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Interview with Lee Ufan,
the living legend of
contemporary art

At almost 90, Lee Ufan is one of the most respected figures in the art world today. A painter,
sculptor, theorist, and philosopher, he has been developing his very personal minimalist
vocabulary since the 1960s. Simple components, chosen for their materiality (stones, sheet steel,
iron bars, mirrors, paint pigment, etc.), are set in relation not only to each other but also to the
space around them and to the viewer. The same goes for his paintings, whose emblematic touch
consists of a flared square whose width is that of the brush he wielded with such extreme control
and concentration. Numéro art met up with him in Paris, at his atelier, and afterwards at the
studio of another great master, photographer Paolo Roversi, who took his portrait.

Interview by Thibaut Wychowanok, portraits by Paolo Roversi.



Lee Ufan: A major figure in contemporary art

Lee Ufan was born in 1936 in Korea, but it was in Japan, where he moved in 1956 to study
philosophy, that he rose to prominence as an artist, becoming a central figure in the Mono-ha
(“School of Things”) movement. From the outset, Ufan viewed painting and sculpture as
complementary practices. In the 1970s, his paintings explored the flow of time, repetition, and
difference, in pursuit of infinity — in his practice, painting becomes an act of “concentration,
breathing deeply and steadily to allow the organic forces of thought, hand, brush, colour, canvas,
air, and time to come together.”

“Ufan’s work is above all an experience of space and tension
revealed, between inside and out.” - Lee Ufan

The canvases in his series From Point and From Line, for example, deploy rhythmic gestures, like
breathing. In the 1980s, with his series From Winds and With Winds, Lee Ufan gave yet more
space to the uncontrolled, while in the 2000s his Correspondence and Dialogue series radically
reduced and concentrated the visible traces of his hand, the brushstrokes establishing a tension
between themselves, with sometimes just one that entered into dialogue with the blank surface of
the canvas. In his Relatum — the Latin for “relation” — series of sculptures, this interplay between
space and related elements is yet further highlighted. Indeed, Lee Ufan’s work is above all an
experience of space and tension revealed, between inside and out.



Interview with artist Lee Ufan for Numéro art

Numéro art: Your work can be found in many museums, in the Pinault Collection’s current
hang, as well as at art fairs. But your museum on the island of Naoshima in Japan is
perhaps the place where your work can best be understood. What does Naoshima
represent for you? Lee Ufan: Naoshima is first and foremost the project of a great Japanese art
collector, Soichiro Fukutake, who, in the late 1980s, had the visionary idea of transforming the
abandoned land he had inherited on the island into a place dedicated entirely to art. He turned to
Japanese architect Tadao Ando to build a complex of museums and hotels. The island was
completely revitalized, and people from all over the world now go to see it. It's a rather mysterious
phenomenon. Art there is in direct dialogue with nature. You really have to take your time.

“Human beings are animated by life, by the vital force of the living. This connects
us to the cosmos at a far greater scale.” - Lee Ufan

On Naoshima, contemporary art is an experience, an encounter with something unknown. Ando
was pivotal in that. He's often reduced to his use of concrete, without seeing what he actually
does with it. When building a concrete wall in a space, he seeks neither to freeze nor to enclose
it. Rather, he creates tension in the space, making it somehow move. Which means that an
empty space no one had noticed before suddenly becomes visible. Naturally it was with him that |
created my museum in Naoshima.

Could this way of engaging with space also apply to your own work? I’m thinking of the
idea of tension created in a space - a canvas, a gallery - or the creation of tension
between different objects, whether natural or industrial. You've understood our approach
perfectly. That's why, for me, the museum in Naoshima couldn’t be just another museum. |
wanted to create a space that, like a cave, had existed since the dawn of time. You enter it like
entering a mother's womb. It's a space that invites meditation. But | believe your question also
alludes to the nature of my work. The way | make art never involves sitting cogitating at a desk. |
always start from the space, seeking a dialogue. | don't start from an object, nor is my goal to
create one. Instead, | aim to bring forth a space and make it more conducive to dialogue. In
Naoshima, this space evokes a cave. It invites a dialogue with oneself and with the universe. You
enter it as if in resonance.



Is there a place for beauty in your work? Does the concept interest you at all? | studied
philosophy in my youth, and read many books on aesthetics, so beauty is something | generally
keep in mind. In contemporary art, the concept has been more or less rejected, particularly the
Romantic ideal of beauty, which centred aimost exclusively on the human being seen through the
human gaze. Barnett Newman, for instance, preferred the term sublime [The Sublime is Now,
1948]. He sought to capture the sublime on canvas, to prove its existence. The idea is interesting,
but | don't share his approach. Moreover, the sublime is a part of beauty. In truth, | can neither
categorically deny the notion of beauty nor assert its importance. Beauty has been part of our
daily lives since time immemorial.

“The way | make art never involves sitting cogitating at a desk. | always start from
the space, seeking a dialogue.” — Lee Ufan

We want to be beautiful, we take pride in how we look. The sense of beauty is inseparable from
being human. But if we go back to primitive times, the experience of beauty was tied to nature in
all its vastness. Today, however, the rise of artificial intelligence and digital data reduces the
possibility of such experiences. Human beings are animated by life, by the vital force of the living.
This connects us to the cosmos at a far greater scale. In this context, humanity is a mere grain of
sand. We cannot be at the centre. Such questions cannot be dismissed, and we should continue
to ponder beauty not as an answer, but as an ongoing enquiry, a perpetual quest. That’s my
conviction.



You seem very critical of modernity’s tendency to place humankind at the centre of the
world. Modernity can be interpreted in different ways. But adhering to it as an object constructed
around our ego, the human ego, has, | believe, prevented us from understanding the essential
relationship between inside and out. By focusing on the human ego, we no longer saw what
surrounded us. But | think this approach was reduced to nothing after World War Il. It’s essential
to create a dialogue between what'’s known and unknown.

“We should continue to ponder beauty not as an answer, but as an ongoing
enquiry, a perpetual quest. That’s my conviction.” — Lee Ufan

The incomprehensible nature of things is essential. That’s why | told you | don’t create my works
sitting at a desk. A work of art cannot be a pure inner reflection of my mind. Art is made in a
specific place, in dialogue with the exterior. It weaves things and spaces together with
connections and associations. My body alsc plays a role in bringing things into being. | am
present in the space when | create, which allows me to welcome everything that’s there, and to
create dialogues.



How, for example, did your Relatum series come to be? Naturally, | search for stones in
quarries. But I'm not looking for beautiful stones. Some may inspire me, it's true, they say
something to me. But that’s quite rare. What's important is space. | choose each stone in relation
to the space. A stone of a certain size will be paired with a metal plate of a certain size. This
dialogue between industrial society and nature creates a resonance. That relationship is essential
because it's what allows us to feel something stronger, something that was hitherto
incomprehensible. And this only makes sense in a specific place.






And how do you make your paintings? When | paint, sometimes | position my canvases on the
wall, at others on the floor. They become a screen, a predetermined space. Something happens
when | stand before the canvas and exert my full physical strength. Each of my gestures — a dot
or a line made with the brush — is an opportunity to create a new vibration, new sensations.
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“Artists shouldn’t express their own
ideas but, just like a conductor, balance
the relationship between internal and
external, and what is made and not
made.”

— Lee Ufan

MBA
You have discussed the idea of structure as a living organism and body as a conductor
transferring energy. Can you expand on the interconnectedness between body and
structure in your works as a type of equal intermediary and reversal of authorship?

LU
In the 1970s, the Mono-ha movement in Japan focused on the connectedness between
nature and things such as stones, glass, or steel plates. Mono means “meta,” which is
material. And to have a relationship with “meta,’ | need to pull the outside inside to allow
things to vibrate and resonate as an interconnected system. Artists shouldn’t express their
own ideas but, just like a conductor, balance the relationship between internal and
external, and what is made and not made. In an orchestra, a conductor emphasizes the
relationship between the parts rather than dominates the music. As you indicated, the
body plays a critical role but is finite and a living thing on its own.The body shouldn’t be
governed by or represent an idea or concept. Just like structure, the body should act as a
balancing mechanism and conduit between things. In Asia, the body is seen as spirit and
heart, interconnecting the mind-thought with outside. Comparatively, the West sees body
as a biological and physical form. As a medium, the body connects or separates thoughts
to the exterior realm. So you need to go beyond yourself—to a higher consciousness and
level of power—by using the body to reach another dimension of thought. Your body is
larger than thought or idea and can reach beyond it.






LU
Stone is a representation of nature and a site of memory. The Earth was created by
assembling many rocks, which is why rocks are older than earth. Stone is an accumulation
of billions of years of time. It's a mystery. We can scientifically analyze the composition of
stone or rock, but when you're standing in front of a stone as a human being, you're
actually before the unknown. From ancient times, people knew stones carry memory. If
you look at the oldest stone artwork, they worshipped this rock, where a tomb or pyramid
was built to preserve it. The stone has a greatness and power. People used that power to
sculpt it in order to create something that’s bigger than human. | see stone as a medium to
reach beyond the universe or to God. During the Industrial Revolution, humanity began to



use stone only as a material, and this devalued the sacredness. | want to bring back the
stone’s innate power to communicate with the universe and open up to a world beyond.



LU
Yes, you're right.

Lee Ufan: Quiet Resonance is on view at the Art Gallery of New South Wales in Sydney,
Australia, until September 7.
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Lee Ufan has been awarded the 32nd Wolfgang Hahn Prize by the Society for
Modern Art at the Museum Ludwig, Cologne. His work will be acquired by and
exhibited at the Museum Ludwig in 2026.

The South Korean artist Lee Ufan is known for his broad-brush paintings
influenced by the Dansaekhwa movement and his sculptural installations
featuring round stones and iron plates. The artist came to prominence in the late
1960s as co-founder of the Japanese minimalist Mono-ha movement, which
moved away from representation and focused on the exploration of materials.

‘Lee Ufan has spoken about how his experiences with several exhibitions in
Germany in the 1970s brought his work to the world stage’, said Mami Kataoka,
director of the Mori Art Museum in Tokyo and this year’s guest juror. ‘Over the
course of his sixty-year career, he has explored the essential meaning of existence
in all relationships that transcend East and West — without following Western
modernism or retreating into Easter spiritual traditions.’

The Wolfgang Hahn Prize is awarded annually by the Society for Modern Art at
the Museum Ludwig and aims to honour internationally recognised
contemporary artists who are not yet as well known in Germany. Previous
winners include Evelyn Taocheng Wang (2025), Francis Alys (2023), Haegue Yang
(2018), Kerry James Marshall (2014), Pipilotti Rist (1999) and Cindy Sherman
(1997).

The award ceremony will take place on 6 November 2026 at the Museum Ludwig.
A presentation of the artist’s work will be on display at the museum from 7
November — 4 April.
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10 Showss to See in Venice During the
Biennale, From a Pierre Huyghe
Blockbuster to Art About Palestine

Italy’s Venice Biennale, the world’s biggest art festival, would be big enough if it were
limited to merely its main venues, the Arsenale and the Giardini. But the sprawling
show has gradually expanded beyond these sites as other seek to get in on the action,
piggybacking on the central show and accompanying national pavilions by staging their
own exhibitions alongside it.

Enter the phenomenon known as the “collateral event,” or a show that is technically
mounted outside the confines of the Biennale but has been given the official stamp of
approval by the Biennale’s foundation. Most collateral events are, to be sure, pay-to-
play affairs. They are underwritten by major galleries or foundations, typically, and are
lent authority by branding themselves with the Biennale’s logo.

For that reason, most collateral events are no more notable than the average gallery
show. Yet every so often, one comes along that is worth seeing. And that’s not to
mention the institutional shows that are being staged by museums and foundations
across the city.

Below, ARTnews has collected 10 shows to see during the Biennale.
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8. “Janus” at Palazzo Diedo

The inaugural exhibition at the Berggruen Arts & Culture, Palazzo Diedo, which is Venice’s first

major art space for more than a decade, “Janus” features site-specific commissions and

temporary exhibitions by 11 internationally acclaimed artists: Urs Fischer, Piero Golia, Carsten
Holler, Ibrahim Mahama, Mariko Mori, Sterling Ruby, Jim Shaw, Hiroshi Sugimoto, Aya Takano,
Lee Ufan, and Liu Wei. Sited in an 18" century palace built for a family of prominent Venetian
nobles, the work responds to the architecture and original features of the building, some taking
inspiration from traditional crafts associated with Venice, but exploring themes such as colonial

history, religion in mythology, queer thought, black representation, and the self.

Through November 24
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Lee Ufan’s folding screen artwork up for auction
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At Lee Ufan Arles, tension and calm guide relationships between
space and art

Lee Ufan Arles opens in the south of France, a collaboration between the famed Korean artist and
Japanese architect Tadao Ando

(Image credit: Lee Ufan Arles)

Lee Ufan Arles is a stunningly restored private mansion-turned-exhibition space situated in the heart of
the Provencal medieval city. It's a part of France that is legendary for its relationship with photography
and the arts, through the longstanding annual photography festival Rencontres Arles and more recently
Maja Hoffman’s sprawling, Frank Gehry-designed LUMA Arles.

Designed by two friends, artist Lee Ufan and Japanese architect Tadao Ando, the new space embraces
the classic proportions of its location — the Hotel Vernon, constructed between the 16th and [8th
centuries — while creating an ideal venue to show Ufan’s art, including a large temporary exhibition
space. 'Space and site play an important role. Material matters because we just show action, not action
for a certain purpose, but action itself, pure action,’ the artist says.

Lee Ufan Arles: a new destination for art and architecture in the south of France

Ufan is perhaps the most well-known Korean artist working today, famous for his conceptual sculpture
and painting which has an instantly recognisable aesthetic born out of a combination of ideas from
Eastern and Western cultures.


https://www.wallpaper.com/architecture/frank-gehry-luma-tower-arles-france
https://www.wallpaper.com/tag/tadao-ando

(Image credit: Lee Ufan Arles)

The building's design has a lightness of touch, although some additional rooms were created on the
ground floor to improve visitor flow. This level features both painting and sculpture, including site-
specific works and large-scale paintings from throughout Ufan’s career.

(Image credit: Lee Ufan Arles)

The works explore the artist's development from being a founder member of the Mono-ha (The School
of Things) avant-garde Korean art movement in the late 1960s to his status as a world-famous
contemporary artist, harnessing elements of mathematics, minimalism and zen. The placement of each
work in relation to the dynamics of a space is key to Ufan’s practice and in his own space, he was able
to design, with Ando, an ideal environment.

'l think floors and corners in spaces are very important. And this constitutes minimum conditions to
exhibit my work. Each time | exhibit, the relationship changes between my artwork and the space, the
site. Even |, as an artist, sometimes hesitate where to place things,' says Ufan. 'There is no exactness.
There are no rules. The space and object relationship creates a tension.

(Image credit: Lee Ufan Arles)

In working with the existing space using classic terracotta hexagonal tiles, exposed beams and
whitewashed walls, the personality of the building is preserved. At the same time, there is also space for
Ando’s classic use of industrial concrete in a large installation at the entrance. This effectively highlights
the art.


https://www.wallpaper.com/art/exhibitions-shows/only-the-young-experimental-art-in-korea-1960s-1970s-hammer-museum-los-angeles

(Image credit: Lee Ufan Arles)

'Lee Ufan especially worked on the painting selection and the display order. He wanted [the paintings]
to be hung in chronological order. He created tension by [having visitors pass] from small rooms to
bigger rooms. He is also interested in investing in the walls or floors, as you can notice with the wall
painting that can be appreciated, like a moment of rest, before [visitors discover] his latest series of
large-scale paintings, Dialogue and Response,' says general coordinator at Lee Ufan Arles, Juliette
Vignon.

(Image credit: Lee Ufan Arles)

One of the major concerns of Ufan’s practice is the relationship between objects and materials through
space and aesthetics. He will place natural stone and iron in relation to one another to highlight their
difference in appearance, but also to emphasise that one is made from the other. A large rock sits on a
pan of broken glass, left at the moment of contact, and a room filled with the rippling reflection of an
installation is built around a regular drip of water.



(Image credit: Lee Ufan Arles)

This concern with the natural world makes the collaborative Art & Environment prize awarded by Lee
Ufan Arles and Maison Guerlain a logical fit. The inaugural winner, Djabril Boukhenaissi, has just opened
his exhibition ‘A ténébres’ (To Darkness) on site. The show, which runs until | September 2024,
highlights the loss of natural darkness in the face of light pollution, through painting and etching inspired
by I8th-century German literature and the moth as written about by Virginia Woolf.

(Image credit: Lee Ufan Arles)
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Korean-Japanese artist
Lee Ufan gets new museum in Arles






The Korean-Japanese artist Lee Ufan
is known for minimalist installations
that invite you to pause. Now he is
getting a new museum in Arles, France

A museum on the Japanese art island of
Naoshima has borne his name since 2010,
and in 2015 the Busan Museum of Art in
South Korea dedicated a separate building
to him. Now another Lee Ufan museum is
opening its doors in Arles . The 85-year-old
South Korean is one of the most important
contemporary artists. Lee Ufan, who lives

and works between Paris and Tokyo, is also highly regarded in Germany. His third
museum almost came into being in Berlin instead of Arles.

Lee Ufan chose the southern French city because of the numerous traces of the
Romans, as he says. There is a special relationship between his art and the rich
history of antiquity, says the painter and sculptor. He loves ruins. They are peaceful
places that, however, evoke the past and at the same time allow us to meditate on
what awaits us sooner or later.

Arles provides an overview of the artist's oeuvre, which is characterized by a
minimalist aesthetic that combines Asian and European references. The first floor is
dedicated to his "Relatum"” sculptures, works in mostly natural materials that dialogue
with the space, such as his huge steel bowl filled with water. The second floor
presents his paintings, works in which the few brushstrokes are similar only at first
glance.

The more than 1300 square meter museum is located in the historic town center.
Architect Tadao Ando remodeled the 17th-century townhouse. The well-known
Japanese also designed the museum in Japan for Lee Ufan. With its ancient remains,
Arles is one of the most famous cities in Provence. Many of the ancient and
Romanesque monuments are on the Unesco World Heritage List.



Judith Benhamou-Huet Reports
12 January 2022



A garden of ruins



Spirituality



Versailles, Naoshima, Guggenheim



Christian Boltanski

Abstract altar



Poetry by Lee Ufan



Someone behind me






Numéro

11th April 2022

Numeéro

8 exhibitions not to be
missed in April

APRIL 11, 2022

The retrospective of Arthur Jafa at LUMA Arles, Anita Molinero at the Musée d'Art

Moderne de la Ville de Paris, the opening of the Lee Ufan Arles Foundation or even the

poetic dialogue of Roni Horn and Felix Gonzalez-Torres... Discover exhibitions not to be
missed in April.

By Matthew Jacquet.



1. Arthur Jafa, Sky Hopinka, Rachel Rose... the new season of the LUMA-Arles foundation

Almost a year after the inauguration of its tower designed by architect Frank Gehry, LUMA Arles
presents its new programme. The Maja Hoffmann Collection offers a new display of pieces by major
contemporary artists, from Olafur Eliasson to Tacita Dean, as well as a short film by French artist
Cyprien Gaillard and a film by American Rachel Rose . In the Parc des Ateliers, we discover a major
retrospective of the African-American artist Arthur Jafa, bringing together several major videos and
unpublished pieces produced for the occasion, as well as an exhibition of the filmmaker and visual
artist Amerindian Sky Hopinka , whose production questions the relationship of indigenous
populations to their territory, their language and their culture.

Arthur Jafa / Sky Hopinka / Cyprien Gaillard / Rachel Rose, from April 14 at the LUMA Arles
foundation.

2. The extruded sculptures of Anita Molinero at the Museum of Modern Art of the City of Paris

Transforming waste into a work of art, Anita Molinero has made it her distinctive mark. Swollen
plastic trash cans, children's huts sagging on themselves, twisted exhaust pipes and compressed
construction studs... nothing seems to escape the 69-year-old French sculptor for whom the most
banal or the ugliest can, by its infinity potential for transformation, generating new forms. Through
some forty works divided into two chapters, the Musée d'Art Moderne de la Ville de Paris is devoting
a major retrospective to him, supplemented by monumental sculptures inside and outside the
building as well as a film In 3D.

Anita Molinero, “Extrudia”, until July 24 at the Museum of Modern Art of the City of Paris, Paris 16th.



3. Douglas Gordon meets Alberto Giacometti at the Giacometti Institute

In April 2020, Douglas Gordon was to open an exhibition at the Giacometti Institute and create a
series of new pieces inspired by the work of the famous 20th century sculptor. Confinement obliges,
the fatally postponed exhibition has been transformed into a one-year accompaniment of the
Scotsman by the foundation, the fruit of which can now be discovered through sculptures and other
unpublished works presented in dialogue with those of his elder, as well as a program of discussions
organized inside and outside the walls of the institute.

Douglas Gordon, “The Morning After”, from April 20 to June 12 at the Giacometti Institute, Paris 14th.



4. The intriguing volumes of Nairy Baghramian at the Carré d'art

Monoliths in pastel colors nested inside each other, fragments of translucent tubes mounted on steel
circles, suspended wooden logs... The volumes imagined by Nairy Baghramian are rarely identifiable,
but their abstract forms question the relationship of the visitor to the object. and invite him to rethink
his experience of space. Driven by her vision of architecture, design and interior design, the -
sometimes almost theatrical - practice of the Iranian artist based in Berlin plays on the points of
tension and balance, often taking into account the place where she presents her work. In Nimes, the
Carré d'art is devoting his first personal exhibition to him in France.

Nairy Baghramian, “Parloir”, from April 29 to September 18 at the Carré d'art, Nimes.

5. The poetic dialogue between Roni Horn and Felix Gonzalez-Torres at the Bourse de commerce

Legends of contemporary art, Felix Gonzales-Torres and Roni Horn have redefined the exhibition
medium as a fluid and moving experience, placing the viewer at its heart. Sharing militant and
political themes, the two artists and friends gathered at the Bourse de Commerce for a dialogue
between some of their major works. The curtain of red plastic beads, mirrors and garlands of light
bulbs of the first, made a few years before his death from AIDS in 1996, respond to the bluish
cylinders of the second as well as photographs and watercolors, which testify with poetry of a
friendship and of one whose minimal forms bear witness with great finesse to a sincere commitment.

Felix Gonzalez-Torres - Roni Horn, from April 6 to September 26 at the Bourse de commerce - Pinault
Collection, Paris 1er.



6. The opening of the Lee Ufan Arles Foundation

His installations, sculptures and refined canvases governed by the silent forces of nature and the
precision of gesture have made Lee Ufan one of the most famous and appreciated Korean artists in
France . A powerful link confirmed by the opening of an art center dedicated to the 85-year-old man
in the heart of Arles, in an 18th century hotel refurbished by the architect Tadao Ando, where several
dozen of his works will be permanently exhibited throughout the floors.

Lee Ufan Arles, opening April 15 at the Hotel Vernon, Arles.



7. The emerging art scene at La Villette

For four editions of its 100% L'Expo festival, the Grande Halle de la Villette has been putting the
spotlight on emerging artists for almost a month. By presenting within its walls and in its park the
works of dozens of young people freshly graduated from French art schools, the event offers a wide
panorama of new contemporary creation. This year, the artists selected come from both the Beaux-
arts de Paris and the Villa Arson in Nice, via La Fémis, the National School of Photography in Arles
and the Kourtrajmé School of Cinema.

“100% L'EXPO”, as part of the 100% Festival, from April 6 to 30 in the Grande halle and the Parc de la
Villette, Paris 19th.

8. The festival that questions the limits of the visible at Jeu de Paume

If since 2004, the international reputation of the Jeu de Paume is mainly due to its exhibitions on
photography, its history and its contemporary mutations, the Parisian institution located at the edge
of the Tuileries Garden is renewing itself by inaugurating this spring its festival dedicated to the
image. Entitled “Fata Morgana”, in reference to the rare phenomenon of mirage and apparition
provoked on the surface of the sea, the event explores for two months the limits of the visible through
the material works, but also projections and performances of 26 artists, from Ann Veronica Janssens
to Daniel Steegman Mangrané via Constance Nouvel. All were chosen together by curator Béatrice
Gross, accompanied by visual artist Katinka Bock.

Fata Morgana, first edition of the Jeu de Paume festival, until May 22 at the Jeu de Paume, Paris 1er.
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Sculptor Lee Ufan opens his
museum in Arles

For the Korean, it's a third personal museum. But why does everyone
actually end up in the Provencal city these days?

Lee Ufan. Philosopher and artist.

Palazzo Grassi.



Of course you know Lee Ufan. Or do I still need to remind you who it is?
When in doubt, I opt for the second solution. Lee is certainly today the most
famous Korean sculptor in the world. Born in 1936, when his country was oc-
cupied by the Japanese, he nevertheless joined the Japanese archipelago in
1956. A rare case when we know the traditional hatred separating the nation-
als of the two countries. This brilliant intellectual wanted to continue his
studies there. The man thus worked on philosophy, poetry, painting or callig-
raphy. He then became an art critic, of the rather pointed kind. The Korean
did not move on to the visual arts until later, placing himself at the forefront
of Mono-ha, a genre reconciling nature and human creation.

Invited to Versailles in 2014

Lee Ufan founded his own museum on the island of Naoshima in 2010. A
place designed by Tadao Ando, the favorite architect of Frangois Pinault. Five
years later, he created another location in Busan, South Korea's second city.
The thing was apparently not enough for the octogenarian, invited to exhibit
in the park of the Palace of Versailles in 2014. He will therefore open on
Thursday April 14 a third center dedicated to his creation. It will be in the
Hotel Vernon in Arles, next to the Vincent Van Gogh Foundation. One more
foundation in Arles, you might say! Promoted city of art, the small town
seems to collect them. And it's not over... After the LUMA or the Manuel
Riviera-Ortiz, there will be yet another one in the former Hotel Saint-
Trophime. They finish giving a touch of artificiality to the city deserted by
tourists in winter. Arles thus becomes a sort of enormous (Provencal) above-
ground tomato. In any case, far too many foundations are opening today, gen-
erally devoted to contemporary art, in the south of France. They arouse a
kind of weariness.



The Hotel Vernon, now transformed.
Lee Ufan Foundation, Arles 2022.

How did Lee Ufan actually get here? Very simple. The artist, who is very fond
of France (in 2002 he donated his large collection of old Korean works to the
Guimet Museum in Paris), was to publish a monograph on his work in 2012. It
was published by Actes Sud, from which first direct contact. In 2013, he exhib-
ited at Saint-Laurent-le-Capitole, an old chapel once transformed into a cine-
ma. A building located very close to the Hotel Vernon, which he had to com-
pletely restore and restructure. The construction will last several years. He fi-
nally came to a head. This will be Lee's third museum. It remains to be seen
whether his name will prove catchy enough to attract an audience beyond the
inauguration.



Architectural Digest France
15th April 2022












Constance Guisset used stainless steel and wood to enhance the place.
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Installation view of Lee Ufan Arles, 2022.
©adagp, Lee Ufan. Photo: Archives Kamel Mennour. Courtesy Of The Artist And Kamel Mennour, Paris.
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Museums

Minimalist Artist Lee Ufan Opens His Own Art
Center in Arles—His Third After Solo Spaces in
Japan and Korea

The new location is in a 17th-century mansion in the city’s historic quarter,
converted by the artist's friend and architect of choice, Tadao Ando.

Jo Lawson-Tancred, May 12, 2022

Lee Ufan Arles, Hotel Vernon, Arles, 2022. ® Lee Ufan, ADAGP, Paris, 2022. Courtesy the artist and Kamel Mennour,

Paris.
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Weekly News Roundup: May 13, 2022
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Lee Ufan opens his third museum in France

The European headquarters of the Korean artist in a seventeenth-century palace in Arles restored by
Tadao Ando

LUANA DE MICCO | May 30, 2022 | Arles

At the Hotel Vernon, a seventeenth-century building in the picturesque streets of the historic
center, not far from the famous ancient arenas, the Lee Ufan Arles, the third exhibition venue
for the South Korean artist's works, opened on April 15, after the Lee Ufan Museum on he
Japanese island of Naoshima, opened in 2010, and the Espace Lee Ufan of the Busan Museum
of Art in Seoul, in 2015. Unsurprisingly, Lee Ufan's first foundation in Europe is in France, where
the artist has forged strong ties since the 1971 Paris Biennale and in which he became known
to the general public with the exhibition at Versailles in 2014 and with the retrospective of
2019 at the Pompidou-Metz.

The first meeting between Lee Ufan and Arles dates back to 2013, when the city dedicated the
monographic "Dissidance" to him in the Saint-Laurent-Le Capitole Chapel. Arles is increasingly
becoming a major cultural hub in France, with the annual international photography festival, Les
Rencontres, and the opening last June of the Fondation Luma, in the grandiose building of
Frank O. Gehry.



The opening of the new headquarters of the Lee Ufan foundation has suffered many delays and
the inauguration, initially announced for the summer of 2020, has been postponed. The Hotel
Vernon was entirely restored by the Japanese architect Tadao Ando, who already designed the
Naoshima museum. Among other things, during the construction site, the ancient bust of the
Roman emperor Antoninus Pius, successor of Hadrian and a native of Arles, was found, which
is now part of the route.

In a space of 1,500 square meters on three floors, a selection of sculptures, installations and
paintings by the minimalist artist, born in 1936, main theorist of Mono-ha ("School of Things"),
an avant-garde movement that established itself in Japan among the finest, is exhibited. 1960s
and early 1970s, often associated with Arte Povera for the choice of raw materials from nature
and recycled industrial elements, such as tubes and sheets, glass, paper, wood. On the ground
floor are about thirty sculptures from the «Relatum» series, begun in 1972, an example of this
encounter between nature and industry, fragile and solid, transparent and opaque. The artist
hardly intervenes on the materials, while the position in space is primordial.

On the first floor about thirty paintings are exhibited, according to a chronological path. The
third floor is dedicated to temporary exhibitions. " Lee Ufan Arles' ambition is to become an
exhibition center for discovering the artist's works, but also a place of life to support various
artistic and cultural activities ", they declare from the museum. Also in Arles, 13 new works
created ad hoc by Lee Ufan are the protagonists of the “Requiem” exhibition (until 29
September in the Alyscamps necropolis), curated by Alfred Pacquement, former director of the
Musée d'art moderne at the Pompidou Center.
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8 exhibitions not to be
missed in April

APRIL 11, 2022

The retrospective of Arthur Jafa at LUMA Arles, Anita Molinero at the Musée d'Art

Moderne de la Ville de Paris, the opening of the Lee Ufan Arles Foundation or even the

poetic dialogue of Roni Horn and Felix Gonzalez-Torres... Discover exhibitions not to be
missed in April.

By Matthew Jacquet.



1. Arthur Jafa, Sky Hopinka, Rachel Rose... the new season of the LUMA-Arles foundation

Almost a year after the inauguration of its tower designed by architect Frank Gehry, LUMA Arles
presents its new programme. The Maja Hoffmann Collection offers a new display of pieces by major
contemporary artists, from Olafur Eliasson to Tacita Dean, as well as a short film by French artist
Cyprien Gaillard and a film by American Rachel Rose . In the Parc des Ateliers, we discover a major
retrospective of the African-American artist Arthur Jafa, bringing together several major videos and
unpublished pieces produced for the occasion, as well as an exhibition of the filmmaker and visual
artist Amerindian Sky Hopinka , whose production questions the relationship of indigenous
populations to their territory, their language and their culture.

Arthur Jafa / Sky Hopinka / Cyprien Gaillard / Rachel Rose, from April 14 at the LUMA Arles
foundation.

2. The extruded sculptures of Anita Molinero at the Museum of Modern Art of the City of Paris

Transforming waste into a work of art, Anita Molinero has made it her distinctive mark. Swollen
plastic trash cans, children's huts sagging on themselves, twisted exhaust pipes and compressed
construction studs... nothing seems to escape the 69-year-old French sculptor for whom the most
banal or the ugliest can, by its infinity potential for transformation, generating new forms. Through
some forty works divided into two chapters, the Musée d'Art Moderne de la Ville de Paris is devoting
a major retrospective to him, supplemented by monumental sculptures inside and outside the
building as well as a film In 3D.

Anita Molinero, “Extrudia”, until July 24 at the Museum of Modern Art of the City of Paris, Paris 16th.



3. Douglas Gordon meets Alberto Giacometti at the Giacometti Institute

In April 2020, Douglas Gordon was to open an exhibition at the Giacometti Institute and create a
series of new pieces inspired by the work of the famous 20th century sculptor. Confinement obliges,
the fatally postponed exhibition has been transformed into a one-year accompaniment of the
Scotsman by the foundation, the fruit of which can now be discovered through sculptures and other
unpublished works presented in dialogue with those of his elder, as well as a program of discussions
organized inside and outside the walls of the institute.

Douglas Gordon, “The Morning After”, from April 20 to June 12 at the Giacometti Institute, Paris 14th.



4. The intriguing volumes of Nairy Baghramian at the Carré d'art

Monoliths in pastel colors nested inside each other, fragments of translucent tubes mounted on steel
circles, suspended wooden logs... The volumes imagined by Nairy Baghramian are rarely identifiable,
but their abstract forms question the relationship of the visitor to the object. and invite him to rethink
his experience of space. Driven by her vision of architecture, design and interior design, the -
sometimes almost theatrical - practice of the Iranian artist based in Berlin plays on the points of
tension and balance, often taking into account the place where she presents her work. In Nimes, the
Carré d'art is devoting his first personal exhibition to him in France.

Nairy Baghramian, “Parloir”, from April 29 to September 18 at the Carré d'art, Nimes.

5. The poetic dialogue between Roni Horn and Felix Gonzalez-Torres at the Bourse de commerce

Legends of contemporary art, Felix Gonzales-Torres and Roni Horn have redefined the exhibition
medium as a fluid and moving experience, placing the viewer at its heart. Sharing militant and
political themes, the two artists and friends gathered at the Bourse de Commerce for a dialogue
between some of their major works. The curtain of red plastic beads, mirrors and garlands of light
bulbs of the first, made a few years before his death from AIDS in 1996, respond to the bluish
cylinders of the second as well as photographs and watercolors, which testify with poetry of a
friendship and of one whose minimal forms bear witness with great finesse to a sincere commitment.

Felix Gonzalez-Torres - Roni Horn, from April 6 to September 26 at the Bourse de commerce - Pinault
Collection, Paris 1er.



6. The opening of the Lee Ufan Arles Foundation

His installations, sculptures and refined canvases governed by the silent forces of nature and the
precision of gesture have made Lee Ufan one of the most famous and appreciated Korean artists in
France . A powerful link confirmed by the opening of an art center dedicated to the 85-year-old man
in the heart of Arles, in an 18th century hotel refurbished by the architect Tadao Ando, where several
dozen of his works will be permanently exhibited throughout the floors.

Lee Ufan Arles, opening April 15 at the Hotel Vernon, Arles.



7. The emerging art scene at La Villette

For four editions of its 100% L'Expo festival, the Grande Halle de la Villette has been putting the
spotlight on emerging artists for almost a month. By presenting within its walls and in its park the
works of dozens of young people freshly graduated from French art schools, the event offers a wide
panorama of new contemporary creation. This year, the artists selected come from both the Beaux-
arts de Paris and the Villa Arson in Nice, via La Fémis, the National School of Photography in Arles
and the Kourtrajmé School of Cinema.

“100% L'EXPO”, as part of the 100% Festival, from April 6 to 30 in the Grande halle and the Parc de la
Villette, Paris 19th.

8. The festival that questions the limits of the visible at Jeu de Paume

If since 2004, the international reputation of the Jeu de Paume is mainly due to its exhibitions on
photography, its history and its contemporary mutations, the Parisian institution located at the edge
of the Tuileries Garden is renewing itself by inaugurating this spring its festival dedicated to the
image. Entitled “Fata Morgana”, in reference to the rare phenomenon of mirage and apparition
provoked on the surface of the sea, the event explores for two months the limits of the visible through
the material works, but also projections and performances of 26 artists, from Ann Veronica Janssens
to Daniel Steegman Mangrané via Constance Nouvel. All were chosen together by curator Béatrice
Gross, accompanied by visual artist Katinka Bock.

Fata Morgana, first edition of the Jeu de Paume festival, until May 22 at the Jeu de Paume, Paris 1er.
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Sculptor Lee Ufan opens his
museum in Arles

For the Korean, it's a third personal museum. But why does everyone
actually end up in the Provencal city these days?

Lee Ufan. Philosopher and artist.

Palazzo Grassi.



Of course you know Lee Ufan. Or do I still need to remind you who it is?
When in doubt, I opt for the second solution. Lee is certainly today the most
famous Korean sculptor in the world. Born in 1936, when his country was oc-
cupied by the Japanese, he nevertheless joined the Japanese archipelago in
1956. A rare case when we know the traditional hatred separating the nation-
als of the two countries. This brilliant intellectual wanted to continue his
studies there. The man thus worked on philosophy, poetry, painting or callig-
raphy. He then became an art critic, of the rather pointed kind. The Korean
did not move on to the visual arts until later, placing himself at the forefront
of Mono-ha, a genre reconciling nature and human creation.

Invited to Versailles in 2014

Lee Ufan founded his own museum on the island of Naoshima in 2010. A
place designed by Tadao Ando, the favorite architect of Frangois Pinault. Five
years later, he created another location in Busan, South Korea's second city.
The thing was apparently not enough for the octogenarian, invited to exhibit
in the park of the Palace of Versailles in 2014. He will therefore open on
Thursday April 14 a third center dedicated to his creation. It will be in the
Hotel Vernon in Arles, next to the Vincent Van Gogh Foundation. One more
foundation in Arles, you might say! Promoted city of art, the small town
seems to collect them. And it's not over... After the LUMA or the Manuel
Riviera-Ortiz, there will be yet another one in the former Hotel Saint-
Trophime. They finish giving a touch of artificiality to the city deserted by
tourists in winter. Arles thus becomes a sort of enormous (Provencal) above-
ground tomato. In any case, far too many foundations are opening today, gen-
erally devoted to contemporary art, in the south of France. They arouse a
kind of weariness.



The Hotel Vernon, now transformed.
Lee Ufan Foundation, Arles 2022.

How did Lee Ufan actually get here? Very simple. The artist, who is very fond
of France (in 2002 he donated his large collection of old Korean works to the
Guimet Museum in Paris), was to publish a monograph on his work in 2012. It
was published by Actes Sud, from which first direct contact. In 2013, he exhib-
ited at Saint-Laurent-le-Capitole, an old chapel once transformed into a cine-
ma. A building located very close to the Hotel Vernon, which he had to com-
pletely restore and restructure. The construction will last several years. He fi-
nally came to a head. This will be Lee's third museum. It remains to be seen
whether his name will prove catchy enough to attract an audience beyond the
inauguration.
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Constance Guisset used stainless steel and wood to enhance the place.
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Korean-Japanese artist
Lee Ufan gets new museum in Arles






The Korean-Japanese artist Lee Ufan
is known for minimalist installations
that invite you to pause. Now he is
getting a new museum in Arles, France

A museum on the Japanese art island of
Naoshima has borne his name since 2010,
and in 2015 the Busan Museum of Art in
South Korea dedicated a separate building
to him. Now another Lee Ufan museum is
opening its doors in Arles . The 85-year-old
South Korean is one of the most important
contemporary artists. Lee Ufan, who lives

and works between Paris and Tokyo, is also highly regarded in Germany. His third
museum almost came into being in Berlin instead of Arles.

Lee Ufan chose the southern French city because of the numerous traces of the
Romans, as he says. There is a special relationship between his art and the rich
history of antiquity, says the painter and sculptor. He loves ruins. They are peaceful
places that, however, evoke the past and at the same time allow us to meditate on
what awaits us sooner or later.

Arles provides an overview of the artist's oeuvre, which is characterized by a
minimalist aesthetic that combines Asian and European references. The first floor is
dedicated to his "Relatum"” sculptures, works in mostly natural materials that dialogue
with the space, such as his huge steel bowl filled with water. The second floor
presents his paintings, works in which the few brushstrokes are similar only at first
glance.

The more than 1300 square meter museum is located in the historic town center.
Architect Tadao Ando remodeled the 17th-century townhouse. The well-known
Japanese also designed the museum in Japan for Lee Ufan. With its ancient remains,
Arles is one of the most famous cities in Provence. Many of the ancient and
Romanesque monuments are on the Unesco World Heritage List.
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Installation view of Lee Ufan Arles, 2022.
©adagp, Lee Ufan. Photo: Archives Kamel Mennour. Courtesy Of The Artist And Kamel Mennour, Paris.
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Minimalist Artist Lee Ufan Opens His Own Art
Center in Arles—His Third After Solo Spaces in
Japan and Korea

The new location is in a 17th-century mansion in the city’s historic quarter,
converted by the artist's friend and architect of choice, Tadao Ando.

Jo Lawson-Tancred, May 12, 2022

Lee Ufan Arles, Hotel Vernon, Arles, 2022. ® Lee Ufan, ADAGP, Paris, 2022. Courtesy the artist and Kamel Mennour,

Paris.
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Lee Ufan opens his third museum in France

The European headquarters of the Korean artist in a seventeenth-century palace in Arles restored by
Tadao Ando

LUANA DE MICCO | May 30, 2022 | Arles

At the Hotel Vernon, a seventeenth-century building in the picturesque streets of the historic
center, not far from the famous ancient arenas, the Lee Ufan Arles, the third exhibition venue
for the South Korean artist's works, opened on April 15, after the Lee Ufan Museum on he
Japanese island of Naoshima, opened in 2010, and the Espace Lee Ufan of the Busan Museum
of Art in Seoul, in 2015. Unsurprisingly, Lee Ufan's first foundation in Europe is in France, where
the artist has forged strong ties since the 1971 Paris Biennale and in which he became known
to the general public with the exhibition at Versailles in 2014 and with the retrospective of
2019 at the Pompidou-Metz.

The first meeting between Lee Ufan and Arles dates back to 2013, when the city dedicated the
monographic "Dissidance" to him in the Saint-Laurent-Le Capitole Chapel. Arles is increasingly
becoming a major cultural hub in France, with the annual international photography festival, Les
Rencontres, and the opening last June of the Fondation Luma, in the grandiose building of
Frank O. Gehry.



The opening of the new headquarters of the Lee Ufan foundation has suffered many delays and
the inauguration, initially announced for the summer of 2020, has been postponed. The Hotel
Vernon was entirely restored by the Japanese architect Tadao Ando, who already designed the
Naoshima museum. Among other things, during the construction site, the ancient bust of the
Roman emperor Antoninus Pius, successor of Hadrian and a native of Arles, was found, which
is now part of the route.

In a space of 1,500 square meters on three floors, a selection of sculptures, installations and
paintings by the minimalist artist, born in 1936, main theorist of Mono-ha ("School of Things"),
an avant-garde movement that established itself in Japan among the finest, is exhibited. 1960s
and early 1970s, often associated with Arte Povera for the choice of raw materials from nature
and recycled industrial elements, such as tubes and sheets, glass, paper, wood. On the ground
floor are about thirty sculptures from the «Relatum» series, begun in 1972, an example of this
encounter between nature and industry, fragile and solid, transparent and opaque. The artist
hardly intervenes on the materials, while the position in space is primordial.

On the first floor about thirty paintings are exhibited, according to a chronological path. The
third floor is dedicated to temporary exhibitions. " Lee Ufan Arles' ambition is to become an
exhibition center for discovering the artist's works, but also a place of life to support various
artistic and cultural activities ", they declare from the museum. Also in Arles, 13 new works
created ad hoc by Lee Ufan are the protagonists of the “Requiem” exhibition (until 29
September in the Alyscamps necropolis), curated by Alfred Pacquement, former director of the
Musée d'art moderne at the Pompidou Center.
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Solitary Soul

Lee Ufan’s contemplative work includes minimalist paintings and sculptural
interventions. The itinerant artist talks to Apollo about philosophy, stones,

and why he prefers being on his own

By Martin Gayford

or over 40 years I have been a kind of déraciné’,
F says Lee Ufan (b. 1936), ‘and I’'m really still continu-

ing on a pilgrimage around the world.” We are
sittingin the artist’s Paris studio on a brilliant early autumn
day. A few minutes away is rue Victor Massé¢, where Degas
lived in his later years, and a short walk uphill towards
Montmartre is rue Lepic, where Vincent van Gogh shared
an apartment with his brother Theo. This is the heart of
painters’ Paris, and Lee is now, I suppose, a member of
the Ecole de Paris, the eclectic group of artists from far
and wide who once made the city their home. Certainly,
he is an eminent member of what you might call the Ecole
du Monde: that is, the global art world. He has exhibited
in New York, London - where recent solo shows include
Lisson Gallery and Pace Gallery - and at the Venice Bien-
nale, and the Palace of Versailles has been surrounded
by his works. On the Japanese island of Naoshima, there
is a museum dedicated to his art.

Lee’s journey here began 79 years ago in Haman
County, South Korea, where he was born in 1936. When
he appears at the door of his work room to greet me and my
interpreter, Kyoko, however, that date is hard to believe.
His face is unlined and he looks, moves, and sounds
like a much younger man. Although he has an assistant,
who lets us in at the main door, you get the impression
that his work is a solitary affair. As soon as we arrive, a
pot of green tea is made for us, and it is Lee himself who
makes it. For such a famous artist, his work place is sur-
prisingly modest: a smallish room in an old building,
with big canvases stacked around the walls. Only one of
these is turned outwards, so the paint surface is visible
- awork in progress. It seems to consist of a single, large
brushstroke; a rounded, tapering oblong of pigment in
the centre. This coloured area, however, is not solid, but
delicately shaded from dense pink to pale. And it is the
result not of one brushstroke, but many. ‘Do you see this
picture?’, he asks (via Kyoko, since his English is limited
and my Japanese and Korean nonexistent). ‘It seems very
simple, but I start work on it at nine o’clock in the morn-

ing and carry on until three or four in the afternoon. And
not only for one day; I repeat the same process for three,
four, five times. If even then it doesn’t please me I start
it again. After all these years, it is very difficult for me to
say when a particular work of art is finished. Even Leon-
ardo da Vinci struggled to finish the Mona Lisa; it is very
difficult for artists to put down their brushes.’

When he paints, the canvas is laid on the floor while
he lies on a wooden board, set up like a bridge, above it.
Sincechildhood, he has preferred to work like this, with the
picture horizontal on the ground. ‘One reason is because
inthatwayIcanreally feel I am inside the canvas. I throw
myself into it, so as to concentrate.” Absolute concentra-
tion is essential to what Lee does (Fig. 1). One of his most
celebrated series of works, From Line, dating from the
1970s and early ‘80s, consists of single strokes, amazingly
long and even, descending from the top to the bottom of
a white or yellow canvas (Fig. 4). This looks, in painting
terms, like a high-wire act: one slip and everything would
be spoilt. Though subtly different, each mark has to be
essentially the same - perpendicular, utterly confident.
Itis, you might say, painting as performance. He prefers
to use a sporting analogy: ‘Artists train themselvesin the
same way as athletes do. Let’s take tennis as an example.
When you play you are facing your opponent, So you
have always to think about how the adversary is going to
respond to you. My painting is a game, with the canvas
as my opponent. There is a tension between myself and
the canvas, and the brushstroke is the product of that
tension. So I am not entirely in control.’

In one way, as Lee describes it, what he does sounds
very much like performance art. “The body is crucial, our
body does not belong just to us. It creates a relationship
with the world. And this relationship is the most interest-
ing thing of all.” His way of working, with the canvas on
the floor so the artist is immersed within it, sounds rather
like Jackson Pollock’s method. The results have more of
the elegant austerity of Barnett Newman: one of the works
dating to 1980 in his From Line series, comprises a single



vertical stroke. In a way, this looks like Lee’s version of
Newman’s celebrated ‘zip’, but unlike the American mas-
ter’s paintings, his is not a piece of clean geometry. Lee’s
stroke is visibly the result of an action. You can see how the
paintisdenser and darker at the top, becoming fainter as
the line continues and the pigment runs out. It is a trace
in time.

Lee, however, does not accept this - or any - connec-
tion to other painters, eastern or western. ‘It may be true
that some of my paintings look similar to the paintings of
certain artists, although they are not really related. I admit
thatin the beginning of my career, I was a bit stimulated
by Pollock or Newman. On the other hand, there are peo-
ple who tend to associate my paintings with traditional
Asian painting because I was born in Asia. However, my
paintings are just Lee Ufan’s paintings.” He adds: ‘T have
always asked myself about how a painting comes into
existence.’ It is indeed an interesting and elusive ques-
tion. His remark reminds me of a recent comment made
by a very different artist, David Hockney: ‘How would
you know what a picture means? How would I know what
my pictures mean?’

Lee and Hockney are near contemporaries. He was
part of an international generation of artists who recon-
figured the boundaries of art in the 1960s and ’70s. This
incorporated not only art as action, but also, in the west,
such movements as conceptual art, land art, arte povera,
and minimalism. Lee was a leading member of a parallel
group in Japan, which was given the name Mono-ha, or
‘School of Things’. Works from this school certainly havea
family resemblance to their occidental avant-garde coun-
terparts. The work that first attracted Lee to Mono-ha was
Phase - Mother Earth (1968) by Sekine Nobuo. This out-
door sculpture consists of a deep hole in the ground of a
park in Kobe, beside which is a perfect cylinder formed
from the soil extracted from that hole - so, you might
say, an exercise in minimalist land art. After he saw this,
Lee wrote an essay about it, entitled Beyond Being and
Nothingness — A Thesis on Sekine Nobuo. Subsequently, he
became notonly one of the leading artists of Mono-ha, but
alsoits theoretician. It is not coincidental that Lee’s piece
on Sekine Nobuo makes reference to Jean-Paul Sartre’s
essay L’Etre et le néant. He had started out as much a
writer and philosopher as an artist.

As aboy, Lee learned to paint, but with no intention
of becoming a professional artist. ‘At that time in Korea,
and also in Japan, there was a tradition, especially in old
fashioned families, in which boys were given personal
education at home. This included painting, calligraphy
and the reading of Chinese classics. But this was part of
the general culture of a civilised man. By doing callig-
raphy, you learnt how to write, by drawing and reading
literature we gained our culture.’ Lee’s route into the art
world wasan indirect one. ‘When I was a high-school stu-
dent I wasinterested in literature; I really wanted to be a
poet or a novelist. But my marks at school were not good
enough for me to get into university to study literature.’

Aschool master encouraged him to apply todo art instead,
since he was very good at painting. He began a course at
the College of Fine Arts at Seoul National University, but
after a couple of months his father asked him to travel to
Japan totake some medicine to his uncle, who wasunwell.
Once there, this uncle suggested that he stay and study
literature and philosophy at a Japanese university, which
he did, thus beginning his life as a wanderer. Though he
insists philosophy has no direct relationship to his art,
he retains an enthusiasm for a number of philosophers,
both eastern and western, among them the Taoist sage,
Lao Tzu, and the pre-Socratic Greek thinker, Heraclitus.
‘T love Heraclitus!” he exclaims, when I mention the
latter, ‘Especially his sayings that you cannot step into
the same river twice and that everything is ever moving,
always changing. I totally agree - the idea of everything
being in flux really attracts me.” He does not accept the
suggestion that his study of philosophy has affected his
painting and sculpture. ‘In my everyday life, [ use logical
ways of thinking thatIlearnt. Soin some sense it has been
useful; buthavingsaid that, Idon’t want to turn philosophy
into art. Philosophy is based on reflection, thinking.
Art is an action, based on our emotion or perception.’
On the other hand, thereis a distinctly metaphysical,
even cosmological aspect to his work. This emerges when
we turn to the subject of stones, which feature very fre-
quently in his sculptural installations. Lee is meticulous
in the choice of these. He outlined his requirements to
curator Alfred Pacquement, when discussing his extraor-
dinary series of works which were shown in the grounds
of Versailles in 2014. He wanted his stones, Lee explains,
‘to be massive, hard, characterless, with a squat shape’.
‘Ineed stones that have been polished by earth and water,
wind and rain over a long period; they should not evoke
any particular image, they must have a force of abstrac-
tion.” At Versailles his installations included a monumental
but simple steel arch framing the facade of the palace,
anchored on each side by a natural boulder, with a metal
mirror beneath (Fig. 2). This managed to be at once mini-
mal, grand, eastern and western - in conversation with,
but quite different to the baroque classicism of Versailles’
architecture and the formal fountains, parterres, topiary,
and hedges designed by Le Notre. Its title was Relatum -
The Arch of Versailles. Other works were placed around the
site, each with titles beginning with Relatum (‘Refer’) - as
all his sculptures have begun since the late 1960s (Figs. 3
& 5). For the last five years, most of these works comprise
steel plates in juxtaposition with rocks that look as large
and smooth as they did when the artist first found them.
There have been plenty of stones in the art of the last
half century, but they are not used by other artists in
quite the same manner as Lee. Richard Long’s stones, for
example, arranged in lines and circles, speak of place, as
suggested by their titles: Norfolk Flint Circle, for example,
or Georgia Granite Circle. They are concerned with the
differing geology and topography the artist encounters in
his walks across the world. Lee, in contrast, is preoccupied



by time. ‘Stones are the oldest thing we ever encounter
in our world. There is an unimaginably long time inside
them: a kind of concentration of several hundred million
years. And within a stone there are elements we can use
to forge a metal such as steel.” He goes on: ‘I really value
what does need to be made, the uncreated, the not made.
My aim is to make the not-manmade speak. [ really want
you to hear the voice of these things: to put the manmade
and non-manmade in juxtaposition. This combination is
fundamental for me.

There is a meditative quality in Lee’s art, a depth to
its apparent simplicities. His installations are confron-
tations between human culture and nature, the present
moment and eternity. In the museum dedicated to his
work on Naoshima, the small island in the Inland Sea of
Japan known for its displays of contemporary art, there
is a room containing four works painted directly onto the
walls. The idea is that you remove your shoes on entering,
then just sit on the floor and contemplate. This museum is
a close collaboration between Lee Ufan and the architect
Tadao Ando (Fig. 6). When the idea was first suggested,
however, by Soichiro Fukutake, the billionaire who has
funded and masterminded Naoshima’s transformation
into a sort of modern art lover’s shangri-la, Lee was not
enthusiastic. ‘Frankly speaking, at the beginning I was
not at all interested in creating a museum of my work.
When Mr Fukutake contacted me, I just replied “Let me
see.” It was Tadao Ando who talked him into it, arguing
that it would be an ideal way to realise various projects.
‘What I really wanted to make was a space like a cave.
Something that would be like entering and leaving a
tomb, or a human body. The final result is not a space
conceived by an architect, with the artwork installed in
it afterwards. Not at all. Ando couldn’t have done it on his

own, nor could I. Our two sets of ideas were juxtaposed
to create what you see. Fortunately, Ando is an old friend
of mine, so there were no quarrels or disagreements. Our
discussions went mysteriously smoothly.’

On the day I visited Naoshima, I had just been to
Kyoto, where I had seen the ‘dry’ gardens of the Zen
monasteries. The most celebrated of these, the Rydan-ii,
consists of 15 natural stones in a field of immaculately
raked white gravel. Was there a connection - I couldn’t
help asking — between this and his own work? Again, he
rejected the association, just as he had with Jackson Pol-
lock and Barnett Newman'’s abstraction. ‘No connection
at all. Although you know I was born in Asia so even if
Isay “No, not at all in a direct way”, maybe the atmosphere
or the zeitgeist impregnated this feeling for stones into
me. But as far as my work is concerned, it’s totally dis-
tinct. It is the result of my questioning how artists should
express themselves in a contemporary world - nothing
to do with Zen gardens.’

In an idiosyncratic way Lee Ufan is a truly global fig-
ure. Is there anywhere, I ask, among the various places
wherehe haslived and worked, that he feels more at home?
‘At the very beginning I had difficulty because I didn’t
speak certain languages or felt isolated, but now I don’t
distinguish between good places and bad. Everywhere is
similar - and anyway, I love to be alone.” @

Martin Gayford’s latest book is Rendez-vous with
Art (Thames & Hudson), written with Philippe de
Montebello.

For more information on the Lee Ufan Museum in
Naoshima, visit www.benesse-artsite.jp.
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