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Lee Yeul: Depicting the Earthly Sublime
 
It would be hard to imagine any work more “grounded” than that of Korean artist Lee Yeul. To take one step outside of his studio in Pocheon, South Korea is to see, at your feet and spreading away for several meters around, raw earth the exact color of large swaths in his semi-abstract paintings. Moreover, vestiges of earthy source images—domestic animals, human figures or heads—are sometimes visible in the work’s subtle mix of colors and shapes, all perfectly integrated with the overall composition.


Balanced between formal construction and gesturalism, Lee’s pictures meld numerous historical legacies. In the West, abstraction has, since its inception in the early 20th century, posited a divide between a realm of cosmic perfection (divine, or simply mathematical and geometric) and an imperfect, day-to-day domain of brute matter, emotionalism, and vulnerable flesh. The choice every abstractionist has to make is between celebrating the transcendent (as in Suprematism or Purism), engaging the contingent in order to ultimately surmount it (Cubism, Vorticism, Biomorphism, Art Informel, Abstract Expressionism), or somehow reconciling these two extremes (Neoplasticism, Constructivism).

The Eastern tradition is equally ambivalent regarding art and the here-and-now. In the centuries-long history of ink painting, much emphasis is placed on the invisible aspects of a scene: the time relationship between foreground and background, the counterpoint between forms and emptiness, the image’s links to a long line of predecessors similar in subject and mode, the kinship between visual components and texts, and even the character of the artist himself as revealed through his handling of venerable motifs and physical brushwork. The net effect is one of timelessness: the world in its cyclic repetitions (birth/death, blooming/fading, water rising/falling) embodies elemental truths, viewed from a remote and impassive perspective. Yet clearly the Eastern masters often took delight in the incidental as well—the crookedness of a tree, the wizened shape of a distant fisherman, a bird’s feathers ruffled by frigid wind, the wispy edges of a passing summer cloud.


In Korea, this dialogue between the general and the particular has led to three dominant types of abstraction: the patterned (Kim Whanki, Park Seo-Bo), the planar (Dansaekhwa Movement), and the dynamic (Lee Ufan). Even work of this last type, however, seems to exude a relative calm—the spiritual state long recommended by Korean folklore and wisdom literature, both sacred and secular.

Lee Yeul’s work, a confluence of these many currents, unites especially the Korean planar and dynamic styles with the Western “contingent” impulse. In essays for two earlier catalogues (1995 and 2009), the distinguished art professor and critic Kim Bok-Young has illuminatingly discussed Lee’s concern with the processes of nature, the metaphysics of being and becoming, the paradoxes of fullness and emptiness, the correlation between pictorial and spiritual space, and—not least—the formal harmonies (light/dark, thick/thin, vertical/horizontal) advocated by Chu-Sa (1786-1856), a revered Joseon Dynasty calligrapher.


In addition to all this, Lee, himself a professor of fine arts at Hong-Ik University, also clearly has command of the major artistic developments of the post-WWII era. He can deploy thick black rectangles, bars, and rounded forms with the spatial authority of a Robert Motherwell or Franz Kline. There is something of Ashile Gorky’s or Sigmar Polke’s compositional deftness in his clustering and dispersal of nonrepresentational shapes of varying hues but nearly identical chromatic values. Moreover, one feels that Lee’s most recent works—despite their high degree of abstraction—have an almost figurative tension. Forms seem to be either caught in limbo like Francis Bacon’s anguished protagonists, or bursting forth from their ground like stylized graphic novel characters.


This dichotomy is even more striking in the contrast between Lee’s relatively somber-toned paintings (replete with blacks, browns, creamy whites, and tans) and his brightly colored wooden animal statues. These midsize carvings, inspired by the artist’s African travels, have a fetishistic intensity: the realism of their depictions is offset by the unnatural hues and sheen of their painted surfaces. The creatures seem to hover, ontologically, between roadside attractions and spirit-world effigies.


Thus Lee’s paintings and sculptures—whether considered separately or together—raise a vexed and enormously important issue. How seriously can spiritual strivings be taken today? And what acceptable form can they assume?

Through animal figures and other magical means our distant forebears once sought to placate the invisible beings that haunted their world. Later, more intellectualized cultures generated a belief in a unitary and impersonal divinity, operating remotely through the implacable laws of nature. In both cases, as in all the theistic variations in between, the primary task of humankind was to align, individually and collectively, with the principles of the godhead, whether conceived as a Supreme Being or simply an ultimate generative power. The history of painterly abstraction is largely a debate, conducted in visual terms, about the best way to accomplish that goal.

From this point of view, abstract artists tend to fall into two categories: monks or priests, fully enlightened mystics or bodhisattvas. The art-world’s monks and mystics are those who devote themselves single-mindedly to the pursuit of aesthetic purity. Some regard art as a means of direct access to transcendent meaning. Hard straight lines, vast fields of color, geometric forms, and a severely restricted range of hues are frequently seen as vehicles of a rigorous search that excludes all worldly distractions (Josef Albers, Yves Klein, Lucio Fontana, Barnett Newman, Helen Frankenthaler, Morris Louis). “The people who weep before my pictures are having the same religious experience I had when painting them,” Mark Rothko said. His hovering, soft-edged rectangles were intended to evoke nothing less than “tragedy, ecstasy, doom.”  For others, art is an end itself, a substitute religion as exacting as any traditional sect. That conviction prompts statements such as Ad Reinhardt’s “art is art-as-art and everything else is everything else” and Frank Stella’s “what you see is what you see.”

The priests and bodhisattvas of abstract painting, however, are those artists who, though they long for the sublime, never relinquish their engagement with their fellowmen and with the urgent, messy promptings of the human heart and psyche. Broad, slashing gestures (Willem de Kooning, Jackson Pollock); skeins of smaller compulsive marks (Mark Tobey, Yayoi Kusama); multiple, mutually enlivening colors (Theo van Doesburg, Sam Francis); nonobjective forms that nevertheless retain an biological resonance (Hans Arp, Joan Miró)—all these are the hallmarks of those who, though they seek spiritual elevation, refuse to turn their back on this world and human life as it is commonly lived.


It is in this camp—among the artists who seek enlightenment through the everyday, not beyond it—that Lee Yeul has his place. The clear, ingenuous affection with which his animal figures are carved and decorated bespeaks a vigorous consent to the terms of bodily life, with its sexual drive, its hunger, and its constant struggle with death. The understated complexity of his abstract compositions suggests a mature, encompassing worldview. Light areas complement dark, strong marks are countered by passages of smooth color, drips and other “accidents” are engulfed in the work’s overall scheme, spontaneity and deliberation are equally matched, shapes that seem to arise from nothing are held in suspension on the verge of the picture plane, rounded and rectilinear forms coexist in a space that is at once flat and infinitely deep. It is as though we are beholding prescriptions for—or demonstrations of—an achieved equanimity.

All things in moderation, extremes eschewed for a Golden Mean, life’s diversity acknowledged but marshaled for a higher purpose: these, we recall, are prescription for the Good Life given by ancient Greeks and venerable Eastern sages alike. And, like the paintings of Lee Yeul that incarnate them, they hold up with grace and a quiet defiance, even in our irony-drenched postmodern era.
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