REVIEW 
BY Dean Kenning
Seunghee Kang creates scroll-like works which leap off the surface and yet are so full of detail that one needs to scan them over time: the image cannot be taken in all at once; each element is read as if the whole were a vast manuscript from which a narrative is pieced together. Something of the noise, speed, confusion and media hysteria of the modern world screams out from her work, disabling the lamented but redundant contemplation that characterises a certain old fashioned notion of the artwork. Its as if the artist were a sponge absorbing an overflow of disordered information to be squeezed out again in an endearingly unpretentious expression both playfully humorous and sinister. In the transition point between the manic overflow of social phenomenon in signs, systems and behaviour on the one hand, and its reconfigured expression in the artwork on the other, lies the artist herself(the chronicler. Not a distanced spectator but a participant and victim in the pageant of modern life. It is perhaps Kang who is represented in gigantic proportions amidst a population of Lilliputians in the machine-embroidered digital print entitled Being British(There is nothing left but hatred even the ashes! The colossal figure is bound to the ground Gulliver-like, surrounded by the diminutive peoples of this weird island. Wearing a converse trainer on one foot, a stiletto on the other, this unfortunate woman is distorted in a scream. A large sheet fails to cover her modesty as breasts pop out impossibly on either side; it bears the legend(repeated on a nearby flag( ‘Who Cannot Speak English Is Not ARTIST’. While I think this comically distressing image should not be read solely in allegorical terms but in part as an expression of generalised sexual and misogynist imagery in mass media (a camera crew has arranged itself between the giantesses legs), there is clearly a sense(blatantly apparent in the work’s title(of the entrapment and violation that has accompanied the artist’s travels to the UK. (A feeling shared, it should be stressed, by many oversees students who are welcomed in the first instance for the money they bring to the college, before experiencing the alienating barriers of cultural and language difference, and are finally required to leave promptly before their visa runs out.) 

Kang has written of how her work taps into the contemporary currents and concerns of society. A sometimes garishly-coloured and excessive comic book figurative style has been employed to represent issues in Korean society such as the sexual exploitation of children and the consumer worship of designer labels (Wonderland and Love Hotel). Another piece, Peeping into our society with the code of desire, re-imagines society’s objectifying obsession with body image as a sci-fi nightmare of automated reconstructive cosmetic surgery with post-op manikin-like women moving along a conveyor belt to have their new breasts stuck on by a clown in a doctor’s mask. Coming to the UK from Korea then presented the artist with the inescapable reality of cultural specificity: the differences found in the smallest details of everyday life that have such significance, and can create such boundaries for outsiders. Being British then represents an idiosyncratic amalgamation of concerns in a miniature world. The hierarchy and economy of art naturally looms large within this vision; so the old master of modern art rebellion Vincent Van Gogh is greeted by the Lego-land denizens of Kang’s embroidered print with raised-arm salutes, whilst a supposed ‘Theory of the World’ is reduced to the three-stepped pyramided relation between money (on top), gallery (in the middle), and artist (at the bottom). A Dalmatian parked outside the gallery urinates against its showy walls (it obviously ‘cannot speak English’, unless it is what the English love to refer to as a ‘piss artist’). Other details give us an insight into what natives might miss through familiarity: a wealth of detail such as dress codes permeate the work, making it a journey of discovery for the viewer; something to take time with but never to get lost in. The picture is read; and words too are embroidered on(enigmatic sentences (part of one becomes the work’s title) lending a potent dimension to the pictorial image: fleeting voices forming mini worlds of human response floating over this strange land.
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OPEN DIARY: When Normal Becomes Abnormal
BY Busan Ilbo (newspaper in Korea)
Seeing most of Seunghee Kang’s work feels as though we are reading her cartoon diary. At first glance, her cartoonish canvas of vivid solid colours seems familiar to us and so we expect it easily readable. Yet, the figures depicted in distorted manner and the swirling combination of each scene cause an enigma; it is not easy for us to capture what is exactly going on through the whole canvas.

Whether in Seoul or in London where she belongs to at the moment, she tells us what is happening around herself. From the disabled people she met in Seoul to the typical British people she has seen who do not care of hundreds of CCTVs’ watching them all day long, she records every single detail of her everyday life. Keeping up with this notion of diary, she confesses her satirical attitude on socialisation. She points out that we are saturated with what we have been taught in the process of socialisation. She also questions about the normality and abnormality the society has stereotyped. She asks, if we only accept the stereotypes the way our society wants us to believe in them, where are our autonomous selves?

Her project to make right clothes for the blind people she met in Korea was her exploration for breaking the prejudice against stereotyped abnormality. In Korea, it was common that physically disabled people were isolated from the others. Their desire and intelligence were denied as they were stereotyped particularly inferior to the others. Seunghee Kang, however, wanted to show that they were the same humankind. She made safety clothes for them in the way they had described ideal clothes in their diaries. She professed even she was impressed by that they were exactly aware of what they needed and that they designed the clothes in a very creative way. Her questioning of stereotyped normality found the so-called social dysfunction as a new subject. Especially shopaholic syndrome, lookism and sexual harassment were seriously dealt with. But her approach was different from sociological methods. She did not diagnose them as social disease, but as dysfunction of self. She made aluminium plate work by the subject of ‘Wonjogyoje’ which was a newly-made term to indicate an illicit relationship between an adult male and teenaged schoolgirl where the former offered money in return for sexual discourse. It became a huge social issue as 5% percent of schoolgirls were reported to have lost their virginity during ‘wonjogyoje.’ Korea, where sexual matters had been prohibited to mention under the mask of Confucian conservatism, regarded it as an unforgivable shame. The society did not want to see the reality and so began to witch-hunt the girls who were involved. They were forced to shut their mouths, not as to bring the sexual matters again onto the surface. But Seunghee Kang rather wanted to admit what was really going on and see the thoughts of the people involved. So she visited the girls and listened to their personal stories which made them choose to commit socially unacceptable behaviour. Then she blew up the stories onto aluminium plates and invited the audiences stand in front of it, to make them see the reflection of themselves. It was meant for the audiences to look themselves in the middle of the torrent of real phenomenon which they did not ever want to accept. It was an opportunity for them to rethink of what they had believed in or what they had been believed in by society.

Since she came to London, her subject became more personal. As she found a totally different notion of ‘normal’ going on in London, she started to explore her self living as a stranger in the city. In London, what she had been told normal was not any more normal. What she had been told abnormal was not any more abnormal. A girl whose shape was not perfect wore a tank top regardless of the others’ eyes, which could not have been acceptable in the point of view of lookism in Korea. CCTVs overflowed to watch people, which would have been blamed as privacy intrusion in Korea. In every small routine, she found that common sense in the city was different from hers. The more did she struggle hard to socialise herself to be a part of the society, the more she felt alienated as she found a big cultural gap.

In this respect, through her latest works she expresses herself who is wandering somewhere between Korea and Britain. On traditional Korean canvas such as folding screen and scroll, she embroiders her life in Britain in her own cartoonish style. It gives the viewers uneasy feeling that they see Korea, Britain and herself assembled in one space. The gap between the assembled each does not seem to be narrowed down. Suggested herself as a naked female under the Union Jack in the middle in her recent work ‘It’s not Wonderland for Strangers’, it seems that she feels as if she were thrown in the city as a stranger who cannot help but be separated from the others.

