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Lee Bae, Brushstroke S6, 2025. bronze. 106 x 62 x 56 cm. Courtesy of the artist and Perrotin.
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Lee Bae's exhibition at Perrotin Tokyo presents a new series of sculptures
titled Brushstrokes, works made of bronze inspired by brushstrokes of
India ink. Once weightless and ephemeral, these forms have become
three-dimensional shapes that are dense, twisted, almost organic. We
immediately see that Lee Bae has opened up the space: some works
are placed on the ground, others thrust toward the walls, and one of
them is suspended from the ceiling, spreading in columns, knots, and
arabesques through the air, as if the arm’s movement, immobilized by
metal, still continued to extend in all directions. In this multiplication of
angles and perspectives, the artwork is directly materialized in three
dimensions. The borders tremble, as the painting becomes a sculpture.
The techniques are varied and perfectly controlled, and the artistic
gesture is especially fertile. Are these vertebrae? A framework or the
shelves of a library? The skeleton of a strange creature? In the
luminous space of the gallery, these sculptures dialogue with the void
surrounding them; they seem to rise, twist, or tilt depending on how
viewers position themselves. We are free to see these sculptures as
walls, ribbons, or books. Facing them, we experience a contradiction:
the density of the metal and the lightness of the gesture, the fixedness
of the form and the mobility of our perception. The exhibition acts as a
magnetic field: it attracts, absorbs, and reflects the viewer's body in a
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Lee Bae, Brushstroke-T2, 2025. charcoal ink on paper. 260 x 170 x 5 cm. Courtesy of
the artist and Perrotin.

slow, almost meditative oscillation. The black shapes occupy the
space like signs, both totemic and fragile; they do not say anything,
but establish a presence.

In another room, a video is projected onto a screen. It was filmed in
Korea and shows a performance in a field. It is the time when the rice
paddy is prepared before transplanting the seedlings. We see a
man—Lee Bae himself—in blue pants and a white shirt, kneeling in the
mud. Then he begins to walk: he moves through the clay of the earth
as it is stirred up by his steps and he sweeps the surface of the water.
This is a farmer’s gesture, wide and precise at the same time. His eye is
sharp, his wrist is firm; his hand wields the handle and fertilizes the
landscape. The parallel with the artist's gesture on a canvas is obvious.

We see the powerful presence of the body in movement, and the
subtle presence of the hills in the background. Planted in the rice
paddy like a white heron, his fingers on the bundle of fibers of the straw
broom and his bare feet covered with silt, Lee Bae returns literally to
the source of his art: the earth, the body, the gesture, and mud, the
primitive substance that is the origin of everything. He returns to his
village, to nature, to the fields. These are elementary truths. Through
this video, which is simultaneously a self-portrait and a metaphor for
the artist's work, he pays homage to the physical strength of farmers,
the ingenuity of peasants, and the creativity of artists.

It is quite clear that the time of sowing, before the rice has germinated,
is a threshold—a time that is “in between” emptiness and fullness,
between the act of preparation and the birth of the plant. This return
to earth has nothing nostalgic about it: it is a symbolic reactivation.
The artist is receptive to the rhythm of the world, the slowness of
natural cycles. By plunging his hands into the clay, he attains a sacred
dimension of the manual gesture: bringing something forth, instead of
representing. It is not a coincidence that this ritual takes place in a rice
paddy: a true liminal space, on the border between land and water, as
if the world itself were breathing between two states. Here, the artist
performs the genesis of his art, showing himself not as a master
creator, but as a medium, dialoguing humbly with the elements, as
land, water, and light literally pass through him.

Lee Bae, Brushstroke-T3, 2025. charcoal ink on paper. 260 x 170 x 5 cm. Courtesy of
the artist and Perrotin.
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The title, The In-Between, builds on Lee Bae's approach in his previous
exhibitions (including Between in New York). This “in-between” holds
the convergence of East and West, abstraction and matter, gesture
and memory. The artist, who divides his time between Seoul and Paris,
works within this kind of transition: between two cultures, two times,
from childhood to adulthood, from the Korean countryside to his Paris
studio. But in Tokyo, these black shapes confronting us in the white
space may also carry another message. They speak of origins and
becoming, of blossoming and rebirth. They establish a space of listening,
of dialogue, of walking and meditation, of breathing. They recall that
art can be a threshold, a place where we move from one world to
another. In an international context saturated with violent images and
radical oppositions, in a time of massacres and wars all around us, The
In-Between affirms the power of the “middle”: a fertile space where
the world can be reborn, where man and nature can once again find
each other and be attuned, where transformation occurs.

Text by Michaél Ferrier
Translated by Kate Deimling

More information about the show >>>

Lee Bae

Born in 1956 in Cheongdo, South Korea
Lives and works between Paris, France and Seoul, South Korea

Lee Bae's monochromatic practice is a formal and immersive journey
into the abysses of blackness. Subtly blurring the lines between
drawing, painting, sculpture, and installation, he has developed his
abstract aesthetics across categories to imbue the noncolor with
tangible depth and intensity. Charcoal, obtained by burning wood and
used to revive fire, offers a powerful metaphor for the cycle of life that
has further inspired him to expand his exploration to include the fourth
dimension of time. Until the early-2000s, he worked exclusively with
raw charcoal to create minimal, refined, mosaic-like assemblages of
charred wooden shards or chunks on canvas, as well as larger sculp-
tural arrangements of carbonized trunks. While he has moved on to
solely working with carbon black, a substance close to soot, Lee Bae's
latest series of pictorial works crystallizes random elemental gestures,
which he practices with charcoal ink on canvas and paper, recording
his movement and time.

Lee's works have been the subject of solo exhibitions at museums and
institutions worldwide, including Wilmotte Foundation, Venice, ltaly;
Fondation Maeght, Saint-Paul de Vence, France; Paradise Art Space,
Incheon, South Korea; Musée des Beaux-Arts, Vannes, France; and
Musée Guimet, Paris, France. Lee's works are included in public
collections, notably the National Museum of Contemporary Art
(MMCA), Gwacheon, South Korea; Seoul Museum of Art (SEMA),
Seoul, South Korea; Leeum-Samsung Museum of Art, Seoul, South
Korea; Fondation Maeght, Saint-Paul de Vence, France; Musée
Guimet, Paris, France; Musée Cernuschi, Paris, France; Privada Allegro
Foundation, Madrid, Spain; and Baruj Foundation, Barcelona, Spain.

More information about the artist >>>
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