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At its simplest, Charles Munka’s practice engages with a long-
standing tradition of mark-making as one of the central historical 
modes for working in the specific media of painting, drawing, and 
collage. It is clear that, on the level of technique, the artist derives 
the bulk of his influence from a cluster of European-American 
traditions related to expressionism and abstraction; uniquely, 
however, he uses this body of knowledge to open up a dialogue 
with contemporary Asian metropolitan culture in a way that 
would be unthinkable for either an artist based back in the studio 
centers of the Western world or one tied into the inverse model of 
relating international models to local culture. Earlier this spring 
Munka executed a drawing in thick black marks over an old map 
of Hong Kong that would go on to be turned into a scarf for the 
tailoring brand Moustache; his interventions, taking the form of 
straight lines, illegible numbers and symbols, hatch marks, and a 
collaged photograph of a Greco-Roman bust, take their form from 
the existing contours of the geography of the territory, seeming to 
accelerate and exaggerate intensities that must already exist within 
the topography that defines both the space of the page and the 
lived space in which the artist works. Clearly the influence of place 
and environment is strong here, but it is an ongoing practice of 
relating the hand to brush and pen that sets the tone for this give 
and take.

A brief review of Munka’s work is sufficient to demonstrate how 
many of the urban forms and surfaces that surround him have 
made their way into and ultimately given shape to the support 
mechanisms of his pieces. The verticality of cities like Hong 
Kong, Shanghai, and Tokyo, for instance, appears in the blurred 
layering that stratifies his marks and the many scraps of paper and 
other materials that lie beneath them. The graffiti that lines the 
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Occupying a categorical state similar to that of the map, language 
too becomes an ambiguous source of raw material: in nearly all of 
Munka’s drawings and paintings a combination of letters, words, 
and phrase seemingly cut loose from any grammar or diction float 
freely between pictorial and geometric forms, occasionally forming 
recognizable sounds or meanings in a language or combinations 
thereof, generally Latin or French. The artist is interested in 
histories that are referenced without immediate context, and in the 
power of language to structure thinking visually without offering 
meaning. See, for instance, the black and white composition Alpha-
bets (2012), in which shapes more hieroglyphic than alphabetic 
constitute a series of overlapping lines, or the Script series (2013), 
where slanted lines of Arabic numerals and Latin letters intermix, 
gesturing at an exotic mode of communication that never becomes 
possible. The primary focus here is on the remote possibility of an 
ancient ritual, an aesthetics of esoteric production that Munka 
repeats as a conscious activity within his practice.

If it seems that Charles Munka appropriates entire cultural spheres 
for his own purposes rather than working within them, the same 
might be said about his relationship to art history proper. Hunting 
for references themselves is a simple task: the arrows, light-dark 
contrast, and blurred background forms of Pharos or Monasterace 
(2012) could be drawn straight from the visual vocabulary of Antoni 
Tàpies, for instance, and much of his practice certainly owes a 
clear debt to art informel more broadly. Munka is, after all, the 
kind of artist who allows his composition to come into being in the 
moment; nonetheless, he has done away with the solitary romantic 
genius of so many of his predecessors and now allows the impulses 
and intensities of the milieu in which he lives, works, studies, and 
produces to circulate through him and across his work. Similarly, 

stairwell to his studio and the alley outside—of a type recognizable 
not as street art or even as tagging, but rather as measurements, 
advertisements, and notes scratched out in characters, letters, and 
numerals— appears indirectly in the nearly illegible wording that 
floats between more abstract shapes. And occasionally these alien 
objects intrude into the actual fabric of the artist’s practice, as 
with Shield (2012), where a cast iron wok picked up on the street 
has been hung as if it belonged with a suit of armor, whitewashed 
and covered with meaningless text that orbits around a red central 
bullseye. Munka belongs also to a broader cultural field, and often 
collages together imagery of both the Greco-Roman aesthetic 
heritage, as in the scarf, and the material of Asian popular culture 
in the form of manga and hentai publications. The recent collage 
Looks Good (2013) recontextualizes erotic comics of young women 
by replacing their faces and scrambling their bodies together, 
neither fearing negative space nor insisting on a unitary picture 
place. As collage, this practice could be called painterly, as it is the 
process of unfinished composition that appears most suggestive.

Munka functions most readily not by adapting himself to the 
terms of the raw materials that he appropriates— whether wok or 
hentai, map or bust—but rather by abstracting these particularly 
situated cultural positions into something akin to bolts of textile 
that can be cut and sutured back together. This is the case with the 
map included in the scarf drawing, where its imagery stands in for 
Hong Kong and perhaps for the question of geography as a whole; 
the latter implication is even more certain in the case of Preface 
N (2013), where a rough charcoal drawing on a book page is pasted 
onto a topographic map of rural France, gesturing to a world of 
automotive journeys and distant geographies.
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while Munka’s earlier graphic work found a certain visual and 
practical allegiance with Basquiat, Schnabel, and the expressionist 
primitivism left over from the 1980s, it is again less clear that these 
influences function other than as passing references in his work. 
Like language, mapping, and ritual, neo-expressionism as an art 
historical moment that is appropriated wholesale to describe how 
the artist works on the level of practice— how, in fact, his tactical 
mark-making comes to function across the surface of a place like 
Hong Kong.

The answer, if there is one, is found in the materiality upon which 
Munka constructs his layered palimpsests of text and shape. Some 
of his paintings are executed on canvases, but just as many are 
produced on wooden board; the wok may be an outlier, but comic 
book pages and maps are not. Most notably, his major project 
over the past year has been a series of works that exist in a reliably 
unstable space between drawing and painting produced on vinyl 
tarps. Taking up entire walls of his studio space and hung such that 
the weight of their substance is painfully clear in the creases that 
define their forms, these are massive objects that must be treated as 
surfaces more than as images. Where one might expect a composi-
tion of thick, dramatic marks, Munka instead chooses to work 
across these materials at a scale that is still tied to the hand and its 
precise, skeletal movements. In Great Expedition (The) (2012), the 
first of these pieces to be completed and exhibited, the artist has 
brought together two tarps of differing sizes, one yellow and one 
green, and has transformed their shared body into something akin 
to a map of his practice: geographic signifiers, crosses, alphabetic 
letters, nonsense characters, patches of color, and crude landscapes 
mingle with disappearing borders, grommets, and other structural 
elements, drawing the materiality of the medium into the work of 

the mark. It is via this strategy that mark-making unites geographic 
place, art historical aesthetics, and highly specific cultural refer-
ences, all upon the surface of a work that refuses to definitively 
claim where it ends and its milieu begins.
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Central Plateau
2013
Mixed media on canvas
204 x 108 cm

Schema Imaginaire
2013
Mixed media on canvas
150 x 88 cm
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Bas-Relief (sequence)
2013
Mixed media on canvas
162,5 x 141 cm

Abu Qir Bay (anchorage)
2013
Mixed media on canvas
156 x 140 cm
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Line of 20 Fathoms 
(partie superieure)
2013
Mixed media on canvas
205 x 148 cm
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Syracusae
2013
Mixed media on canvas
215 x 159 cm



30

Tremors
2013
Mixed media on canvas
172 x 210 cm
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Return to Tipasa
2013
Mixed media on canvas
120 x 120 cm

The Eroded Rock-statue of Cybele
2013
Mixed media on canvas 
162 x 144,5 cm
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Passeig
2013
Mixed media on wooden door
206 x 71 cm
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Abrazo (sequence )
2013
Mixed media on canvas 
215 x 500 cm
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Achaeans
2013
Oil pastels on paper
26,8 x 18 cm

Untitled (Manuscript)
2013
Mixed media on paper 
42 x 29,7 cm

Versets
2013
Collage on paper
25 x 16,5 cm



46



4 8

Untitled (Manuscript II)
2013
Mixed media on paper
42 x 29,7 cm
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Untitled (Carbon paper)
2013
Marks on carbon paper
32,7 x 20,5 cm

Release
2013
Mixed media on paper 
15,8 x 15,8 cm
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Preface (N)
2013
Mixed media on paper
Pasted on map 
22 x 15 cm

Delta, Environs
2013
Mixed media on paper 
26 x 29 cm



66

Chant VII - IX
2013
Oil pastels on paper 
25 x 26,5cm

Chant X - XI
2013
Oil pastels on paper 
25 x 26,5cm
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Looks Good!
2013
Collage on paper 
30 x 30 cm
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Preface (N)
2013
Acrylic paint block
Mounted on wood
21,5 x 15 cm
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Untitled (remnant I)
2013
Acrylic paint block
Mounted on wood
21,5 x 15 cm

Untitled (remnant II)
2013
Acrylic paint block
Mounted on wood
21,5 x 15 cm

Untitled (remnant III)
2013
Acrylic paint block
Mounted on wood
21,5 x 15 cm

Untitled (remnant IV)
2013
Acrylic paint block
Mounted on wood
21,5 x 15 cm
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