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YUN HYONG-KEUN
January 14 – February 18, 2017

Opening reception: Saturday, January 14, 6 – 8 PM

Special Event:
Guided tour of the exhibition with Barry Schwabsky: Saturday, January 14, 11 AM

David Zwirner is pleased to present an exhibition of large-scale paintings by Yun Hyong-
keun (1928-2007) from the mid-1970s through the 1980s, on view at 537 West 20th Street 
in Chelsea. Following on the gallery’s announcement in 2016 of its New York representation 
of his work, the exhibition will include an unprecedented selection of paintings in the artist’s 
unique style of monochromatic abstraction, several of which are shown here for the first 
time. The exhibition marks the largest solo presentation of Yun’s work in North America to 
date.

One of the most significant Korean artists of the twentieth century, Yun was born in Miwon-
ri, Chungcheongbuk-do, Korea and received his BFA from the School of Fine Arts at Hongik 
University, Seoul in 1957. During the 1960s, he became associated with the influential 
Dansaekhwa (monochromatic painting) movement in Korea, where artists experimented 
with the physical properties of painting and prioritized technique and process. The scarcity 
of materials following the Korean War (1950-1953) and the country’s relative isolation from 
the international art world led the artists to construct their own rules and structures in 
relation to abstraction.
 
Using a restricted palette of ultramarine and umber, Yun created his distinctive compositions 
by adding layer upon layer of paint onto raw canvas or linen, often applying the next coat 
before the last one had dried. He then diluted the pigments with turpentine solvent, allowing 
them to seep into the fibers of the support, staining it in a similar way to traditional ink on 
absorbent paper. Working directly on his studio floor, he produced simple arrangements of 
intensely dark, vertical bands surrounded by untouched areas. The division was softened 
by the blurred edges caused by the uneven rates of absorption of oil and solvent, and 
the compositions often developed over several days, even months, with the artist adding 
further layers or letting the pigments bleed out gradually.
 
Yun visited New York in 1974, where he encountered the work of American postwar artists 
including Mark Rothko, which led him to further explore ways to divide the picture plane. His 
paintings from the mid-1970s through the 1980s revolve around a play between presence 
and absence, with unmarked areas characterized as intervals rather than dematerialized 

voids. The inherent physicality of his works and his process-oriented approach, in turn, impressed artists such as Donald Judd, 
who invited Yun to exhibit at his spaces on Spring Street in New York and at the Chinati Foundation in Marfa, Texas during the 
1990s in what would be the artist’s first solo presentations in the United States.

The fourteen paintings included in the exhibition are significant examples of Yun’s work from this period, when he was also 
profoundly influenced by the calligraphy of the nineteenth century literary artist Chusa Kim Jeong-hui. They reflect his search for 
a perfect balance between the material and the immaterial, and by extension, between human beings and nature. As Yun wrote 
in 1976, “Nature, however you look at it, is always unadorned, fresh, and beautiful. I wonder if my paintings could capture the 
beauty of nature. No, it would be impossible. Even so, I want to make paintings that, like nature, one never tires of looking at. 
That is all that I want in my art. Canvas is still made just from those old and familiar materials: cotton and hemp. Looking at it, I 
always feel its warmth and familiarity. This affinity comes from the absolute simplicity and freshness of the natural fiber. This in 
itself is a work of art.”¹

¹ Yun Hyong-keun, “A Thought in the Studio,” in Yun Hyong-keun (Seoul: PKM Gallery, 2015), p. 10
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  Burnt Umber & Ultramarine, 1984 
  Oil on linen
  102 3/8 × 47 3/8  inches (260 × 120.3 cm)
 © Yun Seong-ryeol. Courtesy PKM Gallery,  
 Seoul and David Zwirner, New York



Yun Hyong-keun’s work has been the subject of solo exhibitions at institutions worldwide, including Total Museum of Contemporary Art, 
Seoul (1994); Stiftung für konkrete Kunst, Reutlingen, Germany (1997); Musée d’Art moderne et contemporain de Strasbourg, France 
(2002); and Art Sonje Museum, Gyeongju, Korea (2002). It has been included in recent group exhibitions held at National Museum of 
Modern and Contemporary Art, Gwacheon, Korea (2015 and 2012); Gyeonggi Museum of Modern Art, Korea (2013); and Daegu Art 
Museum, Korea (2011). The artist participated in the São Paulo Biennial in 1969 and 1975; the 46th Venice Biennale in 1995; and the 
Gwangju Biennale in 2000. Other notable solo exhibitions have been held at Inkong Gallery, Daegu, Korea (1986); Gallery Ueda, Tokyo 
(1990); Gallery Hyundai, Seoul (1996); Blum & Poe, New York; and PKM Gallery, Seoul (both 2015); among others. In 2018, the National 
Museum of Modern and Contemporary Art in Seoul will host a major solo exhibition of the artist’s work.

The artist’s estate is primarily represented by PKM Gallery in Seoul. In addition to David Zwirner in New York, Blum & Poe in Los Angeles, 
Simon Lee Gallery in London, and Axel Vervoordt Gallery in Antwerp show the artist’s work.

On January 14 at 11 AM, Barry Schwabsky will be leading a guided tour of the exhibiton. This even is open to the public. Schwabsky 
is the art critic for The Nation. He also writes regularly for such publications as New Left Review and Artforum (where he is co-editor 
of international reviews). He has taught at Maryland Institute College of Art, the School of the Art Institute of Chicago, Yale University, 
and Goldsmiths College (University of London), among others, and is currently a visiting professor at Hunter College. His most recent 
books include a collection of critical essays on art writers and art writing, Words for Art: Criticism, History, Theory, Practice (Sternberg 
Press, Berlin, 2013) a collection of poems, Trembling Hand Equilibrium (Black Square Editions, New York, 2015), and a selection of his 
art criticism from The Nation, titled The Perpetual Guest: Art in the Unfinished Present (Verso, New York and London, 2016). Just out 
from Phaidon Press is the third iteration of the Vitamin P series, once again with the main text by Schwabsky. He is also editing for the 
British publisher Lund Humphries a new series of monographs on contemporary painters, to commence publication in the fall of 2017. 
Schwabsky has written on Korean monochrome painting and Yun for The Nation.

For all press inquiries, contact
Kim Donica  +1 212 727 2070  kim@davidzwirner.com

To RSVP for the January 14 guided tour, contact 
Emma Macdonald at David Zwirner +1 212 727 2070 emma@davidzwirner.com


