
Suddenly a Knife
New Paintings by Il Lee

IL LEE

Born and raised in Seoul, Il Lee studied painting in the 1970s with seminal figures of South Korean contemporary art, including 
those in the vanguard of the abstract monochrome painting movement (Dansaekhwa). He was among the first wave of South 
Korean artists to move to New York (his home since 1977) where he developed his signature process and style using ballpoint pen, 
a medium important to his practice over the decades. The pioneering work with ballpoint that Il Lee began nearly 40 years ago has 
garnered much recognition, and the breadth and depth of his artistic contributions are well documented in books and publications.    

Il Lee’s recent venture into a different medium, exemplified in the first public unveiling of his large-scale acrylic and oil on 
canvas work at the Metropolitan Museum of Art in 2010, has opened up a significant and exciting new direction for the artist. 
In Lee’s acrylic and oil works on canvas, the line work follows a similar trajectory of many of his well-known ballpoint ink works 
but the line is incised rather than applied. He incises through the dark oil color to reveal the light acrylic ground beneath—
creating light with his line.

Critically acclaimed and widely exhibited, Il Lee’s acrylic and oil on canvas work and his ballpoint ink work on paper were exhibited 
at the Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, in 2010-11. Lee’s innovative and historically grounded ballpoint ink works were 
the subject of a mid-career retrospective at the San Jose Museum of Art and solo exhibitions at the Queens Museum of Art, the 
Vilcek Foundation in New York, and the Crow Collection of Asian Art in Dallas, Texas. His work has been exhibited at various major 
museums including The Aldrich Contemporary Art Museum, Brooklyn Museum, Smithsonian Museum of Art and National Museum 
of Contemporary Art, Korea. 

Works by Il Lee are represented in major collections including the Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York; Leeum Samsung 
Museum of Art, Seoul; San Jose Museum of Art, CA; Vilcek Foundation, New York; Palm Springs Art Museum, CA; Société Bic, France; 
National Museum of Modern and Contemporary Art Korea; Total Museum, Seoul; Hong-Ik University, Seoul; and Duksung Women’s 
University, Seoul. 

Il Lee (b. 1952) received his M.F.A. in Painting from the Pratt Institute, New York, and his B.F.A. from Hong-Ik University, Seoul, Korea. 
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Suddenly a Knife:  New Paintings by Il Lee

By David Brody

Suddenly, a knife, preceded by the word “blinding,” suddenly a thousand 
knives, suddenly a thousand dazzling scythes of light, scythes set in 
flashes of lightning, enormous, made to cut down whole forests, start 
furiously splitting space open from top to bottom with gigantic strokes, 
miraculously swift strokes which I am forced to accompany internally, 
painfully, at the same unendurable speed and at the same impossible 
heights, then immediately afterwards down down into the same abysmal 
depths, with the ruptures ever more and more monstrous, dislocating, 
insane ... and when is it going to end ... if it is ever going to end?

Finished. It’s finished.      

–Henri Michaux, 1955 i

Although Il Lee’s patient singularity of purpose is a far cry 
from Henri Michaux’s luminous self-detonation, Michaux is a 
roundabout ancestor of Lee’s most recent works, a group of 
predominately white paintings which have been sgraffitoed 
with darker lines that peek through from an underlayer. And 
while Lee’s new paintings are fully as elegant and exploratory 
as the artist’s ballpoint masterworks, their quality of violent 
decisiveness brings me back to Michaux’s uncanny elucidations 
(in words and drawings) of visual emergency.

The vocabulary of Lee’s new paintings is familiar from the artist’s 
ballpoint drawings, but here line itself comes into focus as never 
before in the artist’s work. Many of Lee’s drawings seem as if they 
are made, astonishingly, with one continuous line, overlapping 

i	 Henri Michaux, Miserable Miracle, translated by Louise Varese and Anna Moschovakis, (New York, NYREV, Inc. 2002) p.10
ii	 The first generation of Korean modernists, including several of Il Lee’s teachers, left Korea to study in Paris after the Korean War, where post-WWII European abstraction had pioneered disruptive  
	 approaches to surface and tableau—e.g., Dubuffet’s use of tar, Burri’s plastic combustions, Fontana’s slashes, Michaux’s mescaline experiments. Japanese cultural influence still remained in Korea as well.
iii	 Michaux, p.15-16
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incessantly to the point of solid geometric mass here, unwinding 
chaotically like hair or tangled thread there. But in other drawings 
the short, stabbing line gets its say, knitting together en masse to 
suggest pulsating fields of connective tissue, or softly bristling 
horse-hair edges. The new paintings include both sorts of motif, 
continuous and segmented; curly and jabbing. The technique is 
new, however, and the effects mutant, producing lines that are 
thicker, more tapered, and more prominent.

Lee’s seemingly inevitable choice of tool has a lot to do with 
that: empty ballpoint pen carcasses from among the scores of 
thousands spent on his drawings. Compared to laying down a 
rolling point of ink, scooping wet oil plies a more variable line, 
from fine to jumbo depending on the pressure and tilt (as well 
as wear on the implement). This thicker, more nuanced line 
colludes with the viscous, incised-upon surface—which dries 
and becomes unusable, unlike ink on paper (the time period 
varies with color, thickness and weather)—so that every stroke is 
a performance. Motifs borrowed from drawings get amplified, as 
with WR-101 (2010), where what had been a hair-like silhouette 
becomes thick and ropy, or rather, an endless whip, fully 
entangled in three dimensions.

Straight modular lines, however, are used in the majority 
of these new paintings. Enlarging and isolating them, Lee 
emphasizes their subtly swelling, double-edged pointiness. 
Paintings such as WG-1501 (2015), WR-1501 (2015) and WBL-1502 
(2015) (right) are no longer solidly dark but mottled in their 
densest parts, and where they thin to white in a criss-crossing 
spray of wickedly sharp points in unexpected directions, they 
seem booby-trapped. Visually navigating these transition zones 

between floating nothing and pointy something is as delicate 
as trying to gather up a box of spilled syringes in zero gravity, or 
playing hide and seek in a thorn tree. 

In Il Lee’s drawings, common ballpoint ink is transformed 
into pure black or blue essence with savage perseverance. 
The authenticity of Lee’s process is a coup de théâtre which 
tears down the fourth wall but also rebuilds it, so that viewers 
can enter compellingly into a hybrid abstraction of texture, 
atmosphere, and light resulting organically from the process. 
Lee’s physical approach to drawing derives from early works 
in which he scraped and disrupted for entropic effect, in a 
tradition that connects him to France, Italy, and Japan, via 
Seoul; ii and the physicality of the new white paintings returns 
to those roots with the absoluteness with which one stroke 
crosses over, and crosses out, the surrounding paint ridges 
of another. In paintings such as WBL-002 (2009) or WB-1627 
(2016) (cover) the ridges tell a seductive story of before and 
after, near and far—until one can’t look away, stranded in a 
breathing cloud of perception with time impossibly tangled. 
Here Lee performs painting like a dervish whirls: entropic, 
perhaps, yet exquisitely controlled. 

Meanwhile, because Lee’s ballpoint ink drawings point to 
traditional Asian painting and calligraphy (while steering clear 
of cliche and identity politics), the often ponderous theory 
surrounding certain works of Malevich, Yves Klein, Rauschenberg, 

Manzoni (his “achromes”), Fontana and so on, doesn’t stick to 
Lee’s monochrome palette. In retrospect, we can also see that 
the artist was finding his way around the formidable Dansaekhwa 
(monochrome) movement of Korean modernists, Lee’s teachers 
foremost among them. Of course, whether in blue or black ink 
(never mixed), Lee’s ballpoint works are really about the yin-yang 
of dark and light; thus “dichromatic” might better describe them. 
Still, one sometimes feels the blueness of certain Il Lee drawings 
in contrast to the blackness of others. More recently, the artist 
has made drawings with red or green ballpoints, opening the 
color trapdoor a few more cracks, and it is this same restricted 
ballpoint palette, re-enacted with an acrylic underlayer, that 
provides graphic contrast to the viscous whites of the new 
paintings. Dichromism here is all the more firmly in place, with 
the thick, nuanced whites, laboriously palmed on with oil stick, 
literally coming forward. And in works such as the red/white 
WR-101 (2010) or the green/white WG-1501 (2015) unruly, full 
spectrum color seems to lie just beyond the cracks, as if seen 
from the inside of a hatching egg. Michaux again:

Green. Did I see it? Too fugitively seen? I know that there is green, that 
there is going to be green, that there is an expectation of green, that 
there is green frantically straining toward existence, a green that 
couldn’t be greener. It does not exist, and there is any amount of it(!). iii

 
David Brody is an artist and writer living in Brooklyn, New York.
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