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Sonorous

Lee Ufan

A sense of rhythm
created by the
repeated drawing
of lines is added
to a sense of
speed generated
by the drawing of
each line with a
single stroke once
the brush has
been dipped in
paint. While the
artist’s brushwork
is finished, the
painting seems to
continue vibrating
with a life-like
quality.

Lee Ufan was born in Korea in 1936 but made
his name in Japan and now divides his time
between there and France. He is undoubtedly the
foremost living Korean artist in the world today.
When the legendary curator Hans Ulrich Obrist,
who for some time held the top position in
ArtReview’s Power 100 list of the most influential
people in the contemporary art world, invited Lee
to participate in an outdoor sculpture project that
he was directing at London's Serpentine
Galleries, he commented, “Since the 1990s, you
can hear about Lee Ufan wherever you go, and
he's been dubbed an “artists’ artist'.”

A point is both a beginning and an end. Only
after having marked a point can one extend it into
a line or spread it over a surface, according to
Lee. The artist has been expanding his theory of
painting since 1970 with three series of paintings,
From Point, From Line, and From Wind.

In the From Point works, Lee places a single
blue dot in the foreground and changes the
background behind it with many other dots.
Varying in light and shade, the dots gradually
grow faint as they extend into the empty space.
Among the hundreds of dots that cover the
canvas, not one has been painted carelessly.
Each dot has its own rhythm, strength, value, and
density. From a distance, one has the illusion
that the dots are moving like living creatures. The
thing that matters most to the artist is the
relationship between individual points and space.

Having painted a dot, Lee centers on itas a
kind of coordinate to create a new wave length. In
his From Line series, dark blue lines soar like
comets. The lines look like waterfalls that create
foam, and they are as strong as fountains that
spurt up like fireworks. The starting points of the

Silence

dark blue hue seem to chatter and move about
like distant grazing animals in a meadow. In the
places where the brush has changed the density
and direction of the lines, you can sense the
artist’'s human energy. Sacred art and human
handiwork have become one.

Just as there are no careless dots in Lee’s
works, there are no hurriedly-drawn lines.
Instead, the artist has held his breath and slowly
drawn each line in the way that best shows the
line itself. Just as the fixed dots create a sense
of movement, these carefully considered lines
show a rapid sense of speed.

The lines are mainly drawn in blue, though
Lee sometimes uses orange, too. “I used blue as
a color without an image as far as possible,
almost transparent like the sky, while orange is
something like the earth—there’s no special
meaning,” explained Lee. And yet, what could be
more meaningful than that?

In the From Wind series, dots that have
become lines seem to be dancing around. Even
without the title, anyone can see that the works
depict wind. Raising free movement to the level
of forming natural relationships, the works are
famous for being a favorite of RM, the art lover in
the boy band BTS. When RM visited the Lee Ufan
Space in the Busan Museum of Art, he wrote in
the visitors’ book, “I like Wind.” Lee Ufan's
paintings “East Winds” and a painting from the
series From Line have sold at auction for over US
$2 million.

A painting from Lee's From Line series has
finally been added to the permanent collection on
display in gallery 1 at the Seoul venue of the
National Museum of Modern and Contemporary
Art, Korea. One of his installation works can also
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painting on canvas
1994

be seen in the outdoor sculpture garden of the
museum’s Gwacheon branch. Here stone
representing nature and steel symbolizing the
man-made creations are placed together as if
engaged in dialogue. The space between the
stone and the steel plate looks indifferent, like
the empty space in a painting, yet it creates a
strange tension and ‘aftertone.’ It's not a strong
feeling, but it's enough to give you a novel
experience with an artwork. It's both a vibration
and a feeling of communion.

In the 1960s and 70s, Lee Ufan wrote a
chapter in the modern history of art as the main
theorist of the Mono-ha, a Japanese avant-garde
art movement that sought to bring out a
relationship with things by using materials in
an almost untouched state. He participated in
the Paris Biennale in 1971, and in 1975
he i the first D: ibiti

«Five Korean Artists, Five Kinds of White» at
Japan's Tokyo Gallery.

In 2011, Lee became the second Korean
artist after Nam June Paik to hold a major
retrospective exhibition at New York's Guggenheim
Museum. In France, he has held a solo exhibition
at the Palace of Versailles in 2014 and a

i 1 at the Centre P idou-

Metz last year. The Lee Ufan Gallery in Naoshima,
Japan, has become a famous place, and another
museum bearing his name is scheduled to be
opened this year at Arles in the south of France.

But Lee Ufan is an artist of sonorous silence
who enchants us without speaking, and I'm
afraid he would consider all these explanations
mere noise. @

Cho Sangln majored In art history and archaeology at Seoul
National University and wenl on to major in arts management at
the same university's Graduate School of Art. She is now an art
specialist reporter for the Seoul Economic Dally.
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