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“The act of painting water drops is to dissolve all things within the  
water drops, to be returned to a transparent state of ‘nothingness’. By  
returning anger, anxiety, fear, and everything else to ‘emptiness’, we experience 
peace and contentment. While some seek the enhancement of the ‘ego’, I aim  
toward the extinction of the ego and look for the method of expressing it.”

—From the catalogue for Kim’s solo show at Tokyo Gallery in Japan in 1988





Kim Tschang-Yeul 
AND HIS “WATER DROPS”
By Sunhee Kim, 
Director of Jeju Kim Tschang-Yeul Art Museum

“I was born in a valley deep in the mountain of a place called Maengsan.  
I survived the wilderness; I wasn’t eaten by the tigers, and so I can be here 
on the beautiful Jeju Island. My wish is to spend the rest of my life in Jeju 
and not to be eaten by the sharks.”

—Kim Tschang-Yeul, September 2016
Speech at the opening ceremony of Kim Tschang-Yeul Art Museum.

It is uncertain when the artist Kim Tschang-Yeul began introducing himself 
with “I was born in Maengsan”. Maengsan is in Pyeong-annam-do, now a 
mountainous area in North Korea. Although Maengsan is the hometown that 
the old artist constantly thinks of but may not be able to return to, the words 
“I was born in Maengsan” that he repeatedly says do not appear to refer 
merely to the geographic location. Perhaps “Maengsan” is just a term that 
summarises his long, winding life. Kim Tschang-Yeul lived through Japan’s  
colonial rule of Korea and left his hometown for Seoul after the emancipation. 
In his college years majoring in fine arts, he was forced to live through another 
war; aftercollege, he continued to struggle, leading a penniless life as an artist.  
The entire string of difficult memories of his youth, as it seems, is 
sealed in its entirety in the term “Maengsan”. But if we put aside all his  
sentiments and emotions, a simple and descriptive introduction of the  
artist would be: Kim Tschang-Yeul was born in Maengsan in 1929 and  
studied fine arts at Seoul National University. In 1957, Kim was in strumental



in founding the Korean Contemporary Artists Association with other   
artists like Park Seo-Bo and Chung Chang-Sup; they together led the  
Korean Informel art movement that emerged in South Korea at the time. 
They reached out and participated in the second Paris Biennale in 1961 
and the Sao Paulo Art Biennale in 1965. While he was in New York in 1965  
studying graphic art at the Art Student League, Kim continued to paint. Soon, 
with the introduction of video artist Nam June Paik, Kim participated in the 
Avant-Garde Festival in Paris. Kim’s works were selected by the Salon de Mai 
immediately after, which formally introduced him to the art circle in France. 
Thus, Kim began his life in France, working as a painter in Paris for four  
decades. Paris, as it seems, was the place where the artist was able to really  
pursue his passions and explore the unique world of his art; it is also the 
crucial place where his art is highly appreciated. This was best seen in 2004, 
when Kim was invited to display his works in an art show at the Galerie  
Nationale du Jeu de Paume, where he was awarded with the Commandeur 
medal, the highest honour of the Ordre des Arts et des Lettres bestowed by 
the French government.

Kim Tschang-Yeul’s early works, like the 1964 series Rite, have very  
different contexts from his series of water drop paintings. Rite was made 
when Kim was the leader of the Informel movement in South Korea,  
reflecting the movement as well as his concerns of the time. In this series, Kim  
painted horizontally across the canvas with lively strokes by paintbrushes  
and palette knives, and it is the monochromatic strokes that convey visible  
impressions of his inner qualities. However, as its title implies, Rite is better 
understood as an expression of the very act of art making as well as its inner 
spirit, rather than merely perceived visually through its colours and images.

Thereafter, upon the invitation of the Rockefeller Foundation, Kim stayed in 
New York City as an artistin-residence for three years. With the prevalence 
of Pop Art, Minimalism, and Conceptualism in New York in the 1960s, Kim 
didn’t find himself perfectly comfortable in this art scene. In search of his own 



way, Kim left New York for Paris. Consequently, the realisation of the widely  
celebrated Water Drop series came shortly after he settled in Paris, where 
Kim combined elements and variables to express his unique worldview 
through art and convey his particular aesthetics and philosophical consid-
erations. This series of work has thrust Kim Tschang-Yeul into the limelight, 
along with Nam June Paik and Lee Ufan, as some of the most significant 
South Korean artists. For four decades, Kim remained in Paris to paint  
before returning to South Korea in 2008; he has since been active in Seoul.  
Earlier this year, Kim Tschang-Yeul Art Museum opened on Jeju Island, marking  
another highlight in his career and life.

“My Water Drop paintings are accomplished under the encounters of my life 
experiences and my aesthetic experiences.”

—Kim Tschang-Yeul

In simple terms, Kim Tschang-Yeul is a “water drop artist”. In his journey 
of art, water drops are his sole obsession. His “water drops” were born  
during his transition from being an artist-in-residence in New York to moving to  
Paris, where he made new attempts and explorations in painting. But Kim’s
motive of making Water Drops is likely to be his own pensive concerns in 
philosophy and literature. Kim has an enormous appetite for knowledge;  
according to him, even though the existentialist philosophy of the late 1960s 
had a profound impact on his works, he slowly developed interests in new
thoughts and trends in Europe during his years living in France.

In retrospect, this is perhaps why Kim’s first water drop work, Phenome-
non (1971), appears to visualise the quality of existence. It is as if the water 
drops in his painting seep out of the wall and sit there by themselves. The 
water drops are not natural in any way but give an artificial impression. As 
opposed to a simple pictorial description of water, Kim employs water as 
a subject, which is in itself an endeavour of ideas. In turn, this exploration 
of water as a separate and independent subject brings to mind the origin 



theory of Thales, the father of Western philosophy, that water is the archê 
(beginning principle) of all things, and that nothing in the universe would exist 
without water. In this regard, Kim’s paintings explore the origin of life through 
water and its form.

“Water drops have always been the way they are, but it’s the background they 
transform. With water drops as the unique medium, I may see through the 
surface.”

—Kim Tschang-Yeul

By 1972, new Water Drops works revealed a substantial conceptual shift 
as opposed to the Phenomenon series. Water on his canvas was no longer 
alone. The number of water drops radically increased, along with the time  
required for Kim to paint them. Kim would practice standing upside down 
with an empty stomach twice a day so that he could be physically fit enough 
to meet the demanding workload. Moreover, in order to remove certain 
structural factors, artificial colours that he found unfitting, as well as to  
refine the composition even better to make the painting perfect, Kim 
entered another dimension of exploration. Despite the waning of the  
rituality of worshipping water with just one single drop, Kim’s painting  
actually brings forth a surreal, faithful impression.

In the 1980s, Kim began experimenting with painting different  
textures of water, specifically when water is being soaked through different  
surfaces and materials. In mastering this trompe l’oeil, Kim would apply 
oil paint on the back of the canvas to improve the expression on the front.  
In Recurrence, the series he developed in this period, water drops are  
composed in frames full of texts from Thousand Character Classic in  
calligraphy, or they are composed together with deconstructed strokes 
of Chinese letters. To this day, Kim continues to work on the Recurrence  
series. He takes a step further to place a sheet of xuan paper, or rice paper, 
upon the canvas, write with ink, and compose water drops on the sheet.  



Recurrence not only bears the memory of Kim Tschang-Yeul as a child  
reading and practicing writing, but it also symbolises Kim’s identity both to 
himself and to the art tradition he inhabits. In this maturing stage in his art, 
Kim’s determination is visible in finding the origin of his culture and art.

By the 1990s, Kim began to paint water drops on wooden boards,  
actively exploring new media and techniques for his works. He would paint 
for newspapers like Le Monde too. Kim believes that water or water drops 
exist anywhere around us in the real world, and the newspaper is that which 
realistically reflects politics, the economy, society, and culture every day. 
With this in mind, Kim was happy to paint for the newspaper. On the other 
hand, he also made several pieces of sculptural works with iron, bronze, or 
rock as the base and with glass for water drops as the installation. Materials 
like iron, bronze, and rock possess firm and hefty textures, along with their 
particular colours, and they are in stark contrast with the water drops made 
of textured glass; yet the combination of the different materials expresses 
a harmonic beauty. As mentioned, Kim persists in pushing for extremely  
refined changes in plasticity as well as exploring the multiple aesthetic  
values of water.

“An artist, per se, is a being in an aphasic world, like a world silenced of  
Buddhist disciplines, long oblivious of ways of speaking and singing.”

—Kim Tschang-Yeul

Water drops are translucent and glistening. There is no doubt they exist in 
time and space, but they are also vulnerable, vanishing within moments and 
exposed to an infinite emptiness. It is in this way that Kim Tschang-Yeul’s  
water drops reflect on the hardship of his early life, that is, the wars, poverty
and pain he’s been through. However, there is also a sense of love and  
passion for beauty. Through the tiny water drops, Kim not only expresses 
the beauty of art, but he also touches on the human condition and rethinks  



himself. Ultimately, the medium becomes the path through which Kim  
searches for the Way and an infinite revelation.

“The portrayal of the water drops is to dissolve all the things of the world 
into the water drops and return them to nothingness. No matter if it’s rage,  
distress, or fear, when all is returned to emptiness, we feel safe and at peace. 
Or we could see this as an extension of my ego, and I am determined to erase 
it and I am looking for an expression for that erasure.”

—From a booklet made for Kim’s personal art exhibition in Tokyo, 1998

Kim Tschang-Yeul doesn’t talk much. So allow me to take some more time and 
introduce some words he would say over and over like sighs.

“After nine years gazing at a wall, Master Bodhidharma had his revelation,  
became a superman, and flew away toward the east or the west. I have been 
painting water drops for more than forty years, but I can’t even say for sure if 
I clearly see the path before me, not to mention liberation. I don’t always feel 
what one may call fulfilment every time I finish a work.”

—Kim Tschang-Yeul, “My Time with Brother”

Finally, allow me to try and conclude this text in one sentence: Water drops 
may be translucent and glistening, yet impermanent and empty; Kim Tschang-
Yeul’s water drops preserve the thrill of beauty forever.

“It is a matter of importance that painter Kim Tschang-Yeul visualises the  
metaphor of water drops and, with that, shines in art history.”

—Lee Ufan  



“I followed Pop art during my years in New York. I saw the show of Andy 
Warhol and Roy Lichtenstein at Castelli and Claes Oldenburg at Janis. 
I was a regular visitor to Castelli for shows of Jasper Johns and Robert  
Rauschenberg. I had a strong interest in how American artists like Johns,  
Rauschenberg, and Warhol were using words.” 

—Kim Tschang-Yuel



Waterdrops, 1975, Acrylic and oil on canvas, 182 x 227 cm (71 5/8 x 89 3/8 in.)



Waterdrops, 1975 (detail)



Waterdrops, 1975 (detail)



Waterdrops, 1975, Oil on canvas, 195 x 260 cm (76 3/4 x 102 3/8 in.)



Waterdrops, 1975 (detail)



Course painted on the background; there is no golden section, The picture is so 
simple that the water drops seem about to roll down out of the woof and warp of 
this hemp cloth as a natural phenomenon.”

—Lee Ufan

The artist himself testifies the following: “It was an ordinary day at my humble
atelier in Paris. I did not like the painting that I had been working on overnight
and sprayed water behind the canvas to remove the oil paint so I could reuse the
canvas. Then I saw water drops glittering in the rising sun. It was that moment
that I found myself trembling all over at the deep sense of accomplishment with
regard to existence.”



Waterdrops, 1980, Oil on hemp cloth, 99.5 x 81 cm (39 1/8 x 31 7/8 in.)



Waterdrops, 1980 (detail)



Waterdrops, 1983, Acrylic and oil on canvas, 195 x 130 cm (76 3/4 x 51 1/8 in.)





“In my first year, I settled in a farm stable and spent the coldest winter of my life 
since the age of 30. The stable was separate from the farmhouse and its walls 
and windows were entirely shabby. I was hardly sheltered from the ice-cold wind. 
The only warmth I had was from a smaller heater. I used to spend my time there  
sitting like a Taoist or Buddhist monk. If anyone had seen me, it would have seemed  
evident that I was pursuing some sort of religious enlightenment, even though I did 
not worship a specific god. It was then that I encountered water drops. I will never 
forget that stable. It was also the place where I met my wife.” 

—Kim Tschang-Yeul



Waterdrops, 1986, Oil on canvas, 194 x 296 cm (76 3/8 x 116 1/2 in.)



Waterdrops, 1986 (detail)





“..... It is, however, an approach whereby he does not depict real water drops but 
rather suggests the idea of water drops.” 

—Lee Ufan



Recurrence, 1989, Acrylic and oil on rice paper mounted on canvas, 160 x 129 cm (63 x 50 3/4 in.)



Recurrence, 1989, (detail)



Waterdrops, 1995, Acrylic and oil on rice paper mounted on canvas, 162 x 130 cm (63 3/4 x 51 1/8 in.)



Waterdrops, 1995, (detail)



“I would write each character over and over, filling up my piece of paper. I began to 
do the same in my paintings, taking the characters from my original source, The 
Book of 1000 Characters.” 

—Kim Tschang-Yuel

“I followed Pop art during my years in New York. I saw the show of Andy Warhol
and Roy Lichtenstein at Castelli and Claes Oldenburg at Janis. I was a regular
visitor to Castelli for shows of Jasper Johns and Robert Rauschenberg. I had a
strong interest in how American artists like Johns, Rauschenberg, and Warhol
were using words.” 

—Kim Tschang-Yuel



Recurrence, 1992, Acrylic and oil on canvas, 162 x 130 cm (63 3/4 x 51 1/8 in.)



Recurrence, 1992, (detail)





“Kim’s intention is to perpetuate a perishable element upon a perishable
substance (canvas, wood, earth), and thus express the word of his creation. On
the other hand: the water drop is the human component, the surface and the
horizon, the space, the perspective are nowhere and everywhere; the outcome
depends upon the spectator from whom the work entreats a meditatively
harmonious response.” 

—Kim Tschang-Yuel



Waterdrops, 1993, Acrylic and oil on wood, 195 x 160 cm (76 3/4 x 63 in.)



“An artist, per se, is a being in an aphasic world, like a world silenced of 
Buddhist disciplines, long oblivious of ways of speaking and singing.” 

—Kim Tschang-Yuel

“Kim, a Korean, has for a long time devoted his attention to Zen philosophy
(widely observed in the Far East), which sets the Korean and  
Japanese temperament within nature, and the development of the  
Buddhistic school of meditation. Zen philosophy is about contemplation,  
mystical prayer and spiritual intuitiveness. And, here, without being a 
true symbol, the water drop can only be seen as a token of ephemerality.” 

—John Matheson



Waterdrops, 2000, Oil on canvas, 258 x 385 cm (101 5/8 x 151 5/8 in.)





Waterdrops, 2000, (detail)



Waterdrops, 2000, Oil on canvas, 97 x 162 cm (38 1/4 x 63 3/4 in.)



Waterdrops, 2000, (detail)



“I worked with sand-covered canvasses and wood. I wanted to contrast the 
roughness of the sand surface with the fullness of the water drop’s surface.” 

—Kim Tschang-Yuel



Waterdrops, 2009, Oil on sand, 162 x 97 cm (63 3/4 x 38 1/4 in.)



Waterdrops, 2009, (detail)



Waterdrops, 2009, Oil on sand, 162 x 97 cm (63 3/4 x 38 1/4 in.)



Waterdrops, 2009, (detail)



“Water drops have always been the way they are, but it’s the background they 
transform. With water drops as the unique medium, I may see through the surface.” 

—Kim Tschang-Yuel



Waterdrops, 2014, Oil on canvas, 162 x 130 cm (63 3/4 x 51 1/8 in.)



Waterdrops, 2014, (detail)



Waterdrops, 2015, Oil on canvas, 162 x 130 cm (63 3/4 x 51 1/8 in.)



Waterdrops, 2015, (detail)



Waterdrops, 2017, Acrylic and oil on canvas, 195 x 60 cm (76 3/4 x 23 5/8 in.)



Waterdrops, 2017, (detail)



After nine years gazing at a wall, Master Bodhidharma had his revelation,
became a superman, and flew away toward the east or the west. I have 
been painting water drops for more than forty years, but I can’t even 
say for sure if I clearly see the path before me, not to mention liberation.  
I don’t always feel what one may call fulfilment every time I finished a work.” 

—Kim Tschang-Yuel, “My Time with Brother”

“It was important to me that the painting process be as objective as the 
forms of the water drops I was seeking to create. I tried a number of airbrush  
implements until I found the one that afforded the degree of control I desire.” 

—Kim Tschang-Yuel



Recurrence, 2017, Acrylic and oil on canvas, 300 x 194 cm (118 1/8 x 76 3/8 in.)



Recurrence, 2017, (detail)



Waterdrops, 2014, Oil on canvas, 195 x 330 cm (76 3/4 x 129 7/8 in.)



Waterdrops, 2014, (detail)



“The compositions are quite contradictory. There are the relationships between 
light and shadow, emptiness and fullness. Nothing happens, while something  
happens of great importance or no importance. The effect of surprise in the  
picture is comparable to Zen dialogue.” 

—Kim Tschang-Yuel



Waterdrops, 2017, Oil on canvas, 162 x 130 cm (63 3/4 x 51 1/8 in.)



Waterdrops, 2017, (detail)



My handling of water brought back thoughts of the river that ran through my  
childhood village, and how much this body of water was connected to my birth, 
safety and well-being.” 

—Kim Tschang-Yuel
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