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Hyunjin Kim

‘I didn’t begin with a bag full of stories but with a bag full of holes.’1

— Lotus L. Kang

Large rolls of photographic film, processed by the sunlight only, 
hang from a rafter-like Super-Joist structure, riddled with holes. The 
film rolls have been exposed, or tanned as the artist calls it, and 
have yellow, green and mostly red, pink and purple layers. Poetically 
evoking blood-soaked, partially burned and often regurgitated skin, 
they exist as reflective screens. They obscure the bodies of the 
viewers and at the same time absorb them back into their surfaces. 
Suspended in rows beneath sturdy metal beams anchored to 
the ceiling, they seem poised to shatter stillness, flutter or sway 
at any moment. Lotus L. Kang’s exhibition ‘In Cascades’ (2023)  
at Chisenhale Gallery in London initially reveals a choreographed 
space dominated by multiple large, bold, hanging bodies of tanned 
celluloid film. Bisecting space and opening up unseen views from 
different distances, these film screens create a smaller, intimate 
courtyard that lends itself to an entirely different approach to floor 
installations. Finally, small, cast objects resembling lotus roots, 
anchovies, rat pups and cabbage leaves are quietly but outrightly 
found around the installations or tatami mats, while some of them 
are secretly and almost invisibly tucked away in corners.

‘In Cascades’ is both the title and the framework of the exhibition. 
It evolved from a previous body of work called Membranes (2017–
ongoing), ‘which are architectural, skeletal, installation sculptures’.2 
For instance, in Fascia, Larval, In, Out (2018)3 – one of the artist’s 
experiments prior to Membranes – processed photographic film 
was secured to flexible C-tracks, evoking the curvature of either 
large, factory machine chains or spinal segments. The concept 
was further developed in Great Shuttle for the 2021 New Museum 
Triennial,4 where scaled-up metal flex tracks were paired with 
bold suspensions of tanned film. Influenced by the artist’s own 
acupuncture practice, which she delved into during the Covid–19 
pandemic, Great Shuttle derives its title from one of the most 
crucial acupuncture points, located in the vertebrae. In both 
versions, a sturdy metallic structure referencing bones, anchors 
the skin-like films. Integrated into the bold body of industrial 
materials, the fluid surfaces of these enlarged, thin layers of 
photographic film hint at the imaginary of the microscopic realm 
of cell membranes.

For In Cascades, Kang exposed photo-sensitive industrial film 
commonly employed for commercial billboards to varying lights 
and environments in New York, Los Angeles, Toronto and in  
a greenhouse in Milton, Ontario. During the London exhibition, these 
film sheets kept changing in their new gallery environment, literally 
cascading from the ceiling to the floor like a waterfall. Producing 
‘experimental photography’ – i.e. without the need for a camera 
and beyond the photographic apparatus – wild colour planes and 
erratic visceral outpourings unfold.5 Due to the mutable nature of 
the materials used, the work exists as an entity beyond the artist’s 
control. It is in constant flux, or as the artist describes it, in a state of 
‘sustained entropy’.6 In this liminal, invisible state, the photographic 
film material constantly oscillates between arrival and departure, 

Previous page:
Lotus L. Kang, In Cascades, 2023. 

Installation view, Chisenhale Gallery, 
London, 2 June–30 July 2023.  

Photograph: Andy Keate
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filled with a rich polyphony within its own fabric.

As noted above, film material emerge as a form of ‘skin’ – this 
can be seen as a play on the etymology of pelicula, ‘little skin’ – 
which for Kang resemble analogues of cellular membranes. These 
membranes, fundamental to life and differentiation, serve as sites 
for essential processes such as filtration, diffusion, osmosis and 
transport. Porous and permeable in nature, the membrane is also  
a threshold space – a zone where the inner and outer worlds 
intersect and create connections. By orchestrating metaphorical 
scenes of multiple membrane microcosms in In Cascades, the 
artist reveals an invisible, vibrant spectacle of porosity. Sensitive to 
light, time and their surrounding environment, each membrane is an 
individual, living physical theatre. The animistic sunlit, dangling film 
entity conjures the unseen biological activities that unfold within 
the cellular, vascular and organic realms of bodies, emphasising 
the continuity and interconnectedness of life.

* * *

The disparate but connected objects on the adjacent floor and 
in the gallery’s corners add a new dimension to the experience 
of the exhibition ‘In Cascades’. When a few slices of lotus root 
are placed on one of the super-beams, their smaller holes appear 
surreptitiously in front of the pre-existing metal holes. On the floor, 
shiny aluminium discs on a low tatami mat, resembling ancient 
silver coins, appear as curved spinal lines; a thread holding cast 
knots hangs from the ceiling; small, elongated anchovies – easily 
recognisable as a common everyday Korean staple ingredient 
despite their resemblance to the nearby knots – are modestly piled 
on the floor, while aluminium casts of Chinese cabbage leaves are 
scattered across the tatami mats or intriguingly wedged between 
their folded hems. Cast-dried pears and fresh tangerines pop up 
sporadically. What you also discover when you look through them 
are knotted and pearled magnets attached almost invisibly to 
the spots on the stretched, film-skins – as if marking a nodule or 
acupuncture point. Moving outwards from the installation, anchovies 
are suspended from a high window, while the series of Sticky Pups 
(2023), ambiguous forms – either clumps of dirt or rats – reside 
where floors and walls meet, forming an uncanny relationship with 
the exhibition’s architectural infrastructure. All of these works have 
their own independent titles, but they do not seem to insist on 
standing alone. The space is interconnected and disparate modes 
and entities porously interact and overlap, emulating a theatrical 
scene that seamlessly transitions, fades and recedes, offering an 
encompassing yet microscopic experience. The fluid transitions 
in relation to the surrounding bodies oscillate between immersive 
and scenic, dramatic and modest, glamorous and endearing. 

There’s a palpable duality to the space. On the one hand,  
In Cascades has an immersive formalism produced by its integration 
of contemporary industrial materials. Their widespread production 
and common use do not refer to any cultural or ancestral imprints. 
On the other hand, external contextual factors are imposed on 
unpretentious representational scenes by the adjacent display 
of scattered everyday objects. The former aspect manifests the 
vibrancy of life at a cellular level, encompassing the scope of 
genetic inheritance, while the latter has a different meaning since 
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cultural imprint from lotus roots, anchovies, cabbage leaves, pears, 
paper-wrapped tangerines and tatami mats.

Despite the apparent bipolarity and internal divergence in Kang’s 
installation, an inevitable intermingling unfolds as the viewer 
traverses the space. This intermingling subtly sketches the 
relationship between cells and their external milieu. Indeed, Kang is 
fascinated with epigenetics, and her work hints at DNA divergence 
and the characteristics of its physiological expression spurred on 
by external or environmental factors from forebearers, such as 
memories inherited from her mother, grandmother and a multitude 
of ancestors. For Kang, this mode of intersectionality lies in the ‘idea 
of the expressibility of genes and the porosity of DNA’.7 

* * *

The spatial interplay, bearing with the artist’s imprints of both 
the cultural and the personal, weaves a layered dialogic tapestry 
that straddles form, materiality, spatial speculation and identity, 
all while deferring their immediate interpretation. One significant 
inspiration for In Cascades comes from Isamu Noguchi’s poetic 
insertion and inversion found in Ceiling and Waterfall for 666 Fifth 
Avenue (1956–57), a site-specific architectural installation in New 
York commissioned for a building, removed in 2020. Kang points 
out her installation’s kinship with Noguchi’s: 

His ceiling and waterfall piece brought the outside world into 
an interior office space, proposing a different environment, or 
an inversion. The work spanned the ceiling as a ‘landscape 
of clouds’ while also cascading vertically in the form of a 
fountain, with water trickling downwards. I think this was an 
early catalyst for our thinking around how architecture and 
rigidity can also hold a wateriness and fluidity, like the body 
and its own watery composition. Form and formlessness.8

The other influence is from the layered spatial modality created by 
the walls, doors and columns of a hanok, a traditional Korean house. 
A hanok displays a variety of configurations of enclosed rooms 
and open floor spaces beneath its rafters, featuring a prominent 
room – sarangchae – that is open for any visitors, and a spacious 
courtyard – madang – which lies at its forefront. The spatial design 
of the hanok always implies permeability, naturally integrating with 
the surrounding village or community and highlighting the fluidity 
between private and public realms. Fundamentally, the hanok’s 
architecture is distinctly porous. 

Adopting the architecture of the hanok, where the boundaries 
between public and private spaces are often fluid, Kang presents 
an idea that contrasts sharply with the rigid boundaries that define 
Western modernity. By so doing, she produces an enigmatic 
tableau where the demarcations between inside and outside 
blur, spaces intertwine, and elements seamlessly merge into  
one another.

As porous as this stone is the architecture. Building and action 
interpenetrate in the courtyards, arcades, and stairways.  
In everything, they preserve the scope to become a theater 
of new, unforeseen constellations. The stamp of the definitive 
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asserts its [sic] ‘thus and not otherwise’.9

In Walter Benjamin’s and Asja Lacis’s co-authored essay ‘Naples’, 
the Italian city is described through the lens of ‘porosity’. This 
concept is used to depict the city’s blurred boundaries and to 
highlight the fluid interplay within a merged space of dispersal and 
encroachment. As they noted, ‘Just as the living room reappears 
on the street, [. . .] the street migrates into the living room.’10 This 
observation underscores the inherent spatial ambiguity of porous 
spaces, emphasising their continual capacity for convertibility, 
adaptability, malleability and multiplicity. This stands in contrast to 
the modern tendencies for border-making, dividing and establishing 
separation emblematic of Western modernity. Porous space resists 
such fixed division, advocating for a fluid, interconnected existence 
that transcends rigid boundaries.

In a conceptually analogous vein, In Cascades gently leads the 
audience through a cultivated inner realm, akin to sarangchae 
or madang. Herein, the boundaries between inside and outside 
effortlessly dissolve into obscurity. Its spatial rhythm conveys an 
intersectional panorama, organically unfolding vertically – from 
ceiling to floor – and horizontally – from row to row, column to column. 
Upon entry from the periphery, the artwork unfurls a labyrinth, 
revealing spaces devoid of confining walls, thus manifesting a site 
inherently imbued with permeation. Kang’s spatial configuration 
deftly illuminates the space as a medium, simultaneously singular 
and plural.

* * *

Many of the objects in Kang’s previous work stem from her personal 
attachment to her East Asian immigrant family that carries the 
memories of their own ancestry. These include things and the 
scene of their display commonly found at markets or construction 
sites in Korea, and tatami mats her grandmother used. Both refer 
to her grandmother’s memory of once selling rice and seeds in  
a corner of a market in Seoul, after fleeing from North to South Korea 
during the Korean War, and before immigrating to Canada with 
her children. Other items are from her mother’s kitchen, including 
large stainless-steel containers for kimchi-making, woven nets to 
protect onions and fruit, and Korean foods, especially the porous 
lotus roots enjoyed by her family. 

A common trait among these artefacts is their perforated surfaces 
or structures. Notably, the slice of lotus root emerges as a potent 
emblem of porosity, reflecting a spatial ambiguity between its 
inner and outer realms. It reverberates with notions of absence 
and presence as a kind of portrait of holes, gaps, and voids, while 
simultaneously suggesting fullness, containment and potential. The 
artist casts its cross-section in aluminium or bronze and affixes it to 
a metal track. This can be showcased as a photogram or paired with 
readymade items such as a stainless-steel bowl or a construction-
grade plastic bag. Whether displayed on its own or mingled with 
other porous materials, the lotus root forms layers of successive 
overlapping perforations.

In the installation titled Scaffold (2022) splayed out on the exhibition 
floor, aluminium-cast lotus root lumps are placed upon folded 
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at a stall on a street corner or traditional market in Korea.11 Through 
this floor-based presentation of the work, Scaffold connotes the 
ground engagement with ancestral culture and the labour and 
struggle for survival implied in the displayed objects. The bags, 
with their flattened presence, rest serenely on the floor as if a poetic 
pause of unspelled syllables. They subtly hint at an unseen space 
within their slender confines, much like the skin of the lotus roots 
that encase a series of voids suggests a potential to be filled and 
encapsulated. In other words, the culturally imprinted objects, 
almost ubiquitously riddled with holes, are selected and combined 
with carriers, or netted bags that can hold and contain something, 
or woven structures that can allow osmosis. 

Tightly woven, folded bags, used for construction, along with other 
materials the artist has incorporated in previous works – such 
as onion netting, fruit protective mesh and large, stainless steel 
kimchi bowls – are all containers rooted in the life of her family. 
Hinting at Ursula K. Le Guin’s ‘carrier bag theory of fiction’, the bags’ 
adaptability to contain seeds, medicine and whatever was sacred to 
the ancestors, offers a counter-narrative to the aggressive heroism 
symbolised by a sharp stick or sword that pierces and cuts.12 What 
is symbolised in these recipients are the countless ‘untold stories’ 
of the diaspora: continuous emptying, filling, storing, protecting, 
transporting, bequeathing and so forth. Rather than perpetuating 
the often-glamorised tales of immigrant achievement from earlier 
generations, the artist chooses to monumentalise the mundane – 
sacks, bags and netted holders. These unassuming objects bear 
the metaphor of shelter, a home and of non-monolithic narratives 
that embrace and nourish spaces of gaps and holes.

Though Kang’s installations lean towards the poetic, she brings 
up diasporic memories in a direct, unfiltered, raw and even 
visceral manner with familiar objects, rather than through mere 
documentation or a polished retelling, as implied by the artist’s term 
of ‘regurgitation’.13 The very act of migration implies not just physical 
movement but a constant battle of preservation versus assimilation, 
of holding onto the familiar while navigating the unknown. It often 
reverberates with the strive for survival, navigating the recurring 
ruptures and tensions between dislocation, transplantation and 
adaptation. Further, bridging the chasm between languages 
and cultures and across generations in a migrant family often 
necessitates translation. 

But Kang seems to argue that there are carriers of continuity beyond 
what is told and spoken about. Memories, histories and identities 
are also embedded in everyday objects: the tactile, the seen and 
the used. They reside in things left untold, stories interrupted and 
traditions modified. In her work, the substance of inheritance lies in 
gaps, partiality and variation, and is tangibly crystallised in the things 
that her grandmother and mother encountered daily and that the 
artist grew to hold close. Kang’s own intergenerational memories, 
even in their often understated or less articulated state, are 
intertwined with an inevitable process of cultural intersectionality. 
Much like a seed carrying the memory of its forebears, the 
fragmentation and ambiguity of intergenerational memories can 
both inspire and shape Kang’s bodily, holistic and singular artistic 
consciousness. 
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scales of holes, revealed through Kang’s subtle and consistent 
material speculation on the polyphonic state of being. Her use of 
tiny pores and gaps, nets and bags invites an engagement with  
a spatial palimpsest of overlapping and intricate perforations. 
She reconfigures the gallery spaces like a choreographed journey 
through multilayered experiences, inviting re-enchantment through 
one’s encounter with porous boundaries and the delicate interplay 
of multiple ambivalences. 

Weaving a subtle narrative of ancestral resonances, artistic 
references and specific material explorations, Kang sets  
a rhythm for the exhibition that synchronises with pause and 
flow, intersectionality and divergence within each moment of 
poetic tension. In her work, seamless entanglements of spatial 
configuration and material properties manifest as a mode of 
porosity that blurs past and present, self and other, innate and 
acquired, transmission and modification. Kang’s works are not only 
the embodiment of careful consideration, but also of bold, often 
unprocessed, unmediated and audacious upheaval. Resonating 
with the potential of constant mobility, transplantation, memories 
and ruptured bodies, and with the possibilities of intersectionality, 
Kang’s persistent exploration of porous beings ultimately evokes 
the fertile world of the diasporic body.

 

1	 Lotus L. Kang and Amy Jones, ‘Chisenhale interviews: Lotus Laurie Kang’ 
[online], 25 May 2023, available at https://chisenhale.org.uk/wp-content/
uploads/Lotus-Laurie-Kang-at-Chisenhale-Gallery_Interview.pdf (last 
accessed on 28 September 2023).

2	 Ibid.
3	 Shown in the exhibition ‘Channeller’, Interstate Project, New York, 14 

December 2018 – 27 January 2019.
4	 ‘2021 Triennial: Soft Water Hard Stone’, New Museum, New York, 28 October 

2021 – 23 January 2022.
5	 Marc Lenot, ‘Introduction to Jouer contre les apparareils’, Jouer contre les 

apparareils. De la photographie expérimentale [website], available at https://
photographie-experimentale.com/introduction-of-the-book-in-english/ (last 
accessed on 2 October 2023).

6	 ‘Porous Beings: Lotus L. Kang in conservation with Xiaowen Zhu’, artist talk, 
The Courtauld and Asymmetry Art Foundation, London, 10 May 2023, avail-
able at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Nq2-UDr6OuM&t=3332s (last 
accessed on 2 October 2023). 

7	 Ibid.
8	 L. L. Kang and A. Jones, ‘Chisenhale interviews’, op. cit.
9	 Walter Benjamin and Asja Lacis, ‘Naples’, in W. Benjamin, Reflections: Essays, 

Aphorisms, Autobiographical Writings, New York, NY: Harcourt Brace, 1986, 
pp.165–66.

10	 Ibid., p.171.
11	 Scaffold was exhibited as part of the group exhibition ‘Do Redo Repeat’, 

Catriona Jeffries, Vancouver, 19 March – 7 May 2022.
12	 See Ursula K. Le Guin, The Carrier Bag Theory of Fiction, London: Ignota 

Books, 2020.
13	 ‘Porous Beings’, op. cit.
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Lotus L. Kang, In Cascades, 2023. 
Installation view, Chisenhale Gallery, 
London, 2 June – 30 July 2023.  
Photograph: Andy Keate
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Lotus L. Kang, In Cascades, 2023. 
Installation view, Chisenhale Gallery, 

London, 2 June – 30 July 2023.  
Photograph: Andy Keate
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Lotus L. Kang, In Cascades, 2023. 
Installation view, Chisenhale Gallery, 
London, 2 June – 30 July 2023.  
Photograph: Andy Keate



A
F

T
E

R
A

L
L

P
A

G
E

 1
0

2
A

 J
ou

rn
al

 o
f A

rt
, C

on
te

xt
 a

nd
 E

nq
ui

ry

Top:
Lotus L. Kang, Sticky Pup II, 2023. 

Photograph: Andy Keate

Bottom:
Lotus L. Kang, Sticky Pup I, 2023. 

Photograph: Andy Keate
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Top:
Lotus L. Kang, In Cascades, 2023. 
Installation view, Chisenhale Gallery, 
London, 2 June – 30 July 2023.  
Photograph: Andy Keate

Bottom:
Lotus L. Kang, Lotus, 2023. Photograph: 
Andy Keate
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ry WORKING WITH THE LACK:  
A CONVERSATION WITH  

LOTUS L. KANG
Chloe Ting

Lotus L. Kang is an artist whose practice traverses 
sculpture, photography, installation and drawing. 
Often working with sensitive material that 
responds to conditions such as light and time, 
she develops work and exhibitions that explore 
bodies, identities, memories and histories. 
Afterall Editor Chloe Ting spoke to the artist 
and discussed ideas around personal-political 
embodied archives, practice-based research, 
and the sensory experience of art.

Chloe Ting: Your show at Chisenhale Gallery in 
London titled ‘In Cascades’ opened in June 2023.1 

Could you talk about the development of this 
exhibition? How did it come about at this very 
moment in time in relation to your body of work?

Lotus L. Kang: There isn’t a distinct break between 
any of my projects. Rather, it’s one ongoing, fraying 
thread or vein. While there might be explorations 
of new materials, objects and forms, the work 
transmutes through adding or subtracting from 
what came before. It’s a very sedimentary kind of 
process, or a sticky process. The title of the show 
– ‘In Cascades’ – speaks specifically to this idea. 
It was co-commissioned by Chisenhale and the 
Contemporary Art Gallery in Vancouver, where 
another iteration of the work will be exhibited in 
September.2

Amy Jones, the curator of the show at Chisenhale 
brought up the idea of cascades very early on 
during one of our visits when we were churning 
ideas, going through books, photos, texts and 
materials. I was thinking about inheritance and 
epigenetics, memory, time and the body as forms 
of sedimentation. Of course, ‘cascades’ refer to 
bodies of flowing water. Our organism is also 
comprised mostly of water, so we’re closely tied 
to this element, and to water around us, whether 
in other bodies or planetary bodies of water.  
In biochemistry, cascades refer to transmissions 
occurring at the cellular level, wherein the path 
of signals always carries traces and implications 
of the past or prior signals, affecting the chain of 
signals as it continues. Both the watery cascade 
and biochemical cascade bring up ideas of 
relation and interconnectivity, time, or past,  
in which present and future are contingent.

This very much relates to my practice at large, 
although projects take place in different sites. 
It’s continually cascading, or as Octavia E. Butler 

writes, ‘All that you touch. You change. All that you 
change. Changes you.’3 

The main piece in ‘In Cascades’ is an expansion 
from a series of works that I have been exploring 
since 2017 and that I call Membranes. Membranes 
point to a border or a limit, whether geographic 
borders or the bodily borders of skin, as 
permeable and porous. The Membrane works 
use construction materials, often pliable and left 
raw, alongside unfixed photographic films and 
paper that create embodied images which carry 
traces of the spaces where they were ‘tanned’ 
and exhibited, including traces of their inhabitants. 
They are in perpetual development and continually 
respond to light and the environment. A question 
I’m asking with these works is, what happens when 
the membrane itself is sensitive, selective, affecting 
what it holds, as well as what moves through it? 

On another level, I have always been and remain 
interested in the play between verticality and 
horizontality, and how you make a viewer’s body 
implicated in your work when you have to crouch 
low to the ground. It can push against ideas of 
monumentality. Horizontality makes us think about 
the act of looking down and the act of looking up. 
With this new commission I wanted to expand 
from the vertical structures of the Membranes 
to an immersive structure that emphasises both 
horizontality and verticality. I found a type of 
joist that is full of holes, which points to voids, 
vessels and fissures; they were used to build out  
a horizontal scaffold or ceiling suspended above 
the viewer. There are also floor-based sculptures 
that use tatami mats alongside various cast objects 
and materials, and photographs documenting  
a ritual-performance I enacted leading up to the 
exhibition that exist in the folds of the mattresses 
and remain unseen, at least in the show. I wanted 
to create a ghostly architecture, with the film 
cascading down from the scaffold vertically; the 
things that are seen, or left unseen; the spaces 
that are visible and invisible. 

CT: How does the consideration of the audience 
come about in the creation and exhibition of your 
work? I know, for example, your 35 photograms 
installation Her Own Devices (2020) was made 
as a gift for yourself. How do you consider who 
you’re making the artworks for and how does an 
external person encounter them? 

LLK: In some ways, I have to forget the viewer 
because it helps give more space and permission 
for what I think of as a ‘soupy’ space, or being 
‘in the mud’. Part of my making is to dwell on 
questions such as ‘what is this, even?’, ‘why am 
I doing this, even?’ – questions that often follow 
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thinking about a viewer, I will stop the process 
of the object or material clarifying itself to me. 
It becomes about how it is perceived by others.  
At that actual point when the work is still in the 
mud, I feel I have to nurture this latent phase to 
be able to see clearly – you can’t see the work 
when it’s still in the mud, and if you try that stops 
something in the work’s own becoming.

When I’m installing work in a gallery, I begin to 
think about the body in space. I’m constantly 
considering every angle and entry point that 
confronts or doesn’t confront a viewer. How 
space engages the body, how the exhibition and 
the work change in relation to the body’s own 
movement. My work at Chisenhale in this sense is 
a suspension, it expands space, it is something you 
walk around and into. I also wanted to contribute 
to the informal archive, which is the gallery’s floor. 
As Amy Jones pointed out, the floor contains the 
history and traces of all the other artists, visitors 
and artworks that have been at Chisenhale.  
I wanted my work to contribute to this archive in 
a way, and for the viewer to be aware of the raw 
quality of works and materials that are ‘unfinished’.

CT: It makes sense that your work addresses 
the porous relationship between the external 
environment and the human bodies. The space 
we are in could be affected by, on the one hand, 
political and affective forces, and also, on the 
other, by natural phenomena and entities like light 
and bacteria. How does your own porosity come 
into the picture?

LLK: There is definitely my own porosity to place 
as I’m installing, and it always comes as a surprise. 
I guess it’s about being present in the space and 
seeing what unfolds from there – that’s a kind of 
porosity. Working with natural light at Chisenhale 
took a lot of consideration. Often London is grey. 
Since the show was on view during the summer 
we could get natural light for a longer period of 
time. The gallery recently opened the windows, 
which are beautiful but sit at an odd height, 2.7 
metres or so above the floor so you can’t look out 
of them like you would a typical window. It is also 
by a canal, which makes the space damp, and so 
the environment creates a moodiness in the space. 
When I’m planning my site-responsive exhibitions,  
I don’t think just about the gallery space but also 
the spaces beyond. There’s a work in the show, 
Tract II, which was made on site in relation to this 
idea. It’s a chime of cast anchovies, hung on the 
exterior of the window; most people would miss 
it. You can see it blowing in the wind; if you were 
outside and close by you could hear it, but of 
course in the gallery it’s inaudible. 

The gallery’s proximity to the canal means there is 
a likelihood of encountering rats. Sticky Pup I–IV, 
four rat pup sculptures cast in glass, are installed 
at the edges of the gallery, in the margins, close 
to the canal. They hold multiple meanings. They 
tend to incite a dual instinct of both tenderness 
and disgust in the viewer; a cute object that 
evokes both the need to care for it and the desire 
to destroy it. There’s also a legacy of equating 
racialised people with animals, so they become a 
figure to think about the racialised human animal. 
Initially though, the catalyst behind the sculptures 
was an article by Martha Kenney, co-written 
with her peer Ruth Müller, ‘Of rats and women: 
Narratives of motherhood in environmental 
epigenetics’.4 I read the article that spurred this 
investigation when I was living in New York, which 
is very much a city of rats. So many campaigns 
have been created to eradicate rats, such as Eric 
Adams’s mission to hire a ‘rat czar’. Meanwhile 
other campaigns persuade us that coyotes are 
our kin. It’s impossible to separate rats from 
the infrastructure of cities like New York: their 
proliferation is a direct result of human behaviour 
and movement. I thought about the inevitable 
contact we have to make with each other, and how 
we might imagine co-existence. Rats are used in 
science labs because we have much in common 
with them physiologically and viscerally, so our 
human-centric relationship to them is selective. 
How do we declare what is parasite and what 
is kin? So many parasitical figures are often also 
incredibly resilient.

CT: Indeed. Who decides what is parasitical and 
what is kin? Can you tell me more about your 
interest and research in thinking through these 
two relationships? For example, you worked with 
cordyceps in Mother (2019–20) and Bloom (2019). 
Cordyceps are parasitic: they drain their host 
completely of nutrients before filling their body 
with spores that will let the fungus reproduce. 
At the same time, to humans, cordyceps can 
stimulate immunity and cell production and are 
thought to help fight cancer cells.

LLK: The figure of the parasite is emblematic 
of a body in the world: there is no body 
without the detriment of another body. It’s an 
acknowledgement of the volatility of being a body. 
I’m interested in parasitical figures because they 
don’t deny a material reality, but embody instead 
an earthly insistence. As a method for making, I’m 
not interested in reiterative representation, but 
rather in what it means to parasitise identity and 
what might bloom out of that process. I think of it 
as a regurgitation; that I am, as a body, a series of 
inheritances both physical and spiritual, but these 
inheritances are also embodied, regurgitated, 
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always folding in new layers. 

For example, an ancestral regurgitation or 
parasitisation involves my paternal grandmother 
who was from North Korea but fled to the South 
on foot with her children before the war, and 
eventually immigrated to Canada. While I’m not 
interested in making this biographical detail 
transparent in my work, this migratory background 
has come to illuminate my own understanding 
and attitude towards provisional, unfixed materials 
that can be packed and unpacked, unfurling in 
differing, modular ways. When my grandmother 
moved to Canada, she worked as a worm picker; 
so, there’s also a passed-on familiarity with the 
horizontal, the low, the mud, the worm. 

CT: We tend to set clear boundaries between 
whether a relationship is parasitic or symbiotic, 
but in fact relationships are often dynamic and 
this is reflected in how all natural systems work. 
It’s impossible for a stable system to exist without 
negative interactions as part of the picture. At the 
same time, nothing is independent from each 
other. As with all studies of life – zoology, botany, 
mycology – it is clear how dependent they are 
on each other. Especially the idea that some 
parasitic fungi depend on the living host’s cell to 
complete life cycles. This symbiotic relationship 
can sometimes be portrayed as one-host-one-
fungus, but in reality, it’s always actually a network. 

LLK: Donna J. Haraway says ‘we are compost, 
not posthuman’ – we become with each other, 
compose and decompose. 

CT: Exactly. And in this regard, I’d like to ask 
you about the points of explorations of time 
in your work: your exploration of generational 
stories, nature’s cyclical time, and the practical 
time required for your materials to develop and 
ferment. Can you speak more about how time 
plays a part in your practice?

LLK: The time it takes to make an artwork is  
a consideration, of course. There is time you can 
trace in the work, materially – how long this or that 
part took. But I’m most interested in illegible or 
invisible time. The time it takes to create encounters, 
material encounters. The time around the actual 
‘making’, which in my practice occupies a lot of 
space and goes back to the idea of ‘mud time’.

I also think about time as cycles, but more similar 
to a cascade. A cycle that integrates the past and 
turns into a new cycle – it’s never the same. Maybe 
it’s not even a cycle. I wonder if there is a shape 
apt to describe it.

CT: Maybe a spiral.

LLK: Yes, it spirals inwards and outwards. I think 
about how time is indexed on the body both legibly 
and illegibly. Obviously as we age, time shows on 
our bodies. But it also does so in a way that may 
not be outwardly visible – a past event, events 
generally, or people that mark and change us at 
a chemical, or epigenetic level. This is also where 
my interest in Chinese Medicine and acupuncture 
developed, which seeks to understand the body 
as a web of both internal and external phenomena, 
so as to find the root cause of any issue rather 
than simply working with what’s visible. The root is 
often things that are less articulable, less tangible, 
less legible. 

CT: What you’re saying reminds me of the study 
of genealogy through the idea of Sankofa. Sankofa 
is an Akan Twi word that means ‘to retrieve’. It is 
captured by a Ghanaian Adinkra bird symbol, with 
its head turned backwards, and its feet forwards. 
It signifies revisiting one’s roots and knowledge 
of the past, in order to move forward. I thought 
that was very similar to your way of thinking of 
cascades, time and personal histories.

LLK: I’ve never felt fully Korean, I definitely don’t 
feel Canadian, and now I live in New York. I never 
have a sense of real belonging to one culture or 
another and I think this is a common experience 
for many diasporic people. I have often pursued 
a desire to find or fill the holes in my familial 
histories, but what happens when my history 
doesn’t allow me to find anything? There aren’t 
many stories in my family, but lots of forgetting 
or not knowing.

Sometimes it has felt like a kind of a failure on 
my end. If this is part of my research, then am  
I failing as a researcher? I don’t think I can find my 
identity by plucking one thing that I find interesting 
in Korean culture, or that I have resonance with. 
It needs to come from a webbier place. Similar 
to the root and the intangible, my work often 
becomes a site of indexing that process of 
uprooting through poetics and, to borrow Trinh T. 
Minh-Ha’s expression, for ‘speaking nearby’ rather 
than through a narrative storytelling. I now feel like 
I am working with, not a bag full of stories or a bag 
full of holes, but the hole itself as a figure that can 
be empty and full. I’m working with the lack. 

Regarding personal histories, and back to the 
parasite – to parasitise one’s identity is also to 
betray your inheritances. I’m not bound to my 
history or biography as an artist; I can be both 
true and untrue to it. This agency is important.
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a personal-political, embodied archive tests the 
relationships between art and research, as well 
as the disciplines and even forms imbricated in 
structures of power. The existing pedagogical, 
institutional and academic structures function as 
relays of knowledge and power. And of course, 
so many of these structures permeate through 
what we consider meaningful artistic practices, 
and get to arbitrate what is considered ‘credible’. 

Experiencing your work, and hearing about your 
practice, one can say that it is very much a process 
of research-creation. Research in materiality, in 
your own personal-political histories. I’m led to 
Haraway’s curiosity-bound eros, and how we can 
use this way of thinking in a research-creational 
approach, insisting on a multiplicity of responses, 
research, learning and understanding through 
what emerges from curiosity, and also from what 
is troubling and troublesome. 

LLK: I don’t struggle to call my work intuitive 
because it is. If we think about the material 
realities of our body as informed by the past, 
a transmutation of the past, intuition isn’t just a 
feeling; it’s knowledge that we derived from these 
past experiences. We need to have a willingness 
to accept not knowing, and that ‘making sense’ 
might come after. Often, only after I make an 
artwork do I understand why I made it.

CT: Many artists are now seeking a PhD in studio 
art. It is interesting to really consider what this 
means. There are discourses around distinguishing 
practice-based and research-led PhDs. The 
former is a form of investigation undertaken to 
gain new knowledge partly by means of practice 
and the outcomes of that practice; the latter 
focusses on research to advance knowledge 
about practice, or knowledge within practice – 
mostly through text. Both include practice as an 
integral part but the difference is in foregrounding 
practice or text. 

You often speak about the relationship between 
text and your visual creation. The method is 
allowing the art to come first, and then your 
research or reading starts to contextualise and 
make sense of what you’re doing. At the same 
time, I think your talks as an artist, and the way 
you write about your art is also instrumental in 
understanding it. I want to hear more about how 
you navigate the relationship between the written 
and spoken language and your visual creation as 
expression.

LLK: That’s a really good question. It’s been  
a difficult and tense journey to get to a point 

where I feel comfortable sharing my thinking in 
language. I’m very passionate about nuance and 
I’ve always seen it in materials: they are doing the 
speaking. One day I’ll finally stop talking and just 
leave the materials list! I’m not a research-based 
artist where research is evidenced in the work,  
or some didactic story is drawn out from it. 

I have often been asked to be more specific and 
explicit about ideas of representation in the early 
stages of my making, but that was at a point when 
I didn’t even understand myself very well, so it 
didn’t feel right. It’s taken some time for me to 
get to a place where I felt I could bring my own 
thinking into the work and articulate that into 
written and spoken language. I find it torturous to 
write or speak, so my talks take several months 
to put together.

I also have to battle the resistance I feel to 
conceding to the desire of a consumptive 
audience who wants to understand, apprehend 
and essentialise me and my work. I’m an air sign 
so I tend towards non-fixity and letting ideas float 
and tangle endlessly rather than pinning them 
down. Writing for me can feel like a pinning down 
but perhaps that speaks more to my immaturity 
as a writer as I know language is so mutable. I’m 
working on it and I’m curious to see what my 
answer to this question might be in the future or 
how I might restructure a talk. 

With my most recent talk, I had to be in a mindset 
that the written and spoken presentation of my 
work is not for the audience, but for my practice, 
as though my work could stretch out and extend 
itself. I’m not really explaining the work or telling 
stories around the exhibition making. I’m more 
speaking around it, grabbing one floating idea 
here, then another there.

CT: I could definitely feel from your talk that the 
intention of your writing was in service to your 
work. It wasn’t a description, or an explanation. It 
was giving context, a verbal or written life to your 
work. It feels like language is a tool that you’re 
using, whether it is text or visual.

LLK: Yes, for me the visual becomes the way in 
which I speak. I am often so in awe and envious 
of not just artists, but people who are incredible 
storytellers. I am not good at telling stories, and  
I think it is because I don’t have stories that were 
passed down to me. I never grew up with familial 
stories or around people who built narratives. 
My family emigrated abruptly from Korea and 
assimilated intensely into Canadian culture. I can’t 
speak for my parents, but from my perspective, 
there was a rupture in our personal stories. For 
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through them. I am drawn to material in part 
because of this: it isn’t confined to a language. 
Through materiality, I put together a kind of story.

CT: It reminds me of the idea that, ‘There is 
no mother tongue, only a power takeover by  
a dominant language within a political multiplicity.’6 
The idea of the ‘mother tongue’ is very much 
linked to the birth of the modern nation-state. 
In A Thousand Plateaus, Gilles Deleuze and 
Félix Guattari work around the idea of rhizome,  
a structure in which many points can connect 
to one another, but no location is the beginning 
or end. They argue that it’s about assemblages 
and multiplicities. This brings it very nicely back 
to your exploration of genealogy – there is no 
linear root and branch for you to trace. You use 
materials to assemble a story that you can’t put 
into or explain through clear language. 

It also resonates with my own thinking around 
illiteracy, which I haven’t yet found a way to fully 
explore but that is connected in particular to 
the fact that my grandmother is illiterate. This is 
probably not uncommon especially for a woman 
in the Chinese context of that generation. But 
the treatment of someone who is illiterate, and 
all the repercussions of the inability to self-
express in a society that is shaped by language 
and communication is something I’m interested in 
dwelling on. Of course, there are also discourses 
about post-literate worlds; Susan Sontag sees it 
as a visual one, whereas media theorists look at  
it through the development of technology.

LLK: I think whenever there is a limitation or 
hierarchy, whether it’s literacy or legibility 
as an artist, it forces a kind of resilience and 
adaptiveness. I’m curious with your grandmother, 
if she found ways to be nuanced that weren’t tied 
to literacy.

CT: Yes, in terms of practice, she spends a lot of 
time doing Tai Chi and hiking. So, she also ended 
up using the body, exercising herself in a different 
way not through text or language. 

LLK: That’s amazing. The language of the body 
doesn’t have to be tied to linguistics. It makes me 
think about your earlier question on how I think 
about viewers in relation to my work. I want the 
viewers to find a way to experience the space 
and navigate through material with their body, 
hoping they can engage with a more internal, less 
articulate part of themselves. But I can see how 
that is a lot to expect of people, some might not 
want to go there. They just want an explanation 
of what they’re seeing.

CT: If you can use words to explain what you 
just experienced, or what you just saw, then it is 
solidified. If you can’t use words to explain then it 
didn’t happen, or it doesn’t exist.

LLK: Yes, a lot of art writing ends up being 
explanations. I really appreciate you sensing into 
my work in this way. I hope there can be more 
space for this.
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