
A 
 
bsolute chaos.” 

That’s how chef, artist and DJ 
Won Kim describes the first 
six months of running Kimski, 
the Korean-Polish restaurant 
attached to Maria’s Packaged 
Goods & Community Bar in 
Bridgeport, on Chicago’s 
South Side. “Lines out the 
door.” On some of those early 
days, the restaurant ran out of 
food, and Kim was there until 
2 a.m. kneading dough for the 
next shift.

To be fair, some of the 
chaos was internal. “I realized 
I wasn’t painting, and when I 
don’t paint I start to go a little 
crazy,” Kim says. The 39-year-
old used to make a living off of 
graffiti, selling pieces under 
the name Revise. He told Mike 
Marszewski, who owns 
Maria’s, that he needed to 
paint a wall in the alley and 
would squeeze in the time to 
do it before and after his 
restaurant shifts. Marszewski’s 
mom, Maria, who bought the 
building in 1986 and ran a bar 
and liquor store called 
Kaplan’s out of it for 24 years, 
“was a little taken aback,” Kim 
says. “I told her, rest assured, 
it’s going to be a good wall. 
This is what I grew up doing, 
this is how I used to pay my 
bills. But this wall is for fun. 
It’s for me to let off some 
steam when I’m in here, and 
try techniques that the young 
kids are doing. It’s for me to 
keep up with the pack.”

Two years later, what 
started as a quiet solo project 
has exploded into a vibrant 
display of public art. Kim 

invited a few friends from the 
graffiti community to come 
by, drink some beer and play 
around with “scrap cans” of 
spray paint left over from past 
projects. It was fun. Word 
spread. Now, four of Kimski’s 
exterior walls, plus a nook that 
used to house a dumpster, 
serve as an informal gallery 
space for artists like Frank 
Quintero (FQart), Ruben 
Aguirre (LIKES_1) and BWO 
Goosenek. The longest any 
piece has stayed up is three 
months. Kim sees beauty in 
the temporary nature of 
graffiti: “The fact that every 
artist paints the wall knowing 
it’s going to get painted over 
and still gives it their 100 
percent? That’s pretty 
awesome.”

Kim’s family moved to 
Chicago from Korea when he 
was an infant and as a kid in 
the ’80s he became 
mesmerized by the tagging 
along the Red Line train route. 
“Back then I just thought, 
‘Cool colors, there’s an 8-ball, 
there’s a swear word, great!’ ” 
he says. (These days, he’s no 
stranger to profanity; chatting 
for an hour on a Wednesday 
afternoon, he uses the word 
“fuck” 68 times.) “But I think 
what attracted me was the use 
of space. These were spaces 
that no one paid attention to 
until they were painted.” As a 
teen, he took long bus rides to 
find work from notorious local 
artists (including DC5, THC, 
Antck, Jase, Disrok, Sivel and 
many more), absorbing 
techniques he then built on to 
create his own style, which 
features clean lines and a 

finished look. He compares 
the trajectory to cooking—
“applying classic techniques to 
new dishes that you’re trying, 
to make your own voice.”

Kim trained at Le Cordon 
Bleu, but mostly because his 
friends were all getting 
restaurant jobs. He never 
thought he would run a 
restaurant; when he met Mike 
Marszewski and his brother, 
Ed (owner of Marz 
Community Brewing, also in 
Bridgeport), who are half 
Korean and half Polish, Kimski 
started as a joke. “I said no like 
five times,” Kim says. He 
eventually gave in, while 
drunk. The blister on the side 
of his right index finger, from 
repetitive knife work, recently 
returned for the first time 
since culinary school.

He also DJs monthly at 
Sportsman’s Club and Ludlow 
Liquors—a passion that 
started when he was 18 and 
friends left their turntables on 
his kitchen floor after a party. 
“My brother and I were like, 
‘Let’s see if we can do what 
they did.’ And then we were 
like, ‘This sounds awful.’ ” He 
practiced obsessively 
(spinning “anything that’s 
fun”) until it didn’t. 

“I think the reason why I 
started picking up all these 
things is that it’s real easy to 
be ordinary,” Kim says. “Some 
people are complacent with 
just, like, doing their job, 
going home, smashing some 
beers and waking up for work. 
I’m not like that. Even on days 
when I do just sit on my ass, 
I’m looking on Instagram for 
inspiration. Then I feel like I’m 
not doing enough. And that 
insecurity gets me back up 
again.” He pauses to consider 
this, then gestures to his head. 
“It’s a weird brain up there.” 
kimskichicago.com

“IT’S REAL EASY TO BE 
ORDINARY. SOME PEOPLE 
ARE COMPLACENT.  
I’M NOT LIKE THAT.” 
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At Kimski, chef Won Kim 
cooks Korean-Polish street 
food, like potato pancakes 

served with kimchi. 
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