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2026 Korean Modern Masters
Yoo Youngkuk: A Mountain Within Me
Pioneer of Korean Abstraction

“The mountain is not something before me, it is within me.”
- Yoo Youngkuk, 1977

To mark the 110th birth anniversary of Yoo Youngkuk (1916-2002), a
pioneering figure in Korean abstract art, Seoul Museum of Art (SeMA)
presents Yoo Youngkuk: A Mountain Within Me, the most comprehensive
retrospective of his work to date. Organized in collaboration with the Yoo
Youngkuk Art Foundation and The Chosunilbo, the exhibition comprises
over 170 works and archival materials, including pieces that have never
been published before, providing a comprehensive overview of the
artist’s work in the fields of painting, relief, photography, and drawing.
The exhibition also inaugurates SeMA’s newly launched “Korean Modern
Masters” series, a project dedicated to reassessing the achievements
of Korean modern art from a contemporary perspective. Yoo Youngkuk,
the first artist of the series, is a figure who remained unwavering in his
commitment to abstraction—then the avant-garde of its time—as both a
lived practice and an artistic conviction throughout the turbulent arc of
the 20th century of Korean history, including Japanese colonial rule, the
Korean war, democratization, and a compressed economic growth.

The exhibition traces over six decades of Yoo Youngkuk’s
career, from his early experiments with abstract art at Bunka Gakuin in
Tokyo in 1935, to the abstract imagery of his later years. Rather than
following a conventional retrospective, the exhibition enables a more
direct encounter with Yoo Youngkuk’s resolve and commitment, as
well as the sublime and the rhythm of the infinite. Taking 1964 as a
pivotal point, it moves backward and then forward in time, proposing a
distinctive temporal journey. Through this structure, it offers a layered
view of his artistic world, in which the “mountain” is abstracted through
the fundamental elements of point, line, plane, and color. Recurring
throughout his work, the mountain is at once the landscape of his
hometown, Uljin, a totality of memory, and an inner order shaped by the
balance of line and color. For Yoo, it was not simply an external subject,
but a formal essence rooted in the mind.

His work resonates today not only as the achievement of a
modern master but because it opens a window onto its time. The order
of beauty he constructed continues to draw us with visual wonder.

As digital and Al technologies unsettle the very idea of creation, his
painting returns us to a fundamental question: what does it mean to
create? In his late work, a gaze beyond the infinite reveals the sublime
potential of painting. Like a vast, deep mountain he discovered within
himself, his work remains alive, speaking to us as we search for
mountains of our own.
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Yoo Youngkuk during his years of study

in Japan, late 1930s - early 1940s.
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Yoo Youngkuk
(1916-2002)

“My paintings are how | present myself. No words are needed.”
- Yoo Youngkuk, 1986

Yoo Youngkuk was born in 1916 in Uljin, North Gyeongsang Province. In
1935, he enrolled in the Western Painting department at Bunka Gakuin in
Tokyo, where he developed his engagement with avant-garde abstraction
through close contact with leading figures of Japanese abstract art, such
as Masanari Murai and Saburo Hasegawa, as well as fellow Korean
artists Kim Whanki, Chang Ucchin, and Lee Jungseob. In 1938, he won
the association prize at The 2nd Free Artists Association Exhibition and
became a full member of the group, committing himself fully to the path of
abstraction. After returning to Korea in 1943, he found his artistic focus
disrupted by the upheavals of liberation and the Korean War. To support
his family, he worked on fishing boats and ran a brewery. Following this
hiatus of roughly a decade, he resumed sustained practice from 1955
onward, taking a leading role in the most progressive art organizations

of the day, including the Modern Art Association and Shinsanghoe,
establishing himself as a pioneer of Korean abstract art. After his solo
exhibition in 1964, Yoo Youngkuk devoted himself entirely to his own
work, ultimately producing a body of approximately 800 oil paintings

over the course of his lifetime. His canvases are built on geometric
compositions drawn from the mountains and coastline of his native Uljin,
where the formal elements of point, line, plane, and color generate a visual
language of tension and harmony that is entirely his own. From the 1960s
onward, the mountain became his primary motif, not as a subject to be
depicted, but as a vehicle for expressing the interior imagery distilled from
an encounter with nature, rendered in the abstract formal language of
painting. His work holds, in its vivid primary colors and bold compositions,
a sustained attunement with the natural world.
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RY=, (ZHE(Work)), 1964, HH A0 S3H, 130%194 cm.
Yoo Youngkuk, Work, 1964, oil on canvas, 130x194 cm.
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1964: Opening the Doors
to an Intimate Art

“You must always push forward
through experimentation,
and continually build a new world of your own.”
- Yoo Youngkuk, 1983

fY=, (FHE(Work)), 1964, HH A0 F3H, 136%194 cm.
Yoo Youngkuk, Work, 1964, oil on canvas, 136x194 cm.

In 1964, at the age of forty-eight, Yoo Youngkuk held his first solo
exhibition—a remarkably late debut for an artist who had been a
central organizing force in Korean abstract art, having helped lead the
New Realism Group (1947), the Modern Art Association (1957), the
Contemporary Artists Invitational Exhibition (1958), and Shinsanghoe
(1962). Critic Kim Young-joo described him as “an inquisitive refiner
of colors,” conveying the astonishment that greeted “large-scale works
of over 100 ho [more than 2 square meters] in which intense greens,
yellows, reds, and blues are handled with extraordinary dynamism.” Yet
what shook the art world was not only the sheer energy of line and color
radiating from fifteen large oil paintings. With this exhibition, Yoo Youngkuk
made a declaration: he would withdraw from group activities altogether,
choosing instead to present his work exclusively through solo exhibitions
held once every two years. While fellow artists who had shared his
commitment to the avant-garde—Han Mook and Moon Shin—had left for
France (1961), and Kim Whanki for New York (1963), he did not leave
Korea. Instead, he made a deliberate choice to withdraw into his studio:
to resist being swept along by the pace of a rapidly changing world, and
to concentrate entirely on building his own intimate artistic language. He
then set about walking that path quietly, in the simplified daily rhythm of
going to and from his studio each day.

9
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S93, (ZHE(Work)), 1940, HH A0 S, 45%37.7 cm.
Yoo Youngkuk, Work, 1940, oil on canvas, 45%37.7 cm.
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In Search of the Avant-Garde

“What’s the point of doing what your teachers tell you? You'd only
follow them—maybe ahead, maybe behind. There would be nothing
left for me to do. So I thought: T'll try something new.
That’s why I turned to abstraction.”

- Yoo Youngkuk, 1996

S92, (ZlM0] U= TE), 1949, HH A XY, 53%45.5 cm.
Yoo Youngkuk, Composition, 1949, oil on canvas, 53%x45.5 cm.

To understand Yoo Youngkuk’s artistic decision in 1964, we trace his
practice back to its beginnings. In 1935, under Japanese colonial rule, he
studied Western painting at Bunka Gakuin in Tokyo, where he absorbed
major Western avant-garde movements introduced in Japan, including
Cubism, Futurism, Surrealism, and Constructivism. Finding in abstraction,
with its utopian aspirations for a new world, a language that seized

him completely, he moved between painting, relief, and photography,
pursuing wide-ranging experiments. After returning to Korea in 1943,

he participated in the New Realism Group and taught at Seoul National
University (1948-1950) amid the upheavals of liberation and war. Yet he
was sharply self-critical of what he saw as a “lost decade” (1943-1955),
when he supported his family through fishing and brewing rather than
making art. Through the political upheavals of the April Revolution and
the May 16 coup, he remained outside the mainstream art establishment,
opposing the National Art Exhibition and remaining true to his convictions
as a nonconformist avant-garde artist. Throughout, he continually
renewed his practice, moving through Constructivist, semi-abstract, and
expressionist modes without allowing his work to stand still.

11



Y=, (4, 1968, M A0 R, 130%130.5 cm.
Yoo Youngkuk, Mountain, 1968, oil on canvas, 130%130.5 cm.
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In Search of the Principles of
Abstraction

“I cannot imagine a painting without color. Even when using intense
colors, the variation in intensity depends on their arrangement and
contrast. Rhythm, harmony, and balance—these are what matter.”

- Yoo Youngkuk, 1987

293, (ZHE(Work)), 1968, WH A0 RxH, 136x136 cm.
Yoo Youngkuk, Work, 1968, oil on canvas, 136x136 cm.

Following his 1964 solo exhibition, Yoo Youngkuk concentrated on
refining his abstract language, reaching the apex of his practice in the
1960s and 1970s. This was the result of a deliberate choice: he resigned
from his post at Hongik University (1966—1970), freeing himself from
required teaching hours, and reduced his daily life to a fixed routine of
working in the studio from 9 AM to 6 PM. The formal order of line, plane,
and color in his abstraction radiates a distinctive energy through balance
and tension. In the late 1960s, amid the global advance of science and
technology symbolized by the moon landing and South Korea’s rapid
economic growth, geometric abstraction gained momentum in Korea in
resonance with Op Art and Hard-Edge painting. While moving in step
with these currents, Yoo pressed forward according to his own inner
necessity, building a formal order of increasing richness and variety. His
abstraction reaches its pinnacle in the balanced arrangement of simplified
forms, the harmony of intense color, the distinctive texture of matiere, and
above all the range of his palette. This encompassed not only the primary
colors of red, yellow, and blue, but also variations of violet, pink, and
green, together with a bold use of pure color. His work was first sold in
1975, at the age of fifty-nine.

13
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Y=, (ZHE(Work)), 1977, HH A0 211, 32x41 cm.
Yoo Youngkuk, Work, 1977, oil on canvas, 32x41 cm.
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Y=, (ZHE(Work)), 1981, HH{ A0 RiH, 73x%61 cm.
Yoo Youngkuk, Work, 1981, oil on canvas, 73x61 cm.

Abstract Imagery:
A Mountain Within Me

“Until the age of sixty I will do the groundwork,
and after that I will return, more softly, to nature.”
- Yoo Youngkuk, 1977

YR, (ZHE(Work)), 1981, ZHEH A0 S1H, 53%45 cm.
Yoo Youngkuk, Work, 1981, oil on canvas, 53x45 cm.

Yoo Youngkuk arrived in the later part of his life at the fully realized

world of what he called “abstract imagery (simsang chusang)”, a state

in which the self and the natural world had arrived at deep harmony. Yet
this period of ripeness was shadowed by prolonged illness: from 1977,
when he underwent surgery for a cardiac pacemaker, until the end of his
life, he endured eight major operations and thirty-seven hospitalizations.
Through it all, he never put down his brush. As always, he went to the
studio he kept within his own home, arriving at 9 AM and leaving at 6 PM,
maintaining the full discipline of a full-time professional artist. Working
entirely alone, without an assistant, handling every aspect of his practice
by his own hand, he embodied the ideal model of the modern professional
artist. His late painting does not trade on the myth of the tragic, short-lived
genius; it deepens, instead, through the quiet gravity of a life marked by
illness and aging, by ordinary endurance, in which the practice of art was
never once interrupted. In the lyrical landscapes of these years, where
mountains and nature have become inseparable from the self, stillness
and tension coexist. Like ascending and descending a mountain in life,
these works invite the viewer not into the position of a detached observer,
but into that of a fellow traveler, sharing the winding path of descent
through abstraction’s sensory variations.

15
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293, (Lh-B=(Red)), 1994, HE{ A0 R, 260%x200 cm.

KU, (L-E5(Blue)), 1994, A0 3, 260x200 cm.

Beyond the Infinite

“The artist’s eye must always know how to look far. It is only when
you turn your gaze from the details to what lies in the distance that
mountains exist, and sea, and a world of your own.”

- Yoo Youngkuk, 1983

SAUR, (ZHE(Work)), 1999, ZHEH A0 SH, 105%105 cm.

Yoo Youngkuk, Mountain-Red, 1994, oil on canvas, 260%200 cm. Yoo Youngkuk, Mountain-Blue, 1994, oil on canvas, 260x200 cm. Yoo Youngkuk, Work, 1999, oil on canvas, 105x105 cm.
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The exhibition closes by contemplating the world beyond the infinite that
Yoo Youngkuk looked toward, through his final painting, Work (1999), and
his largest canvases, Mountain-Red (1994) and Mountain-Blue (1994).
Like a Mobius strip in which beginning and end are continuous, what was
it, this essential force of abstraction, that first seized the visual imagination
of a nineteen-year-old and drove him forward, without deviation, to

the age of eighty-six? Just as mountain meets water, line meets color,
reason meets intuition, and life meets work, in a place where the early
modern and the contemporary overlap, Yoo Youngkuk’s mountain stands.
His mountain is both a vanishing point, where all forms are reduced to
their simplest, and a point of loss, from which the gaze expands into an
infinite, invisible world. It invites us into a landscape where different eras
converge. What we encounter in his mountain is, in the end, our own
lives as they are lived today. His painting carries the vitality to make that
encounter possible.

17
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Yoo Youngkuk, Untitled, 1979, pencil on paper,
18.5%x25.8 cm.
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Archive: Opening onto
Yoo Youngkuk

RUIZ Il ME AW S TRES 0|1 Y= Fah), I=MUR,, 19881 88 3 AL
From Yoo Youngkuk’s newspaper clippings: “A Summit Crowned with Clouds,”
The Chosunilbo, August 3, 1988.

The archive section installed at the first-floor lobby serves a dual role: it

is both a gateway into the exhibition and its final chapter. Presenting Yoo
Youngkuk’s life and work through a curated selection of archival materials
reproduced in facsimile form, it makes these documents available to all
visitors. Continuing inside the gallery, “Seventy Years of Korean Abstract
Art Recorded by The Chosunilbo” traces the trajectory of Korean abstract
art over seven decades through the arts coverage of The Chosunilbo,
examining the relationship between that broader history and Yoo
Youngkuk’s own practice.

Seventy Years of Korean Abstract Art Recorded
by The Chosunilbo: 1925-1995
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“Yoo Youngkuk: An Inquisitive Refiner of Colors,”
The Chosunilbo, December 15, 1964.
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Exhibition-Related Public Programs

[SYMPOSIUM]

SeMA x Korean Association for History of Modern Art

Special Symposium Borders of Abstraction — Re-reading Yoo Youngkuk

Date: Sat, May 30, 2026, 13:00-18:00

Venue: SeMA Hall, B1, Seosomun Main Branch

Presenters: Kim Bora, Bae Hyejeong, Seo Yuri, Shin Minjeong,
Kyung-hwan Yeo, Hong Jisuk

[SEOUL LIGHT DDP 2026 AUTUMN]

SeMA x Seoul Design Foundation

A media projection presented as a homage to Yoo Youngkuk’s work,
unfolding across the 222-meter facade of the DDP

Dates: Thu, Sept. 3 — Sun, Sept. 13, 2026
Venue: DDP (Dongdaemun Design Plaza)
Artist: Hayoun Kwon

[TALKS & WORKSHOPS]

“Yoo Youngkuk +” series: Second Friday of each month at 17:00

® Jun. 12 [Workshop] My Grandfather's Studio. Creating a
Personal Fragrance Inspired by Your Own
Color Palette

Designing Abstract Design.

Designers Yang Teo & Kwon Joonho

® Jul. 24 [Screening+Talk] Walking into Eternity. Director Kim Sun-hyuk
® Aug. 14 [Reading] Mountain-Uljin-Abstraction. Poet Park Joon
® Sept. 4 [Workshop] ~ Mind-Mountain. A Tea Gathering with

Yoo Youngkuk’s Paintings

Why Contemporary Artists Cannot / Can
Live Like Yoo Youngkuk.

Moderator: Artist Wu Bak

Yoo Youngkuk: Painting Freedom with
Mountains. Art Historian Cho Soojin
Seventy Years of Korean Abstract Art and
Yoo Youngkuk. Art Historian Kim Kum Mi

@ Jul. 10 [Talk]

® Sept. 11 [Talk]

@ Oct. 9 [Lecture]

Oct. 23 [Lecture]

[EDUCATION PROGRAMS]

@ Arts Program for Al

Meet the Museum Through the Body: Abstraction and the Bodyscape:
May 23. Choreographer Cha Jinyeob

® Youth Program: From Aug. to Oct.

® Senior Program: From Jun. to Jul.

[GUIDED PROGRAMS]

On-Site Docent Tour: Daily at 11:00 (20 participants, first-come basis)

Audio Guide (fee applies): Korean narration by Yeol Eum Son,
English narration by Peter Bint

Programs are subject to change. 2 1
Please visit our website or social media for updates and further details.
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2026 Korean

Modern Masters

Yoo Youngkuk:

A Mountain Within Me
May 19, 2026 -
October 25, 2026
Seosomun Main Branch
1st Floor Exhibition Hall
Seoul Museum of Art
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Opening Hours

Tuesday—Thursday
10:00-20:00

Friday
10:00-21:00
(Seoul Culture Night on Fridays)

(RI=: 22 L otojl 2Acky

siElamese e laas Yoo Youngkuk: A Mountain Within Me

10:00-19:00

Last admission is 1 hour prior
to closing time

Closed every Monday

except for holidays

Admission Ch=o] Mu|A ohff of 72
Multilingual Visitor Guide
Free of Charge

EX| o|n|x|: RY=, (BHE(Work)), 1967, ZHiH A0 S, 130%130 cm.
Cover Image: Yoo Youngkuk, Work, 1967, oil on canvas, 130130 cm.
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© Yoo Youngkuk Art Foundation. All images courtesy of the Foundation.



