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On the Occasion of Lee Il-Lo’s Retrospective Exhibition

One day, | received a phone call. The caller asked whether we rented out our space, as they
were preparing a posthumous exhibition for their father, a ceramic artist and professor.
Since our venue only hosts curated exhibitions for selected artists, | was about to decline.
But there was a sincerity in their voice that made me pause and continue the conversation.
Curiosity about the artist grew. After several meetings, | came to believe this exhibition was
significant, and we decided to invite Lee Il-Lo as a featured artist. What began as two siblings’
deep respect for their father’s life and work eventually resonated with me as a form of artistic
reverence—something I, too, hold as essential in my work in the arts. This exhibition invites
viewers to follow a lovingly prepared archive, assembled by the artist’s family over many
years. Through it, we hope to hear the stories that Lee Il-Lo could not finish telling himself,
and to reflect together on the depth and spirit of his work.

Director of Salon de H, Hae Sook Lee



5
S
18
¥
<
N
2
By
ra
S
™
2

L= M3 20| ot TSt S7|SHC=EAM, 0] Weet= 2 T WY St 7i54 RiLpy| T ot [t
= sttt X F=2, &gt = AR XHAS0| &S X ot X|2| ZFHES E7| =|of 7|u
H JdzfetL|ct
O] W0 HE2 X7|0= SHE AT =X17| S o] J HA| StAELICH T2t AT
B Xt71o 2F HEE R fI610] HETS 0| TYAYSZ HHR0] CHEFMLAIO| OFHl Xt7|2te)
S5 &HES UE7| MASIRELICE DXl S o = MELS WS HELM SHLISHEE 010 20
HEIE U= MUCR £ AZ HENTICHEH o £ = ZYO 2, 0| A|ZEH 2L EF3}
X 4o of e|i= HUOIASLICE 27te] R Lt =1 FiFo| THE AO|ASLICE AX[0] LY
7t 20{EL| 9971e| HEHS 0|0f THE ZES UE Mk AT SIAELICE

) AS|ISOlA W37 | = st 1, =0 7ts| A

o
S 1 0|YR WAL HA[BIS ThA| SHA ZBFBILICE E3t 0] HABIS HAI2 4 Y=

AN
o4l AE|2| OLE & £ OfM[Q| 03| EHMI= ZAte] 2% EE UL

In Commemoration of the Late Professor Lee Il Ro's Exhibition

As a close friend and university classmate who majored in the same field, | had the pleasure of
staying in touch with Professor Lee Il Ro over the years—sometimes meeting in person, other
times talking over the phone. It brings me great joy to see that, after his passing, his wife and
children have come together to organize this exhibition of his work.

In the early years, Professor Lee focused on wheel-thrown ceramics, dedicating over a decade
to this traditional technique. Later, in pursuit of his own artistic identity, he transitioned to slab-
building methods, shifting away from mass

production and toward creating uniquely personal works. His process involved designing each
piece, creating clay slabs, cutting them, and carefully assembling them one by one. This was
an intensive process that demanded precise moisture control and absolute focus from start to
finish. It was a testament to his unwavering effort, spirit, and determination. | remember asking
him once, and he told me he had created a piece composed of 99 individually joined clay slabs.
As an educator, he nurtured many students, taught adults at cultural centers, and actively served
as a board member of various ceramic artist associations. | offer my heartfelt congratulations
on this exhibition honoring the late Professor Lee Il-ro. | would also like to express my sincere
gratitude to Director Hye-Sook Lee of Gallery Art Salon de Assis for making this exhibition
possible.

Hanyang Women's University Honorary Professor, Han Hong Gon
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LEE IL RO, the Pioneer of Modern Korean Ceramic Art

Lee Il Ro (1943-2022), a master of modern Korean ceramic art, was born in Kaesung, North Korea.
He graduated with a bachelor’s and a master's in Ceramics and Sculpture from Hongik University.
He also served as the president of the Korea Ceramic Artists Association and dean of the College
of Fine Arts at Hongik University. During the 1988 Seoul Olympics, he was selected as one of the
ceramic artists from eight countries worldwide to exhibit his work. From the 1960s, Lee actively
participated in domestic and international biennales, contributing to the field of ceramic art for
over 40 years while dedicating himself to educating future generations. During a challenging
period of void in Korean ceramics due to the Japanese occupation and the Korean War, modern
ceramic art continued through the efforts of a few artists, including Lee Il Ro.

Lee's works are characterized by bold attempts and the incorporation of abstract modern
forms and structural beauty, rooted in Korea's unique aesthetic sense. He is known for creating
seemingly impossible, unbalanced shapes that withstand the kiln's fire, embodying eternity
and mystery. He titled his works "Untitled" to evoke a sense of mystery, wonder, and tension.
In his lifetime, Lee expressed his passion for ceramics by saying, "Ceramics, as long as they do
not break, are eternal." This statement reflects the artist's belief in the soul and eternal nature
embedded in ceramic art.

Freelance Writer, Lena Kim
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Ceramist Lee II-Ro has forged a unique and profound world of ceramics by transcending traditional
techniques and embracing three central themes: sculptural experimentation, the pursuit of eternity and
mystery, and liberation from desire. As contemporary ceramics undergo a dynamic transition, Lee has
remained rooted in a spirit of innovation, perseverance, and craftsmanship, pioneering a path that blurs
the boundaries between material and metaphysical realms.

1. Sculptural Experimentation and Structural Inquiry
Lee explored various forming methods, but his primary focus was on slab-building techniques, which he
continuously expanded upon. His works often feature structurally unstable forms, deliberately chosen
to evoke a sense of architectural tension and formal audacity. Undulating surfaces, asymmetrical
constructions, and raw, expressive textures form the visual language that defines his ceramics—each
piece a balance between precision and spontaneity.

2. The Eternal and the Mysterious in Ceramics

Describing ceramics as “an art of eternity,” Lee emphasized the irreversible moment of completion that
comes with firing—once a piece emerges from the kiln, it cannot be altered. This finality instilled in him
a deep humility toward the creative process. Following a life-altering brain surgery, Lee’s work began to
reflect deeper philosophical themes: the boundaries between life and death, desire and detachment.
Eschewing titles for his works, he invited viewers to engage intuitively, offering space for emotional
resonance and open interpretation.

3. The Balance of Artisan and Artist

Despite his inherently reserved nature, Lee's approach to creation was marked by boldness and
originality. From form to glaze, every element was crafted by his hand, embodying his belief in actual
creation over mere replication. He once said, “You must learn how to break before you can make,” a
testament to his artistic philosophy of letting go of attachment and ego in pursuit of authenticity.

Lee Il Ro was not only an innovator in contemporary ceramics but also a philosophical artisan who
continually questioned the essence of existence through his medium. His works transcend formal beauty,
offering contemplative encounters with time, emotion, and being itself. With humility and strength, he
charted a path that redefined the potential of ceramic art.

Director of Art Salon de H Gallery, Hae Sook Lee
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Gallery Marie in New York



Lee Il Ro. A Master of Contemporary Korean Ceramic Art

Appreciating the work

The late artist Lee Il Ro (1943-2022) opened a new chapter in contemporary Korean ceramic art.
His work, rooted in traditional pottery, evolved to approach the essence of modern sculpture.
Through the ceramic medium, Lee transcended conventional boundaries, creating a distinctive
sculptural aesthetic at the intersection of pottery and contemporary art—a result of his deep
understanding of both material and form. His work is characterized by bold asymmetry and
abstract structural beauty. Rather than fixed forms, his sculptures offer open-ended structures
that invite reinterpretation through shifting light, shadow, and perspective. The surface textures
often evoke a sense of rust or erosion, expressing traces of time and embedding spatial and
temporal dimensions into the work.

The Evolution of His Art

1. Early Period : Beginning with traditional techniques, Lee focused on wheel thrown ceramics
and the creation of functional pottery grounded in Korean ceramic heritage.

2. Transitional Period : In the 1970s, he immersed himself in sculptural experimentation,
adopting slab-building techniques and transforming ceramics into purely artistic forms.

3. Mature Period : From the late 1980s, he developed works infused with architectural and
dynamic tension, ultimately elevating ceramics into a unique art form of its own.

A Contemporary Reinterpretation

Through bold experimentation, Lee Il Ro explored the formal beauty, materiality, and
temporality of ceramics, pushing beyond the traditional boundaries of the medium. His legacy
presents a refined aesthetic that harmonizes with contemporary design while serving as a bridge
between tradition and modernity. His work offers a vision for the future of Korean ceramic art
and continues to influence the global art community.

This exhibition, featuring both unpublished and representative works, offers the public a fresh
perspective on Lee Il Ro’s artistic world and creative philosophy.

Gallery Marie in New York Director / Curator, Yun Jung Rhee
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1977 ~ 1981
1963 ~ 1971

2005 ~ 2007
1990 ~ 2010
1982 ~ 1985

2018
1975 ~ 1980
1969
1965

1994
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1990
1990
1989 ~ 1993
1988
1986 ~ 1987
1985
1983
1983 ~ 1995
1982
1981
1978 ~ 2003
1976 ~ 2003
1976 ~ 1998
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Artist Profile & Biography

From a young age, Lee Il Ro showed artistic promise, which was recognized by his teachers and encouraged
his pursuit of art. In middle school, he met artist Jeon Rae Jin, a sculptor, and was introduced to working with
clay. Creating a relief sculpture of his late father left a lasting impression on him and sparked his dream of
pursuing a career in fine art.

After entering the Department of Craft at Hongik University, he mastered basic wheel techniques and
pursued traditional ceramics, continuing Korea’s rich pottery legacy. In the early 1960s, he participated in
exhibitions as a member of the Korean Young Ceramic Artists Association. In his third year of university, he
won an Honorable Mention in crafts at the 4th New Artists Exhibition. After graduating, he entered the field
of education and joined Hongik College of Technology in 1975. By 1977, his work began to evolve. Seeking
to pioneer new architectural directions aligned with international trends, he transitioned from wheel-thrown
techniques to experimental sculptural work emphasizing surface treatment and originality. He actively
participated in exhibitions while maintaining a steady creative output. In 1983, he held his first solo exhibition,
Lee Il Ro Ceramic Art Exhibition.

Appointed a professor in the Department of Craft at Hongik University in 1990, he promoted creative thinking
and encouraged students to take fresh, experimental approaches to form.



1977 ~ 1981
1963 ~ 1971

2005 ~ 2007
1990 ~ 2010
1982 ~ 1985

2018
1975 ~ 1980

1989 ~ 1993
1988
1986 ~ 1987
1985
1983
1983 ~ 1995
1982
1981
1978 ~ 2003
1976 ~ 2003
1976 ~ 1998

Education

+ M.F.A. in Industrial Craft, Graduate School of Industrial Art, Hongik University
+ B.F.A. in Craft, School of Fine Arts, Hongik University

Career

+ Dean, College of Fine Arts, Hongik University
« Associate Professor to Professor, College of Fine Arts, Hongik University
« President, Korean Ceramic Artists Association

Awards

« Hwangjo Geunjeong Medal (Order of Service Merit), Presidential Award

« Accepted to the 25th-29th National Art Exhibitions of Korea

« Accepted to the 18th and 14th National Art Exhibitions of Korea

« Accepted to the 14th and 14th National Art Exhibitions of Korea

« Honorable Mention, 4th New Artists Exhibition, Central Public Information Hall
« Accepted to the 9th International Ceramics Biennale, Vallauris, France)

Major Exhibitions

« Hongik Forms 2000, Hongik Gallery

« Invited, Cheongju International Craft Biennale

+ 50 Years of Korean Contemporary Ceramics, Seoul Gallery

+ 30 Years of Korean Contemporary Ceramics, National Museum of Modern and Contemporary Art
« Seoul Craft Exhibition, Seoul Museum of Art

« 4 Korean Ceramic Artists, Korean Cultural Center, USA

« Opening Exhibition, Seoul Arts Center (1990)

« Seoul Contemporary Ceramics Biennale

« East-West Contemporary Ceramics Exhibition)

« Korea-Japan Friendship Ceramics Exhibition, Nationwide Tour in Japan

« Ceramic Works '85, Tokyo, Japan

« Solo Exhibition, Gonggan Art Museum

« Member Exhibitions, Korean Ceramics Association

+ 1982 International Ceramics Exhibition, Excellence Award, Korean Cultural Center, Japan
« Asia Design Exchange Exhibition, Saga, Japan

« Korea Fine Arts Association Exhibitions

« Korea Industrial Designers Association Exhibitions

+ Hongik Ceramic Artists Association Exhibitions

Major Jury Experience

« Judge, 11th Korea Crafts Exhibition

+ Head Judge, 10th Korea Crafts Exhibition

« Judge, 7th Korea Crafts Exhibition

» Judge, 26th National Design Contest

« Judge, 22nd National Industrial Design Competition

+ Judge, 7th Korea Contemporary Art Exhibition

« Judge, 4th Korea Contemporary Art Exhibition

« Judge, 18th National Design Competition hosted by the Korea Industrial Designers Association
« Judge, 3rd Korea Contemporary Art Grand Prize Exhibition
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Preparing My Father’s Retrospective Exhibition

Had things gone according to plan, this exhibition would have marked my father's 80th birthday in 2023—a
celebration of his life and art. However, after his sudden passing, three years have passed, and what was meant
to be a birthday tribute has evolved into a posthumous retrospective. This reality brings with it a mixture of
regret, quiet joy, and a deep, indescribable ache. With my sister living in the United States and me working full-
time, the preparation took over three years. It was no easy task. Without the artist himself, we had to piece
together his journey from old pamphlets and hard-to-find interviews, tracing the remnants of his life and
work. Although I’'m not an art specialist and cannot claim to grasp the depths of my father’s creative world
fully, | came to sense just how experimental and demanding his work was for its time. Perhaps that is why,
even including small-scale works, his entire body of work amounts to only about sixty pieces. As | revisited his
artistic path—nhis shift from more accessible work toward increasingly complex modes of expression—I realized
it didn’t feel foreign to me at all. I, too, have worked in Yeouido for many years, switching jobs several times.
People often asked why | would choose such difficult paths, and | usually didn’t have an answer. But now, |
think | understand—at least in part—what might have driven him. What | came to realize while preparing this
exhibition is that my father’s legacy extends beyond his artworks. In my professional life, meetings driven by
vested interests are the norm, and I've been constantly on the move, always looking forward. However, this
project compelled me to pause, look back, reflect deeply, and take my time. It was a complete break from the
pace | was used to. Along the way, | met people who remembered my father, shared stories about him, and
spoke thoughtfully about his art. Each of these encounters brought me a sense of rest and healing. | now see
these moments, too, as part of the precious inheritance my father left me.

Son, Ki Sung Lee
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