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INTERVIEW

Korean artist Haegue Yang discusses her installation Sonic 
Planetarium – Dripping Lunar Sextet, her apprehension of 

large-scale events, the role of mathematics in creativity and the 
importance of sonic materials in her work.

 What was your response when Tarek 
Abou El Fetouh first approached you?
Haegue Yang: I’ve always been curious 
about the Middle East, so it was 
interesting to participate in Expo 2020’s 
Public Art Programme in Dubai. However, 
it is definitely crucial to be guided by a 
curator like Tarek for this kind of project, 
which sits within the framework of a 
large-scale event, where artworks could 
be misplaced. Tarek encouraged me to 
overcome my fear and scepticism about 
engaging in public art and to develop 
Sonic Planetarium – Dripping Lunar 
Sextet. 

How did the curatorial process start?
Receiving a sort of carte blanche is not 
always the easiest offer to deal with. 
Fortunately when Tarek approached 
me, he already knew what role I could 
potentially play within his project. He 
was aware of my engagement with ‘sonic 
materials’, the bells, as well as my interest 

in geometry. The Public Art Programme 
is based on the historical figure Ibn al-
Haytham (c.965–c.1040 CE), a scientist 
who made significant contributions in 
mathematics, astronomy, optics and 
other physical sciences. From previous 
projects, I was also conscious that 
modern mathematics was introduced 
to the world through Arab scholars and 
thinkers. In his book The Model of the 
Motions of Each of the Seven Planets 
al-Haytham describes the theory of 
planetary motion using a geometry-based 
planetary model. Archaic mathematics 
endeavoured to calculate planetary 
orbits, and mathematics was a tool to 
understand the cosmos. The project took 
off from there, thinking about how we 
might articulate this idea in the context 
of a public art project.

Which particular challenges did you face?
Generally speaking, the huge responsibility 
of working in the public sphere rather 

Haegue Yang

Portrait of Hageue Yang, 2016. 
Photography by Danh Vo
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scares me, and I had to face this alongside 
my own difficulty with working on a much 
larger scale than I normally operate 
within. However, I found meaning in this 
art project, which goes beyond national 
representation within the traditional 
context of an Expo. I realised that I could 
be a part of an international project 
offering an alternative mapping of the 
world. We might demonstrate how 
different models of the world coexist 

simultaneously, right next to the still-
existing nation-state representation. 
I wanted to be part of this inclusive 
matrix of artistic mapping through my 
contribution.

Can you tell us more about the bells 
and materials used in the work?
Bells have featured in my work from 
early on, but as a partial element of the 
piece or as  substitutes for concrete 

messages such as language, information 
and narrative. However, from around 2013 
they became a principal component for my 
Sonic Sculptures. We are often confronted 
by artworks that narrate a message, 
didactics or other information. In the 
Sonic Sculptures, the acoustics of the bells 
stand for the process of unlearning what 
is concrete, and that process is replaced 
with resonating rattling sounds. 

Across civilisations in history, the bell 
frequently appears as a material symbol 
for a connection to the immaterial. In the 
case of Korean shamanism, the metallic 
bell is a primary tool for shamans’ dances 
and rituals. Lots of different cultures wear 
items made of bells, either as an anklet 
or as an instrument to hold in the hand, 
so that when the body moves the rattling 
sound of the bells amplifies their physical 
movement. The alignment between body 
and sound reminds me of the relationship 
between the particle and the wave. As the 
sound of bells does not build harmony 
or melody, the alignment between 
movement and sound takes centre stage.
 
Where does mathematics come in?
I was interested in the notion of 
movement, whether social, emotional 
or physical. The evidence of movement 

in the usage of bells through my Sonic 
Sculptures was a magical discovery in 
itself, but the question about the form 
and shape remained. This inquiry on form 
was answered by the geometry of a circle 
in combination with rotational movement, 
which I conceived as a wall-mounted 
sculpture of an oval disk with numerous 
bells attached. When you set it in motion 
manually, it creates a temporary illusion of 
a circle, before becoming an oval again 
as the rotation ceases. The circle is often 
regarded as a symbol of perfect geometry 
or of infinity, as well as that of seasonal 
change and the movement of the moon. 

The mesmerising patterns of the Islamic 
arts depart from a division or are developed 
through its division by a certain number. 
Sonic Planetarium – Dripping Lunar 
Sextet was made by a division of six, so 
it has six arms and each point of division, 
including the central axis, is occupied by 
seven spherical bodies. The conversation 
between Tarek and I extended into the 
realm of orbit calculation, and I started 
to look into various ancient experimental 
planetary models. This was revealing, as 
they are often created using simple forms 
of mechanics that allow you to adapt 
the abstract models and demonstrate 
imaginary scenarios.

Haegue Yang. Sonic Planetarium – Dripping Lunar Sextet. © Haegue Yang 2021. Commissioned by and Collection of  
Expo 2020 Dubai. Photography by Roman Mensing

Haegue Yang. 
Sonic Planetarium 
– Dripping Lunar 
Sextet. Detail.
© Haegue Yang 2021. 
Commissioned by 
and Collection of  
Expo 2020 Dubai. 
Photography by 
Roman Mensing
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HAEGUE YANG Les pensées irrationnelles doivent être  
poursuivies de manière absolue et logique 

HAEGUE   
     YANG

Compositions géométriques  

de stores vénitiens en aluminium. 

Sphères couvertes par des franges 

de cloches et de poignées. Totems 

de forme organique en paille et 

plantes artificielles. Ces sculptures 

font partie de l’univers développé 

par Haegue Yang. L’artiste sud-

coréenne est installée à Berlin 

mais vit actuellement dans divers 

endroits, au gré de ses nombreuses 

expositions dans le monde entier. 

Ses travaux abordent les thèmes 

de la migration, de la mobilité 

sociale ou de la dichotomie  

entre espace privé et espace public. 

Yang bouleverse souvent son 

vocabulaire d’abstraction visuelle 

en y introduisant des expériences 

sensorielles qui font intervenir le 

mouvement, l’odeur ou la lumière. 

Avec des références sous-jacentes  

à l’histoire, l’art, la littérature  

et la philosophie, sa recherche  

est dense. Dans cet entretien, 

Hamid Amini interroge l’artiste  

sur les procédés et les secrets  

qui sous-tendent ses créations.

LES PENSÉES IRRATIONNELLES DOIVENT ÊTRE POURSUIVIES DE MANIÈRE ABSOLUE ET LOGIQUEHamid 
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H
ae

gu
e 

Y
an

g 
(1

97
1)

, T
he

 I
nt

er
m

ed
ia

te
 –

 R
ol

li
ng

 B
us

hy
 N

os
y,

 2
01

6.
P

ai
ll

e 
ar

ti
fi

ci
el

le
, s

u
p

p
o

rt
 e

n
 a

lu
m

in
iu

m
, g

ri
ll

e 
m

ét
al

li
q

u
e,

  
p

la
n

te
s 

et
 l

ég
u

m
es

 a
rt

if
ic

ie
ls

, r
o

u
le

tt
es

.   
     

     
     

     
 1

84
 ×

 1
05

 ×
 1

23
 c

m
Av

ec
 l’

ai
m

ab
le

 a
ut

or
is

at
io

n 
de

 l’
ar

ti
st

e 
et

 d
e 

ku
ri

m
an

zu
tt

o,
 M

ex
ic

o.
Ph

ot
o 

: S
tu

di
o 

H
ae

gu
e 

Ya
ng

.



¬π

Hamid Amini
Haegue Yang
Revue Magazine, N°9, Spring-Summer 2020

64  65

HAEGUE YANG Les pensées irrationnelles doivent être  
poursuivies de manière absolue et logique 

HAEGUE   
     YANG

Compositions géométriques  

de stores vénitiens en aluminium. 

Sphères couvertes par des franges 

de cloches et de poignées. Totems 

de forme organique en paille et 

plantes artificielles. Ces sculptures 

font partie de l’univers développé 

par Haegue Yang. L’artiste sud-

coréenne est installée à Berlin 

mais vit actuellement dans divers 

endroits, au gré de ses nombreuses 

expositions dans le monde entier. 

Ses travaux abordent les thèmes 

de la migration, de la mobilité 

sociale ou de la dichotomie  

entre espace privé et espace public. 

Yang bouleverse souvent son 

vocabulaire d’abstraction visuelle 

en y introduisant des expériences 

sensorielles qui font intervenir le 

mouvement, l’odeur ou la lumière. 

Avec des références sous-jacentes  

à l’histoire, l’art, la littérature  

et la philosophie, sa recherche  

est dense. Dans cet entretien, 

Hamid Amini interroge l’artiste  

sur les procédés et les secrets  

qui sous-tendent ses créations.

LES PENSÉES IRRATIONNELLES DOIVENT ÊTRE POURSUIVIES DE MANIÈRE ABSOLUE ET LOGIQUEHamid 
Amini

H
ae

gu
e 

Y
an

g 
(1

97
1)

, T
he

 I
nt

er
m

ed
ia

te
 –

 R
ol

li
ng

 B
us

hy
 N

os
y,

 2
01

6.
P

ai
ll

e 
ar

ti
fi

ci
el

le
, s

u
p

p
o

rt
 e

n
 a

lu
m

in
iu

m
, g

ri
ll

e 
m

ét
al

li
q

u
e,

  
p

la
n

te
s 

et
 l

ég
u

m
es

 a
rt

if
ic

ie
ls

, r
o

u
le

tt
es

.   
     

     
     

     
 1

84
 ×

 1
05

 ×
 1

23
 c

m
Av

ec
 l’

ai
m

ab
le

 a
ut

or
is

at
io

n 
de

 l’
ar

ti
st

e 
et

 d
e 

ku
ri

m
an

zu
tt

o,
 M

ex
ic

o.
Ph

ot
o 

: S
tu

di
o 

H
ae

gu
e 

Ya
ng

.



¬π

Hamid Amini
Haegue Yang
Revue Magazine, N°9, Spring-Summer 2020

66  67

HAEGUE YANG Les pensées irrationnelles doivent être  
poursuivies de manière absolue et logique 

HAMID AMINI  
Vous avez écrit : 

« LA PLUPART DES GENS NE PEUVENT 
PAS IMAGINER CE QUE CELA IMPLIQUE 
D’ÊTRE UN NON OCCIDENTAL DANS  
LE MONDE DE L’ART CONTEMPORAIN. »

 

Quels aspects de cette expérience ont représenté le plus 
grand défi ? Ou bien « défi » n’est-il pas le terme adéquat ? 

HAEGUE YANG 

Oui, cela a figuré dans une interview réalisée en  
2017 dans le cadre de ma recherche artistique autour  
de plusieurs personnalités, en particulier Isang Yun. 
Pour préciser ma pensée, je vais me citer :  
« En Corée, l’art n’a jamais été séparé de la 
philosophie, de l’érudition ou du pouvoir politique ; 
l’art contemporain est une obsession moderne. » 
Je ne suis vraiment pas très attachée à la tradition, 
cependant, au cours de mon travail dans ce domaine, 
j’ai pris conscience que j’accorde beaucoup plus  
de valeur à la pensée holistique qu’à une démarche 
professionnelle axée sur le genre. Nous avons 
tendance à considérer l’artiste comme un 
professionnel, mais cette assimilation ne prend  
pas en considération le sens profond de la création 
artistique dans la société, ni même dans la civilisation 
au sens large. 

HAMID AMINI 

J’ai beaucoup aimé l’installation Handles exposée  
dans l’atrium du nouveau MoMA. C’était formidable 
de voir des performers interagir avec vos sculptures 
(littéralement les manipuler). Pour moi, cela reflète 
l’accent mis par le musée sur les récits historiques 
alternatifs, comme l’art cinétique et l’art tactile  
des années 60 et 70, quand les artistes cherchaient 
différents moyens de faire interagir le public avec leurs 
œuvres. Quelle est pour vous l’importance de l’interaction 
entre les spectateurs et vos œuvres ?  

HAEGUE YANG 

J’ignore ce que le musée avait l’intention d’explorer 
sur le plan historique. Souvent, je considère  
d’un regard critique l’interaction en elle-même,  
car cette interaction directe nous empêche  
de maintenir la distance nécessaire à la réflexion  
et à la contemplation. 
               Cependant, Handles a été un projet particulier, 
impliquant un processus de création très riche  
aussi bien pour les sculptures que pour les peintures 
murales comportant des ennéagones. Il m’a permis 

d’enrichir mon expérience avec des mouvements  
plus adaptés aux sculptures, ce que je n’aurais  
pas fait autrement. D’ordinaire, je ne m’intéresse  
pas à la conception de chorégraphies spécifiques 
pour les sculptures, même si j’ai déjà créé plusieurs 
sculptures performatives, par exemple Dress Vehicles 
et Sol LeWitt Vehicles. Bien que j’éprouve une certaine 
réticence à composer des mouvements prédéterminés, 
observer cette dynamique et comprendre comment 
animer une sculpture fut une belle expérience. 

HAMID AMINI

Quels éléments sensoriels voulez-vous intégrer  
en particulier ?  

HAEGUE YANG 

La plupart de mes sculptures mobiles sont sur 
roulettes. En fait, elles sont devenues un instrument 
permettant d’« adhérer » au sol, c’est-à-dire qu’elles 
suivent la régularité et les irrégularités du sol ainsi que 
nos propres mouvements quand nous les manipulons. 

LE CLIQUETIS DES CLOCHES 
RÉSULTE DE L’ACTION SIMULTANÉE 
DE CES ÉLÉMENTS, CELLE DU SOL 
(ENVIRONNEMENT) COMME CELLE 
DU MOUVEMENT (PERFORMER). 
AINSI, L’EXPÉRIENCE SENSORIELLE 
EST UNE AMPLIFICATION COMPLEXE 
DE L’INTERACTION ENTRE 
ENVIRONNEMENT ET PERFORMANCE. 

HAMID AMINI

Beaucoup de vos pièces, y compris Sallim, vos  
monotypes de plantes pressées et votre série Trustworthy  
mettent en scène des objets et des produits domestiques, 
qui introduisent des enclaves d’intimité dans l’espace 
d’exposition public. Quelle place occupe la vie domestique 
dans vos créations ? 

HAEGUE YANG 

Cette notion m’a aidée à comprendre l’antithèse 
des représentations. Souvent, elle correspond à des 
pensées intériorisées et à des perceptions subjectives, 
qui ne sont pas visibles en surface. Beaucoup de mes 
interprétations d’objets, de personnages, d’événements 
historiques, de phénomènes, tant culturels  
que naturels, visent à les digérer pour être à même  

de les utiliser dans la conception de mes pièces.  
Les cosys tricotés sont une autre étape du parcours 
qui m’a finalement conduite à rendre hommage 
à la banale boîte de conserve devenue capsule 
temporelle (un mode de préservation pour des 
« temps difficiles » inconnus), symbole de la peur 
et de l’anxiété humaines, qui sont, selon moi, une 
vulnérabilité. Sallim défend cette posture d’une 
manière psycho-architecturale complexe, en exposant 
la cuisine comme un lieu où l’on fait bouillir,  
nettoie et cuit, comme un espace habité par la chaleur, 
la fumée et les odeurs. Contrairement à d’autres 
espaces de représentation où le respect de l’autorité  
et des traditions est primordial, celui-ci est perméable. 

HAMID AMINI

Pourriez-vous décrire la manière dont vous travaillez  
dans votre studio ? Collectez-vous des matériaux ?  

HAEGUE YANG 

Je collectais beaucoup de matériaux toute seule.  
Au cours de tous mes déplacements, je me  
rendais dans des quincailleries, des discounts,  
des magasins de loisirs créatifs, des merceries, etc.  
et je les rapportais dans mon studio. 

CETTE PÉRIODE COÏNCIDE  
AVEC LA PRODUCTION PROLIFIQUE  
DE SCULPTURES LUMINEUSES  
OÙ LES OBJETS DOMINAIENT EN TANT  
QUE VOIX NARRATIVES ET EN TANT  
QUE MATÉRIALISATION DE NOTIONS, 
TELLES QUE L’ÉTRANGETÉ,  
LA PAUVRETÉ, LA DÉVALUATION,  
LA BANALITÉ, TOUT CE QUE JE 
SOUHAITAIS METTRE EN LUMIÈRE. 

 

Seoul Guts, par exemple, se fait l’écho de toutes  
les « pauvres voix » exprimant des désirs désespérés : 
être beaux, sains, propres, etc. C’est une sorte de 
portrait de gens et de lieux. C’est intense et vital. 
Il m’est difficile de résumer ou de condamner 
facilement tous ces désirs qui ne sont pas néces-
sairement sérieux, mais plutôt triviaux et ordinaires. 
J’ai également ressenti beaucoup d’empathie  
à l’égard des gens qui accumulent les accessoires  

de téléphone, les appareils de massage ridicules  
et bon marché ou les articles de beauté. 

C’ÉTAIT UN PROCESSUS 
D’INTÉRIORISATION DE LEURS DÉSIRS 
ET DE LEURS ENVIES SANS AVOIR  
DE CONTACT DIRECT AVEC EUX.

L’acte d’achat a progressivement disparu, au fur  
et à mesure que la production de sculptures 
lumineuses a diminué. Et pour sa dernière phase,  
j’ai beaucoup cherché des matériaux via Internet,  
un autre processus d’exploration intéressant, mais  
très différent d’un déplacement ou de la fréquentation 
de magasins. Actuellement, j’ai tendance à ne  
plus accumuler autant de matériaux dans l’atelier.

HAMID AMINI

Réalisez-vous des croquis ?

HAEGUE YANG 

Non. J’essaie de ne pas faire de dessins artistiques,  
car je ne fais pas confiance à mes mains pour dessiner. 
Je ne fais que des dessins techniques, uniquement 
destinés à la préparation de mes expositions.  
La plupart sont préparées à l’aide de dessins en 3D 
pour compenser ma mauvaise appréhension de 
l’espace et de l’échelle. De plus, la conception  
de l’espace est si complexe que la simulation en 3D 
est une aide précieuse. Cependant, j’essaie de faire  
en sorte que ces simulations restent simples.  
La perfection de la simulation est intentionnellement 
limitée, c’est-à-dire que j’évite un rendu ou  
de nombreux effets disponibles en 3D. Je cherche 
principalement à vérifier la forme et l’échelle,  
la tonalité des couleurs élémentaires, certains points 
de vue essentiels et la trajectoire des visiteurs.

HAMID AMINI

Ce numéro de Revue est consacré au minimalisme.  
Est-ce une notion que vous prenez en compte dans  
votre travail ? Pouvez-vous expliquer votre relation  
avec Sol LeWitt, un artiste que vous citez dans la série  
Sol LeWitt Upside Down ?

HAEGUE YANG

Je souhaite citer ici quelques éléments de la pensée 
de Sol LeWitt :

               PROPOS SUR L’ART CONCEPTUEL
               Publié pour la première fois dans 0-9 (New York),  
               1969, et Art-Language (Angleterre), en mai 1969.
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HAEGUE YANG Les pensées irrationnelles doivent être  
poursuivies de manière absolue et logique 

HAMID AMINI  
Vous avez écrit : 

« LA PLUPART DES GENS NE PEUVENT 
PAS IMAGINER CE QUE CELA IMPLIQUE 
D’ÊTRE UN NON OCCIDENTAL DANS  
LE MONDE DE L’ART CONTEMPORAIN. »

 

Quels aspects de cette expérience ont représenté le plus 
grand défi ? Ou bien « défi » n’est-il pas le terme adéquat ? 

HAEGUE YANG 

Oui, cela a figuré dans une interview réalisée en  
2017 dans le cadre de ma recherche artistique autour  
de plusieurs personnalités, en particulier Isang Yun. 
Pour préciser ma pensée, je vais me citer :  
« En Corée, l’art n’a jamais été séparé de la 
philosophie, de l’érudition ou du pouvoir politique ; 
l’art contemporain est une obsession moderne. » 
Je ne suis vraiment pas très attachée à la tradition, 
cependant, au cours de mon travail dans ce domaine, 
j’ai pris conscience que j’accorde beaucoup plus  
de valeur à la pensée holistique qu’à une démarche 
professionnelle axée sur le genre. Nous avons 
tendance à considérer l’artiste comme un 
professionnel, mais cette assimilation ne prend  
pas en considération le sens profond de la création 
artistique dans la société, ni même dans la civilisation 
au sens large. 
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les « pauvres voix » exprimant des désirs désespérés : 
être beaux, sains, propres, etc. C’est une sorte de 
portrait de gens et de lieux. C’est intense et vital. 
Il m’est difficile de résumer ou de condamner 
facilement tous ces désirs qui ne sont pas néces-
sairement sérieux, mais plutôt triviaux et ordinaires. 
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à l’égard des gens qui accumulent les accessoires  
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et bon marché ou les articles de beauté. 

C’ÉTAIT UN PROCESSUS 
D’INTÉRIORISATION DE LEURS DÉSIRS 
ET DE LEURS ENVIES SANS AVOIR  
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L’acte d’achat a progressivement disparu, au fur  
et à mesure que la production de sculptures 
lumineuses a diminué. Et pour sa dernière phase,  
j’ai beaucoup cherché des matériaux via Internet,  
un autre processus d’exploration intéressant, mais  
très différent d’un déplacement ou de la fréquentation 
de magasins. Actuellement, j’ai tendance à ne  
plus accumuler autant de matériaux dans l’atelier.

HAMID AMINI

Réalisez-vous des croquis ?

HAEGUE YANG 

Non. J’essaie de ne pas faire de dessins artistiques,  
car je ne fais pas confiance à mes mains pour dessiner. 
Je ne fais que des dessins techniques, uniquement 
destinés à la préparation de mes expositions.  
La plupart sont préparées à l’aide de dessins en 3D 
pour compenser ma mauvaise appréhension de 
l’espace et de l’échelle. De plus, la conception  
de l’espace est si complexe que la simulation en 3D 
est une aide précieuse. Cependant, j’essaie de faire  
en sorte que ces simulations restent simples.  
La perfection de la simulation est intentionnellement 
limitée, c’est-à-dire que j’évite un rendu ou  
de nombreux effets disponibles en 3D. Je cherche 
principalement à vérifier la forme et l’échelle,  
la tonalité des couleurs élémentaires, certains points 
de vue essentiels et la trajectoire des visiteurs.
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Ce numéro de Revue est consacré au minimalisme.  
Est-ce une notion que vous prenez en compte dans  
votre travail ? Pouvez-vous expliquer votre relation  
avec Sol LeWitt, un artiste que vous citez dans la série  
Sol LeWitt Upside Down ?
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Je souhaite citer ici quelques éléments de la pensée 
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1 — LES ARTISTES CONCEPTUELS  
SONT DES MYSTIQUES PLUS QUE  
DES RATIONALISTES. ILS TIRENT DES 
CONCLUSIONS QUE LA LOGIQUE NE PEUT 
PAS ATTEINDRE.

2 — LES JUGEMENTS RATIONNELS 
REPRODUISENT LES JUGEMENTS 
RATIONNELS.

3 — LES JUGEMENTS IRRATIONNELS 
CONDUISENT À DE NOUVELLES 
EXPÉRIENCES.

4 — L’ART FORMEL EST 
ESSENTIELLEMENT RATIONNEL.

5 — LES PENSÉES IRRATIONNELLES 
DOIVENT ÊTRE POURSUIVIES  
DE FAÇON ABSOLUE ET LOGIQUE.

Cette liste numérotée comprend 35 entrées.  
Ce que j’entends ici est très différent de ce qu’on 
entend généralement par minimalisme. Il y a  
un caractère absolu et aléatoire, libéré de la logique, 
et une profonde émancipation. 

HAMID AMINI

Vos titres, qu’il s’agisse de vos pièces ou de vos expositions, 
semblent toujours très énigmatiques. Comment les 
concevez-vous ?

HAEGUE YANG

Lorsque je donne des titres à mes œuvres et  
à mes expositions, je tente de révéler mes centres 
d’intérêt, qui ne cessent de changer, d’évoluer et  
de se transformer. Cela reflète mon désir de dévoiler 
la direction vers laquelle je me dirige, car je souhaite 
vraiment que le public puisse suivre mon parcours. 
Autrement dit, mon évolution doit être traçable. 
Ma précédente exposition individuelle  
au Bass Museum, en Floride, s’intitule  
In the Cone of Uncertainty, et la prochaine exposition  
que je prépare au MCAD à Manille a pour titre  
The Cone of Concerns. Ces deux lieux ont en commun 
d’être affectés par des phénomènes météorologiques 
extrêmes, telles que les pluies torrentielles,  
les inondations, la montée du niveau de la mer,  
et autres catastrophes. Dans les titres, je montre  
que je poursuis mes recherches sur la relation  
entre l’homme et le climat, et je m’interroge  
sur les concepts auxquels renvoie cette question 
surgie quand on a commencé à prévoir la trajectoire 
des ouragans, des cyclones ou des typhons. 
Cependant, les prévisions restent assez limitées,  
si l’on en croit la théorie de l’effet papillon.  
Encore une fois, selon ces références météorologiques, 
on tente de modéliser une trajectoire sous la 
forme géométrique d’un cône. Ces transcriptions 
graphiques ainsi que les expressions qui mènent  
à la question : « Sommes-nous dans le cône ou non ? » 
symbolisent à la fois notre capacité et notre incapacité  
à prédire le temps qu’il fera. Pourtant, à mes yeux, 
l’adaptation à l’atmosphère, à l’humidité,  
à la température, et aux autres paramètres physiques 
est notre lot quotidien. 

Haegue Yang (1971), Sonic Sphere – Diagonally- 
ornamented Copper and Nickel, 2015.   
Support en acier, grille métallique, roulettes, 
clochettes chromées, clochettes en nickel, 
bagues métalliques.                               99 × 82 × 83 cm  
Photo : Studio Haegue Yang.  
Avec l’aimable autorisation de l’artiste  
et de kurimanzutto, Mexico / New York.

HAEGUE YANG Les pensées irrationnelles doivent être  
poursuivies de manière absolue et logique 
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Elephants, identity and abstraction:  
The winner of the 2018 Wolfgang Hahn Prize reveals the  

objects and ideas that have shaped her thinking

my Influences

Haegue Yang
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What remained overlooked was Yun’s music. The end 
of the 1950s was a revolutionary period in contemporary 
music, with composers such as Béla Bartók, Karlheinz 
Stockhausen and Igor Stravinsky creating what we now 
refer to as neue Musik (new music). Arnold Schönberg’s 
12-tone technique gave music a completely new mathe-
matical template for organizing Western musical tonality. 
Composers working after Schönberg had either to accept, 
question or reject the 12-tone technique. Having studied 
this approach, Yun returned to traditional Asian tonali-
ties. Many of his instrumental methods were unusual and 
extremely difficult to play, such as his use of glissando, 
vibrato, portamento and pizzicato. Unlike in 12-tone com-
position, there are melodies in Yun’s pieces; the way tones 
are performed is much more elastic – never a ‘pure’ G or F, 
but a sound that swells then recedes over a main note.

Most people cannot imagine what it means to be a non-
Westerner working in contemporary art. In Korea, art was 
traditionally never separated from philosophy, scholarship 
or governance; ‘contemporary art’ is a modern affixation. 
Yun’s musical trajectory did not recognize the ideologi-
cally drawn borders between North and South or East and 
West. He was geographically liberated via a detour that 
progressed toward neue Musik then returned to his lost 
tradition. Drawing on his experience as a Korean par-
tially trained in Japan who migrated West, Yun integrated 
art and philosophy in a way that enabled him to return 
to the place from which he had been exiled. I find Yun’s 
unfulfilled return incredibly significant, not just for the 
political implication of his resistance and the yearning for 
democracy in South Korea, but also for the possible con-
nection with silences and isolations in the lives of other 
historical figures.

As a result of the postwar partitioning of both Germany  
and Korea, interesting political parallels can be drawn 
between these two seemingly different cultures. It was 
after travelling to North Korea in 1963, to realize his long-
standing desire to see the Gangseo royal tomb murals of 
the Goguryeo Dynasty (37 BCE–668 CE), that Yun was 
accused of espionage. Composed during his imprison-
ment, ‘Images for flute, oboe, violin and violoncello’ 
(1968) was based on the paintings of four animals on the 
tomb walls: the white tiger, blue dragon, black tortoise and 

opposite page 

Haegue Yang,  
The Intermediate – 
Running Firecracker, 2016, 
artificial straw, steel 
stand, powder coating, 
casters, plastic twine, 
brass-plated bells, 
copper-plated bells, 
1.6 × 1.2 × 1.2 m. 
Courtesy: Galerie 
Barbara Wein, Berlin; 
photograph: Studio 
Haegue Yang

this page 

East and west wall 
murals from the main 
chamber of the Goguryeo 
Tombs, depicting a blue 
dragon and white tiger, 
5th century CE. 
Courtesy: Sakyejul 
Publishing Ltd.

Vast Venetian blinds, exhaust fans on loop and clinking bells 
recur in Haegue Yang’s sculptures, prints and installations: 
half-living talismans that solder industrial precision with the 
involvement of craft. Yang admires weaving as much for its 
tousled inefficiency as for its enjambment of the natural and the 
human-made. Artificial straw seems folkloric and totemic, but 
Yang uses it to probe questions of formatting and encoding: the 
ascription and sharing of values in communities, art historical 
and cultural traditions, for example; or the fraught fictions of 
abstraction and identification, east and west, social engagement 
and hermetic objection.

Always moving between these oppositions, Yang’s abstractions  
are fricative. Yet, they dissemble a third layer, too, which is all the 
more inscrutable: difficult lives from art history, literature and 
politics in which the artist is steeped but which are rarely iden-
tifiable in the final work. They phrase questions that are all the 
more relevant today: can we separate the work from the figure? 
Can they ever be united? Yang’s influences are doubly defiant: 
nearly restrained from legibility, these figures resurface still, like 
silent ghosts haunting stories untold.

I often return to the agonizing, yet compelling, lives of 
artists whose biographies reveal an oscillation between 
their engagement in art and politics. As I see it, artists 
relate to their moment as though they are surfing a wave, 
up and down. Often, their engagement isolates them, 
though they might only realize this at the crest of the wave. 
Attention to their political achievements can lead to the 
simplification and reduction of their art; when their art is 
understood, their social or political work is obscured or di-
luted. While my own art does not contain traceable facets of 
such histories, an unlearning or blurring of these figures 
and their narratives has emerged over time, crafted and 
resolved into a dimension of abstraction.

Born in Sancheong, Korea, in 1917, the composer Isang 
Yun came to West Germany in 1957. Before his relocation, 
he lived through considerable political and ideological tur-
moil during the Japanese colonial period (1910–45), which 
saw the occupation of Korea, and the Korean War (1950–53). 
During this time, Yun was active in the Korean independ-
ence movement of armed resistance. He composed songs 
in Korean, which was forbidden at the time, leading to 
his arrest. He also founded and ran an institution for war 
orphans, contracting tuberculosis in the process.

In Europe, Yun quickly received recognition for his 
musical accomplishments. Yet here, too, he experienced 
another period of political turbulence. During the East 
Berlin Incident of 1967, he was kidnapped by the South 
Korean secret police and accused of spying for North Korea. 
His wife was arrested, together with hundreds of other 
Korean artists and intellectuals. As one of the most promi-
nent among the accused, he was tortured, forced to confess 
and, following a suicide attempt, ultimately charged with 
the death penalty. After an international petition called for 
his release, Yun was freed and obtained German citizenship 
for his own security. He never returned to his homeland. 
In fact, Yun was only politically rehabilitated in Korea af-
ter his death. Now, public perception of Yun has changed: 
he is seen as a figure of political suppression and exile, and 
as a member of the resistance abroad against the country’s 
military dictatorship. 
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red phoenix. Each animal represents a cardinal direction, 
but the funny thing is that they closely resemble one 
another. I admire Yun’s vision and spirit to ‘feel’ these 
mystical animals, simultaneously distinctive yet similar, 
not unlike his divided homelands.

Historical narratives overlap with personal ones in 
the most unlikely of ways. When the oil crisis hit Korea 
in 1973, many Koreans who had operated as mercenaries 
alongside US forces in Vietnam looked to the Middle East 
and North Africa for construction jobs. The Korean gov-
ernment was eager to accumulate foreign reserves to help 
rebuild the country after the severe destruction caused by 
Japanese imperialism and the Korean War, as well as to 
secure energy supplies. Consequently, many of my genera-
tion grew up deprived of any contact with our fathers and 
uncles, who were working abroad. 

This process isolated people from their families and 
caused entire generations to fall into silence. These social 
forces were dissimulated: played off as ‘personal’ decisions. 
In the regions to which they emigrated, these many 
hus bands, brothers, uncles and fathers left few officially 
documented traces. But the massive infrastructure resulting 
from their labours endures: vast ports, factories, highways, 
hospitals and schools built from concrete. In this way, regions 
are unexpectedly connected yet remain disconnected, since 
this history is rarely discussed or disputed.

I remember my own father’s absence. He worked as 
a journalist for the Dong-a Ilbo newspaper. When report-
ers occupied the company in 1974 to publish a newspaper 
free of censorship, it developed into a movement for free-
dom of speech, with those involved consequently fired and 
imprisoned. If you were arrested or imprisoned during the 
military dictatorship in Korea, you received a ‘red line’ on 
your ID, which disadvantaged you and your entire family; 
you couldn’t get a job and no one was allowed to help you. To 
support our family, my father left for the Middle East and 
Africa and stayed for a long time. It was only after the June 
Struggle of 1987 that South Korea turned to democracy, 
finally electing a president in 1992. When the men came 
back to Seoul after the Middle Eastern boom, their experi-
ences remained unspoken, as they had after the Vietnam 
War. Subsequent social developments created a lasting 
silence: even without systematic suppression, some narra-
tives remain untold or unacknowledged.

 When I went to Sharjah in 2015, I met other such 
fathers and uncles – no longer Korean but Pakistani, 
Bangladeshi, Filipino and Indian. Most of the work-
ers I spoke to hadn’t seen their families for years. Labour 
migration is a known fact but infrequently discussed. 
Instead of asking my father why he stayed so long, even 
after Korea’s democratization, I studied the period to gain 
my own understanding of it. This was my personal effort 
to honour not only my father’s silence but that of all the 
men who migrated for work. I wanted their silence to reach 
a dimension of opacity: a right to remain unknown. My 
project for the Sharjah Biennial, An Opaque Wind (2015), 
was an attempt to render this silence as dignified. This 
silence and isolation is an act of obscuring and resist-
ing liberal ideas of transparency and mere equivalence. 

this page 

Haegue Yang, Dry Spell  
at Villeperdue, 2016, straw 
basket, wooden tripod, 
iron stove, artificial  
plants, mahogany 
seedpods, lotus seedpods, 
suicide tree seeds, pine 
cones, 225 × 103 × 91 cm. 
Courtesy: Galerie Barbara 
Wien, Berlin

opposite page

Haegue Yang, Lingering Nous, 
2016, installation view at 
Centre Pompidou, Paris. 
Courtesy: Centre Pompidou, 
Paris; photograph: 
Florian Kleinefenn

“Most people cannot imagine 
what it means to be a non-Westerner 

working in contemporary art.”
 
Abstraction enables me to work through individual and 
collective narratives across history in a non-linear or elas-
tic manner. Coming across elephants in various sources 
over time helped me to establish the animal as a metaphor 
for that abstraction. For instance, according to one theory, 
the Chinese character for ‘elephant’ (象) derives from the 
shape of the animal’s bones. Yet, it is probable that few 
people had ever even seen an elephant, particularly given 
that their existence in China has been contested. In mod-
ern Chinese, when you combine the symbol for ‘person’ (亻) 
with that for ‘elephant’ (像), the resulting character signi-
fies ‘image’ or ‘motif’ (像). The symbol seems to describe, 
then, a human imagining an animal they’ve never seen. It’s 
come to represent, for me, this discrepancy between seen 
and unseen.

In his essay ‘Shooting an Elephant’ (1936), George 
Orwell describes his days in Burma as a British policeman. 
It includes a moment of identification in which the narra-
tor, Orwell, feels within him the pain of an elephant he is 
forced to kill to prove his status in front of a gathered crowd. 
The hostile power struggle between humans is articulated 
by the act of killing an animal that has no relationship to 
the humans concerned. The creature’s irrelevance, or inde-
pendence, represents artistic or individual consciousness. 
The elephant stands between the colonizer and the colo-
nized: a figure of isolation that must be killed to define the 
distance between both parties. Yet the Westerner, affected 
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Haegue Yang is an artist based in Berlin, Germany, and Seoul, South 
Korea. She is professor of fine arts at the Städelschule, Frankfurt, 
Germany, and recipient of the 2018 Wolfgang Hahn Prize. Her solo exhibi-
tions include: Kunsthaus Graz, Austria (until 2 April); KINDL Centre 
for Contemporary Art, Berlin (until 13 May); kurimanzutto, Mexico City, 
Mexico; and Galerie Chantal Crousel, Paris, France (both 2017). ‘ETA’, 
a comprehensive survey of her work, opens at Museum Ludwig, Cologne, 
Germany, on 18 April. Yang will participate in the Biennale of Sydney, 
Australia, in March and the Liverpool Biennial, UK, in July.

by colonial history, reaches the point where they have to kill 
their own elephant: the defiant autonomy of abstraction. 
 Though of Lithuanian descent, Romain Gary, who lived 
roughly contemporaneously to Yun, is the only French writ-
er to have won the Prix Goncourt twice: once under his own 
name and once under the pseudonym Émile Ajar, which 
he adopted in 1975. His dual identity was only discovered 
through the note he left when he committed suicide in 1980. 
The letter also stated that his death was unrelated to that of 
his wife, the American actress Jean Seberg, who had been 
found dead – most likely having also committed suicide – 
a year before. Toward the end of his life, the whole world was 
seeking to discover Ajar’s true identity while Gary himself 
was regarded as little more than a has-been.

Gary had served as an aviator in the French Air Force, as 
secretary of the French Delegation to the UN, and as a diplo-
mat in Los Angeles in 1956, representing France as a consul 
general. He was an extremely glamorous figure but also an 
intensely mysterious and lonely man, who seemingly never 
found his true home. In his semi-autobiographical book, La 
Promesse de l’aube (Promise at Dawn, 1960), Gary describes 
his upbringing and how his identity as a French writer was 
the realization of his mother’s great ambitions, although her 
immense love for him was almost suffocating. In addition 
to appropriating the pseudonym Ajar, he revealed that his 
childhood surname had not, in fact, been Gary but Kacew, 
which was his stepfather’s name. (He had never known his 
biological father.) His continual rebellion against the identi-
ty given to him confirms, for me, that we view names as a way 
to evaluate and classify someone in society. Even literature 
is limited in its grasp of the existential struggle of identity.

Returning to the topic of the elephant: in Gary’s Les 
Racines du ciel (The Roots of Heaven, 1956), the book’s pro-
tagonist, Morel, appears out of the blue in French Equatorial 
Africa during the civil war: a period of violence in which the 
indigenous people fought for their independence from the 
colonizers, yet also fought among themselves. Elephants 
were killed to raise money for arms. As in Orwell’s story, the 
elephant was a sacrifice for human hostility.

The most poignant episode in the book describes 
Morel’s experience in a concentration camp prior to his 
arrival in Africa. Exposed to inhumane conditions, a fellow 
internee proposes that they play a game – imagining 
a woman is incarcerated with them – in order to stay sane. 
The fictional presence of the woman encourages them 
to maintain their dignity and, consequently, to survive. 
A German officer discovers their ruse, however, and orders 
the prisoners to imagine killing the woman, thereby 
ending the game. Morel then devises a new survival strat-
egy, imagining not a woman but a herd of stampeding 
elephants sweeping away the inhumanity. He vows that, if 
he survives, he will devote his life to these animals. This 
reference feeds into the first: elephants may save humans, 
but humans do not save elephants. In this moment of 
existential crisis, the action of the imagination becomes 
amplified. For me, this power of amplification is abstrac-
tion. Abstraction is not a reductionist or simplified way of 
thinking: it’s a leap – a leap into a dimension that cannot 
otherwise be understood B

above

Romain Gary, 1953. 
Courtesy: 
Magnum Photos; 
photograph: 
Philippe Halsman

“Abstraction is not  
a reductionist or simplified way  

of thinking: it’s a leap.”
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HAEGUE YANG makes spatial 
statements with Venetian blinds.
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DIVIDING HER TIME BETWEEN Seoul and 
Berlin, Haegue Yang makes conceptual work 
using everyday materials, which she employs 
in abstract and subtly narrative ways. The 
results range from compositions featuring 
envelope security patterns to sculptures built 
around products like clothing racks. The 
45-year-old artist has made sculptures  
and installations out of Venetian blinds  
since 2006.

 You first used Venetian blinds in 
Series of Vulnerable Arrangements –  
Version Utrecht, your multisensory instal-
lation from 2006. How did your interest 
in blinds develop? HAEGUE YANG: That 
installation was a mute sensorial field, 
composed of devices such as lights and 
scent emitters that were juxtaposed with a 
‘voice’ from video essays in the same space, 
which was demarcated by Venetian blinds. 
The obliqueness of the blinds achieved an 
ambivalence of being comfortingly separated 
yet sufficiently connected. This discovery 
informed my next piece, Series of Vulnerable 
Arrangements – Blind Room, also from 2006. 
Guided by the blinds, one wandered into a 

field of light/shadow, wind, heat, humidity 
and smells, the mind strolling in associative 
memories. Although the contemplation of 
senses occurred individually, visitors were 
bound to one another through a shared 
experience of fragmentation and separation.

 How has using Venetian blinds 
helped you to think about space and 
architectural volume? My 2008 installa-
tion, Mountains of Encounter, marked the 
first shift from narration to abstraction. The 
spiral layout of vibrant red Venetian blinds 
sloping at different angles portrayed the 
mountainous landscape of Yan’an, China, 
where Korean underground revolutionary 
Kim San had an unlikely encounter with 
American journalist Helen Foster Snow in 
the 1930s, leading to her biography about 
him. The hypnotizing choreography of  
four moving lights sharply cut the blinds’ 
surface, while white circles and two strong 
floodlights in the spiral’s centre dimmed  
and brightened. As lights and blinds 
intensely confronted each other, heroic  
and universal qualities of this encounter 
penetrated across history. »

‘I felt liberated 
by Sol LeWitt’s 

approach to 
his work’

Sol LeWitt Upside Down – Structure with 
Three Towers, Expanded 23 Times (2015) 
exemplifies Haegue Yang’s fascination with 
the work of Sol LeWitt, whose Structure 
with Three Towers (1986) she expanded and 
reverted using layers of blinds. 
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in abstract and subtly narrative ways. The 
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envelope security patterns to sculptures built 
around products like clothing racks. The 
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and installations out of Venetian blinds  
since 2006.

 You first used Venetian blinds in 
Series of Vulnerable Arrangements –  
Version Utrecht, your multisensory instal-
lation from 2006. How did your interest 
in blinds develop? HAEGUE YANG: That 
installation was a mute sensorial field, 
composed of devices such as lights and 
scent emitters that were juxtaposed with a 
‘voice’ from video essays in the same space, 
which was demarcated by Venetian blinds. 
The obliqueness of the blinds achieved an 
ambivalence of being comfortingly separated 
yet sufficiently connected. This discovery 
informed my next piece, Series of Vulnerable 
Arrangements – Blind Room, also from 2006. 
Guided by the blinds, one wandered into a 

field of light/shadow, wind, heat, humidity 
and smells, the mind strolling in associative 
memories. Although the contemplation of 
senses occurred individually, visitors were 
bound to one another through a shared 
experience of fragmentation and separation.

 How has using Venetian blinds 
helped you to think about space and 
architectural volume? My 2008 installa-
tion, Mountains of Encounter, marked the 
first shift from narration to abstraction. The 
spiral layout of vibrant red Venetian blinds 
sloping at different angles portrayed the 
mountainous landscape of Yan’an, China, 
where Korean underground revolutionary 
Kim San had an unlikely encounter with 
American journalist Helen Foster Snow in 
the 1930s, leading to her biography about 
him. The hypnotizing choreography of  
four moving lights sharply cut the blinds’ 
surface, while white circles and two strong 
floodlights in the spiral’s centre dimmed  
and brightened. As lights and blinds 
intensely confronted each other, heroic  
and universal qualities of this encounter 
penetrated across history. »

‘I felt liberated 
by Sol LeWitt’s 

approach to 
his work’

Sol LeWitt Upside Down – Structure with 
Three Towers, Expanded 23 Times (2015) 
exemplifies Haegue Yang’s fascination with 
the work of Sol LeWitt, whose Structure 
with Three Towers (1986) she expanded and 
reverted using layers of blinds. 
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‘Mountains of Encounter (2008) 
marked the first shift from narration 
to abstraction,’ says Haegue Yang of 
her installation – a spiral of vibrant 
red Venetian blinds – for international 
group exhibition Wessen Geschichte 
[Whose (His)Story], held at the 
Kunstverein in Hamburg, Germany.
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‘The obliqueness 
of blinds can 
achieve an 

ambivalence 
of being 

comfortingly 
separated yet 

sufficiently 
connected’
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 Your installations seem to be 
inspired by figures from literature, their 
politics and passions. How do Venetian 
blinds enable you to develop an abstract 
narrative? One example is Lethal Love from 
2008, which lingered on the intense com-
panionship and tragic end in the story of 
Petra Kelly, founding member of the German 
Green Party, and Gert Bastian, former German 
general and peace-movement hero. [In 1992, 
Bastian apparently shot Kelly dead in her 
sleep before killing himself.] The installation 
activated an experimental template to explore 
their narrative, using materials suggestive of 
what happened, such as gunmetal-coloured 
Venetian blinds, smells of wildflowers and 
gunpowder, and an extreme reflection of 
blinding light. The viewer, however, remained 
more or less blind to the concrete narrative, 
which is my goal in achieving abstraction. 
For me, abstraction gives value to narratives 
that appear within and around us without 
constituting its own limits.

 How important is it that visitors 
understand the meaning behind the piece? 
It’s not very important – more of an option 
than an obligation for the viewer. Although  
I don’t want to give up learning about histori-

cal figures, the work and the audience should 
be free from my eagerness to dive into those 
stories. I’d rather invite the audience to enter 
a visual and spatial field that has a somewhat 
abstruse articulation than one that produces 
an obvious meaning.

 Other pieces reference 20th-century 
art, such as Sol LeWitt’s geometric white 
structures. What triggered this aspect of 
your work? I felt liberated by Sol LeWitt’s 
approach to works such as his modular struc-
tures and by his statement: ‘Conceptual artists 
are mystics rather than rationalists. They leap 
to conclusions that logic cannot reach.’ The 
primary translation mechanism of my piece 
from 2015, Sol LeWitt Upside Down – Struc-
ture with Three Towers, Expanded 23 Times, 
is an expansion and inversion of LeWitt’s 
1986 Structure with Three Towers. The work 
becomes progressively opaque as the layers 
of blinds accumulate, while the shallow areas 
maintain their transparency.

 How does playing with transpar-
ency and opacity relate to Korea’s modern 
history? Experiencing modern Korean 
history, with its long and brutal military 
dictatorship – a dominance of state-led 

economic development and the sacrifice of 
freedom of speech and democratic values 
– made me conscious of the authoritarian 
abuse of power. I wish not only to remember 
but to render official history in a subjective 
way, so that it doesn’t become knowledge to 
be learned.

 You often choose what have been 
called ‘indescribable, uncategorizable 
colours’, such as the iridescent green and 
pink in Lingering Nous, exhibited at the 
Centre Pompidou in 2016. What are your 
criteria for choosing colours? Each colour 
in Lingering Nous (Frame 113, p. 148) relates  
to a specific angle defined by my own octago-
nal connector system and echoes the primary 
colour scheme of the Centre Pompidou’s 
building services, such as ventilation and 
electricity.

 What are you working on now?  
A solo exhibition at the Geffen Contemporary 
in Los Angeles, part of the city’s Museum of 
Contemporary Art. Scheduled to open in June 
2019, the show will encompass works from 
1994 to the present, including major installa-
tions featuring Venetian blinds. ●
heikejung.de

‘Viewers remain blind to 
the concrete narrative, 

which is my goal in 
achieving abstraction’

South Korean artist Haegue Yang is 
known for using mundane objects in 
her installations, such as the Venetian 
blinds that have been a recurring 
motif in her work since 2006.
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