions and writings.

Through this exhibition, Park conveys his latest reflections
on painting, focusing less on individual originality or personal
expression than on a form of anonymous creativity that emerges
through processes of repetition and transmission accumulated
over time within a community. In East Asian folk and landscape
paintings, images have often placed other images within
themselves, while echoing, borrowing from, and imitating well-
known precedents, ultimately to continuously renew themselves.
What emerges is not the assertion of singular authorship, but a
form of collective originality—a theme that runs throughout the
works in this exhibition.

Another reflection on painting appears in the series Futile
Effort, in which the artist paints a single stone each day and marks
it with the date. Much like the humble act of stacking stones as
a gesture of prayer or wish-making—an act with no practical
function yet one that acquires an intimate and precious meaning
precisely for that reason—the act of painting may likewise be
understood as a form of “meaningful futility,” or as a suggestion
that futility itself may hold meaning. If countless “eyeballs”
staring at smartphones and monitors across contemporary
society are driven to exhaustion, this “meaningful futility” evokes
a ritualistic image that contrasts with the meaningless overwork
of the nervous system.

About the Artist

Park Chan-kyong (b. 1965) is a Seoul-based artist. He received
his BFA in Painting from Seoul National University in 1988 and
his MFA in Photography from the California Institute of the Arts

in 1995. In 2019, he was selected for the MMCA Hyundai Motor
Series. Major solo exhibitions have been held at the Smithsonian
National Museum of Asian Art, Washington, DC (2023); Kukje
Gallery, Seoul (2017); and Atelier Hermes, Seoul (2008). He

has also participated in the Seoul Mediacity Biennale (2025),
Aichi Triennale (2019), and Taipei Biennial (2016). Park served

as artistic director of the 2014 SeMA Biennale Mediacity Seoul.
He has also continued his activities as a curator, including the
exhibition A Faraway Today (2025) at Kukje Gallery. His works are
held in the collections of the MMCA; Art Sonje Center; Solomon R.
Guggenheim Museum; Tate Modern; KADIST; and M+.
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Works shown in Zen Master Eyeball
Park Chan-kyong

Translation to English by Koh Achim

Nammaetop Pagoda

Nammaetop Pagoda is the first work | created since | re-engaged
with painting, having stopped working with the medium a long
time ago. | was scouting locations while working on the iPhone
promotional film Life Is But a Dream. Most of these places needed
to be deep, rural landscapes with no visible artificial features. For
some reason, the sight of the young film crew members staring
into a particular site stayed with me. | had wanted to depict how
interest and disinterest coexist, or how distance and closeness
coexist, when we are in the face of traditional architecture or
tradition in general. The surrounding landscape and the image

of this crew seemed to embody just that. There was no actual
pagoda in this place. The relationship between the figures

and the pagodas they are looking at will perhaps also be the
relationship between the audience (including myself) and this
exhibition.

Goransa Temple

Goransa Temple stands on a coastal cliff accessible by boat from
Buyeo. The temple hosts mural paintings depicting diverse
anecdotes. This work references part of a story in which a
Japanese family came to Baekje to learn Buddhism. While the
story itself is of little importance, the image of a family crossing
the width of the sea on a humble boat conveys a modest yet
profound sentiment of devout yearning. While working on this
piece, | contemplated the relationship between art and devotion;
paintings about devotion, devotedly crafted paintings, whether
devotion and painting can be one and the same, etc. | often

find the two being closer in temple mural paintings, carrying
minhwa (Korean folk painting) traditions, than in elite paintings
or contemporary art.

Futile Effort and the Futile Effort Series

While devotion and painting might not be identical, | believe that
the closer the two are, the better. Devotion has connotations of
being purposeless, unpractical, and inefficient. It emphasizes
motive and process over outcome. Tasks attributed to great value
tend to involve more devotion than is necessary—each step of
religious rites and ceremonies, for instance; as well as the act

of stacking stones into a cairn on mountain trails. The sincere
efforts of devotion are mostly futile endeavors when seen from a
mainstream perspective that emphasizes speed and efficiency.
What makes art valuable is its quality as a futile yet meaningful
effort that is not easily quantified; here, painting stones one by
one into a pile adds an additional futile step to the already futile
act of building a cairn.

Words (What | Wish to Say) 2

The Chinese character & (word) is written on the surface of

a three-story stone pagoda. Resembling the visual image of

the letter in its stacked form, the pagoda also represents the
unspeakable: something that is not communicated explicitly, and
instead piled up inside.

Baekyangsa Temple

This work summarizes my impression of the outer murals at
Baekyangsa Temple, which prominently feature an aesthetic |
once described as “Asian Gothic.” Asian Gothic is an inadequate
term since its strange and bizarre qualities, or what was referred
to as Xuanxue (Mystic Learning)* in ancient China, largely
precede Gothic art, grotesques, or irrealism. Nonetheless, such
a Western detour to East Asian culture cannot be helped for the
current generation unfamiliar with Chinese characters; at least it
is a good thing that it prompts a reflection about one’s ignorance
towards non-Western cultures.

* Xuanxue (hyeonhak in Korean), or “Mystic Learning,” refers to

the arcane ways of the universe as conceptualized in the Taoist
philosophical tradition. Xuan (3X) means both “black, dark” and
“mysterious, profound,” and points to depth and mystery of the Tao,
the fundamental principle of the universe. Xue (2) means “study,
learning.”



Zen Master Hyetong

As the anecdote goes, Zen Master Hyetong of Silla placed

a burner on his head in order to show his determination to
Subhakarasimha, who would not take him as disciple. To this
day, this story is often depicted in Korean temples’ exterior
murals. Perhaps due to Subhakarasimha’s reputation as a
scholarly monk, these images always feature brushes and scrolls.
The “incorrect,” so to speak, perspective and naive “mannerism”
of these paintings render the space of Zen even more playful and
open. Here, the anecdote is turned into a Zen Buddhist grotesque
sci-fi work.

Zen Master Eyeball

One can often find paintings of Zen Master Juzhi in Korean
temples, known for raising his finger to give enlightenment. A
boy attendant began imitating this gesture without retaining any
lessons, prompting Juzhi to cut off the boy’s finger; the paintings
typically depict the pupil’s shock after suddenly losing his finger.
Zen Master Eyeball is an original narrative painting that borrows
from Zen Master Juzhi. It is common for temple paintings to
display not only earnest wishes or a resolve for transcendence,
but also wicked jokes or cartoonish exaggerations—as is the case
here. Like this painting, Zen dialogues sometimes feel like a giant
joke, or a cosmic laughter”

*According to Mikhail Bakhtin, “cosmic laughter” refers to the endless
subversion, humor, and generosity that characterize folk festivities.

Projection Series

In order to avoid casting tradition as a matter of choosing
between oppression and glorification, or severance and
succession, in the context of modernization and Westernization,
it might be better to understand it as a pathological symptom,

a question, an energy, or a resource that keeps reappearing

in the said historical process. This series aims at dismantling

the comfortable and inoffensive framework that labels such

as “cultural heritage” and “traditional culture” offer; instead, it
brings out the grotesque, the sublime, the fantasy, and the humor
of folk traditional aesthetics. Dormant traditional concepts

and images are called upon through the combination and
modification of altar paintings, minhwa, and manhwa (comics).
The three paintings also serve as a diagram that summarizes,
somewhat self-deprecatingly, how | approached my video works.

Huike Offering His Arm to Bodhidharma

The title is collectively given to paintings depicting Zen Master
Huike showing his determination to become the Bodhidharma’s
disciple by chopping off his arm. Among these, Sesshu Toyo’s
work is perhaps the most well-known, in which Bodhidharma's
cave looks more animate than the two figures. The eccentricity
of the act, i.e. cutting off and presenting one’s own arm, and the
oddness of the rocks come together into a rhyming combination.
The work shown here utilizes Sesshu’s rocks as the frame of a
multiple-panel strip in which the same story unfolds over time.
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Strange Rock 1, Strange Rocks, and Caves Know

Strange Rock 1 and Strange Rocks are picture riddles asking
(myself and the audience) about the Xuanxue (mysticism)
underlying paintings of strange rocks. | believe ancient paintings
of strange rocks were already embodying rich imaginations

of a world-without-us, even as they predate the terminology;*
they are very close to contemporary efforts to break away from
human-centric thinking. The title Caves Know is intended as a
contrast to Plato’s cave, a space of ignorance.

* The world-without-us, a concept proposed by Eugene Thacker,
points to the unthinkability of a universe without us humans,
wherein thinking addresses its own impossibility—a true modern
Zenriddle.

Scroll Series

The Scroll Series is a language game between canvas and scroll,
between oil painting and minhwa landscapes; a precarious walk
on the tightrope that is the East-West cultural boundary.

Belated Bosal - Diorama

This miniature adaptation of Nirvana of the Buddha under the
Twin Sala Trees is related to the moving image work Belated
Bosal (2019). Nirvana paintings feature Buddha’s disciples along
with various animals gathered around his body, grieving. They
also depict an event that introduces a rupture in the mourning
community: as Mahakasyapa arrives late, after Buddha had
passed, Buddha greets him by stretching his two feet out from
the coffin. The momentous encounter between Buddha and
Mahakasyapa is only achieved after everything has ended (after
all hope is lost).* This miniature diorama features a rabbit as a
stand-in for Mahakasyapa within a bleak gray landscape.

Nirvana paintings do not make much of the encounter; the feet
of a dead person emerging from the coffin is not depicted as a
monumental resurrection, one that transforms despair into great
hope. Buddha’s stretching his feet out after his Nirvana is such a
simple act, to the verge of insignificance; such a small and muted
gesture for greeting a beloved disciple. Here, insignificance and
significance, triviality and profoundness almost become the
same. Likewise, Belated Bosal - Diorama needed to be serious
yet comical, and cosmic yet microscopic.

* This anecdote is referred to as Gwaksi-ssangbu (B~ EEX) in Korean,
which literally translates to “two feet seen out of the coffin.”
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