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Korean artist Haegue Yang lives and works in Berlin and Seoul, and spends a
considerable part of each year traveling. Yang was recently in Beijing for an
upcoming solo exhibition at Ullens Center for Contemporary Art scheduled for
October 2015. LEAP sat down with her to explore how her practice is tied to her
cultural and linguistic backgrounds, travels, and other abstract narratives.
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LEAP Concepts of migration and diaspora are very important to your work.
What is your own biography of immigration? What prompted your move to Eu-
rope from your native Korea?

HY Simple. I studied abroad. 1 didn't have a convincing reason to go, but [ was
lost and bored in Korea. For my generation, it was very common to at least try
to go abroad after graduating from university. I was one of maybe hundreds of

thousands. I thought I should try. That's how it started.

LEAP Where did you study?
HY [ studied at Seoul National University's sculpture department, then went
on to study sculpture at Stadelschule in Frankfurt am Main, a very small school

that makes different types of practices possible.

LEAP Did you study the language before you went to Germany?

HY Ilearned alittle bit, but I realized once I arrived that I couldn't understand
a single word, so 1 went to language school and art school at the same time. It
was tough. Language is one thing, but there's also the cultural code—to read
whether someone is depressed or outgoing or nerdy—I had no understanding
of those codes or other general knowledge, like what it meant to speak about
Germany in the 1930s. Language isn't just language; it fuses together all these

aspects of culture.

LEAP  Now you find yourself fluent in multiple languages. In your creative
process, which language do you think in? Text plays an important role in your
practice, which typically employs very loaded titles. It’s interesting to see how
words are abstracted and incorporated into the work.

HY 1 would say yes, in a sense, in that I am a refugee from the regime of lan-
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“Boxing Ballet,” 2013, installation view at *Follies, Manifold,” Bonner Kunstverein, Bonn, Germany
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guage. 1 don't speak any of them perfectly. I'm losing my mother
tongue, while I never reached a high level of proficiency for any of
my other languages. But I have developed the urgency and desire
to get closer to that level, so maybe eagerness to learn a language
varies with one's ability to speak it. Of course, you get very attentive
in order to understand and be understood. At one point, I couldn’t
express myself but I knew I was being completely misunderstood, so

there was a desperate desire to make myself understood.

LEAP Your work is anything but didactic. There’s a very obvious
desire to express, but, instead of delivering a certain message, your
work creates an environment in which people can develop their own
intuitive interpretations.

HY 1 think the element of abstraction in my work comes from a
doubt about the dialectics of art as an engaged practice. To what
extent is communication really legitimate? I'm not saying it's some-

thing that must be avoided, but I do agonize over it.

LEAP Your work often makes very specific references, such as
biographies of particular people. These narrative threads are wo-
ven into your work and obscured through layers of abstraction. Is
it problematic that viewers might be completely ignorant of the
references?

HY I want to set myself free from knowledge and history, and
I want other people to be a bit free from that context as well. 1
think, institutionally and artistically, I spill information that can be
tracked down, but I don't want that to be the primary thing viewers
see. It's a very passive-aggressive way of embracing research—offer-
ing it and then not making anyone a slave to it. Knowing something
excludes all the other information that you don't know. I have a
structural problem with this distinction. Not knowing isn't a solu-
tion, so I often talk about the charged state of potentiality. If you're
charged, that means you're going towards something, but, as soon as
you achieve it, you confront the after-effects of what you've achieved.
I think what I can offer as an artist is a platform where people can
feel this potential instead of feeding them particular narratives. As
someone who deals with physical materials and the occupation of
space, 1 want the exhibition to carry more actual momentum. You
lose the actuality of it so much when you read the press release and
references. There's so much text and media, but the momentary en-
counter is what really matters. 1 want to empower this actuality as

much as I can.

LEAP You used The Rite of Spring by Stravinsky to accompany
the sculptures of “Warrior Believer Lover” (2010), which is a strong

intellectual gesture. The work distinctively overlaps cultures, geog-
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Accommodating the Epic Dispersion — On Non-cathartic
Volume of Dispersion, 2012

Aluminum Venetian blinds, aluminum hanging structure,

powder coating, steel wire, dimensions variable

Courtesy of Gelerie Chantal Crousel, Paris and Kukje Gallery, Seoul

raphies, histories, and ideologies while decontextualizing domestic
objects. Theoretically speaking, the product you arrive at is a glo-
balized, postmodern one, which seems to contradict the anxieties of
global migration, a feature of Accommodating the Epic Dispersion — On
Non-cathartic Volume of Dispersion (2012). 1 think they are two sides
of the same coin. But the ways in which you approach them are very
complex. Could you talk about the processes underpinning these
works?

HY I don't perceive my thinking as particularly complex, but
that's something I can’t judge. The situation for me is completely
natural—there’s simply no other way. Talking with an artist is very
revealing, but also limited. In one sense, we're very capable, but, in
another sense, we're incapable of addressing all sides of a question.
I obsessively look at what other artists do because 1 feel so much in
their work. It gives me so much joy, almost like a drug. I had a lot
of doubts when my practice wasn't fully developed because it evoked
less in myself than the empathy I felt toward other people’s work,

but now 1 find myself more responsible.
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Mixed media, dimensions variable
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LEAP Could you name a fellow artist whose work speaks the most to you?

HY The one person I can mention without a doubt is Rosemarie Trockel. I'm
very, very drawn to her work. Hardly anyone comes close. Not because I fully
understand her—I think she’s miraculous and mysterious at the same time, as
well as dark and humorous. She possesses a unique position, so you can't reduce
her to any trend or region. She’s not a typical German artist. This isolation

interests me,

LEAP Some of the same things can be said about your work—"miraculous and
mysterious” for one.

HY 1 hope so. But I think she’s much darker. The psychology behind her work
is different. Maybe I'm more stable psychologically, as a healthy Asian (laughs).

LEAP You travel a lot, which manifests in your work as well. Do you think this
is an important part of your practice?

HY The way 1 travel has changed a lot over the years. The one thing that
hasn’t changed is that I'm not a good traveler. It's similar to my relationship
with language. 1 try very hard to be good at it, but I don't like it, and I'm not
particularly talented at it. I used to travel like a shopper—traveling was a way to
source materials. I traveled with so many objects. [ would go to markets, dollar
stores, malls, and hardware stores, and I always went to the post office to mail
things. I was mostly collecting materials for my light sculptures. Then, all of a
sudden, I couldn't do that work any more. Nowadays I'm more curious about
meeting people and observing different scenes. My travel destinations have also
changed. Just two years ago I started traveling more to countries outside of
Europe and North America, to places in India and the Middle East. I'm still
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adapting and evolving. &




