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New York – Pace is pleased to present an exhibition of paintings by Yoo Youngkuk, a hugely influential 20th century 
Korean abstractionist, at its 540 West 25th Street gallery in New York. On view from November 10 to December 22, 
this show, titled Mountain Within, will mark the first-ever solo presentation of Yoo’s work outside Korea.  

Born in 1916 in Uljin, South Korea, Yoo was a pioneer of geometric abstract painting. His distinctive visual lexicon is 
characterized by bold color fields and expressive applications of paint. With his unique approach to color, form, and 
space, Yoo took up a steadfast and passionate investigation of his personal relationship with nature, capturing the 
majesty of the natural world—particularly the varied landscape of Uljin—through acts of painterly distillation that 
would lean increasingly into abstract territory.  

Yoo began studying painting under artist Murai Masanari at Bunka Gakuin University in Tokyo in 1935, nurturing his 
interest in abstraction and making a name for himself in the Japanese art world. He returned to Korea in 1943, and 
the next decade of his life and career would be punctuated by several historic crises, including the Pacific War of 
World War II and the Korean War. During periods of relocation and prolonged breaks from painting precipitated by 
these upheavals, Yoo’s commitment to his artistic practice never wavered.  

Political and social turmoil played a significant role in shaping the artist’s worldview, which was marked by an 
appreciation for and deep understanding of the fragility of life. His first-hand experiences of such chaos led him to 
adopt mountain-like forms—symbols of stability and endurance—as recurring motifs in his paintings. 

“As his nation struggled to rise from the ashes of war, he felt that abstract art, with its rejection of pathos, could be 
the embodiment of the new life and art of Korea,” Kim Inhye, curator at the National Museum of Modern and 
Contemporary Art (MMCA) in Korea, wrote in Rizzoli’s 2020 monograph on Yoo.  

Marking Yoo’s first exhibition with Pace since the gallery began representing his estate in the US and Europe earlier 
this year, the upcoming presentation of the artist’s work in New York will include a selection of richly hued paintings 
created between 1965 and 1995, with a focus on his practice during the 1960s. During this decade, the artist pursued 
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 a formal demarcation of space in his compositions, creating lyrical, nuanced plays of color and form, both geometric 
and biomorphic. Paintings from the 1980s and 1990s featured in the exhibition offer viewers a look at the artist’s later 
career, when, despite prolonged health struggles, his abstractions took on greater dynamism and crispness than 
previous decades. Together, the vibrant, luminous works in this landmark presentation will speak to Yoo’s lifelong 
belief in the spiritual and poetic power of abstraction—he often said that he was in pursuit of “absolute freedom” 
through his painting practice.  
 
Yoo, who died in 2002, left an indelible mark on the history of art in Korea. He helped form several avant-garde 
groups in the country in the 1950s and 1960s, including the Modern Art Association, the Contemporary Artists, and 
New Figures, but his legacy extends beyond the country’s modernist movement and remains deeply felt in the 
country’s cultural and aesthetic fabric today.  
 
Despite Yoo’s prominence in Korean art history, his practice is lesser known to international audiences. In 2016, the 
centenary of Yoo’s birth, a retrospective of his work was presented at the National Museum of Modern and 
Contemporary Art in Seoul and the Busan Museum of Art. Pace’s forthcoming presentation of his work will be the 
artist’s first-ever solo show in New York and, more broadly, the United States.  
 
Throughout his nearly seven-decade career, Yoo Youngkuk (b. 1916, Uljin-gun, South Korea; d. 2002, Seoul, South 
Korea) founded several vital artistic groups in Japan and Korea that blazed a trail for generations of avant-garde 
artists. A pioneer of geometric abstract painting, his distinctive visual lexicon is characterized by bold color fields 
and an expressive application of paint. At the core of Yoo’s practice is a steadfast and passionate engagement with 
the distillation of painterly forms as a means of investigating his deeply personal relationship to nature.  
 
As a young man, becoming a painter represented a kind of freedom for Yoo. It opened the door to communities of 
like-minded artists and offered an outlet for his rich inner world. Experimenting with an array of materials and 
techniques, including wood relief, photography, and painting, early influences of Russian Constructivism, 
Suprematism, and Neo-Plasticism are keenly felt in Yoo’s work. Regardless of the material, the artist’s use of color, 
form, and space expertly captured the brilliance and majesty of nature while maintaining a distinctly abstract 
sensibility.  
 
Yoo’s life was punctuated by multiple historic upheavals, including World War II and the Korean War. These periods 
of crisis enforced relocation and prolonged breaks from painting, but only strengthened Yoo’s commitment to his 
artistic practice. His unwavering dedication garnered significant critical engagement and several major institutional 
exhibitions across Korea. Against the fragility of daily life caused by the turmoil of global conflict, mountains became 
a signature motif in the artist’s paintings, serving as symbols of stability and endurance. Art historian and curator Dr. 
Gabriel Ritter explained, ‘For Yoo, the rocky summit of Mount Seoraksan and the tree-covered Taebaek mountain 
range were to become the embodiment of nature and Korea itself, and a constant. 
 
Pace is a leading international art gallery representing some of the most influential contemporary artists and estates 
from the past century, holding decades-long relationships with Alexander Calder, Jean Dubuffet, Barbara Hepworth, 
Agnes Martin, Louise Nevelson, and Mark Rothko. Pace enjoys a unique U.S. heritage spanning East and West 
coasts through its early support of artists central to the Abstract Expressionist and Light and Space movements.   
   
Since its founding by Arne Glimcher in 1960, Pace has developed a distinguished legacy as an artist-first gallery that 
mounts seminal historical and contemporary exhibitions. Under the current leadership of CEO Marc Glimcher, Pace 
continues to support its artists and share their visionary work with audiences worldwide by remaining at the forefront 
of innovation. Now in its seventh decade, the gallery advances its mission through a robust global program— 
comprising exhibitions, artist projects, public installations, institutional collaborations, performances, and 
interdisciplinary projects. Pace has a legacy in art bookmaking and has published over five hundred titles in close 
collaboration with artists, with a focus on original scholarship and on introducing new voices to the art historical 
canon.   
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Today, Pace has seven locations worldwide, including European footholds in London and Geneva as well as Berlin, 
where the gallery established an office in 2023. Pace maintains two galleries in New York—its headquarters at 540 
West 25th Street, which welcomed almost 120,000 visitors and programmed 20 shows in its first six months, and an 
adjacent 8,000 sq. ft. exhibition space at 510 West 25th Street. Pace’s long and pioneering history in California 
includes a gallery in Palo Alto, which was open from 2016 to 2022. Pace’s engagement with Silicon Valley’s 
technology industry has had a lasting impact on the gallery at a global level, accelerating its initiatives connecting art 
and technology as well as its work with experiential artists. Pace consolidated its West Coast activity through its 
flagship in Los Angeles, which opened in 2022. Pace was one of the first international galleries to establish outposts 
in Asia, where it operates permanent gallery spaces in Hong Kong and Seoul, along with an office and viewing room 
in Beijing. In spring 2024, Pace will open its first gallery space in Japan in Tokyo’s new Azabudai Hills development.  
 


