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Beyond Paganism and Shamanism:
Haegue Yang in Conversation with
Kirsty Bell on Mesmerizing Mesh

Intro

This conversation between Haegue Yang and Kirsty Bell took
place on July 2, 2022 in the framework of the exhibition
Haegue Yang: Mesmerizing Mesh - Paper Leap and Sonic
Guard at Galerie Barbara Wien, Berlin April 29 - August 20,
2022. The exhibition showed a group of works from a new
series of collages using traditional Korean paper, or hanji, and
adopting traditional methods of paper cutting. Yang and Bell’s
conversation delved into the development of Mesmerizing
Mesh and Yang’s artistic language of abstraction. The
transcript has been edited for readability.



Kirsty Bell

It’s a real pleasure for me to be here and to have this opportunity to
have a conversation with Haegue, whose work I've been following for
many years.

The first time | saw Haegue’s work was in her 2007 exhibition, Remote
Room, in Barbara’s gallery on Linienstrale in Mitte. There was one
particular piece in that show that left a vivid image in my mind, a

video piece called Unfolding Places, from 2004. There’s a scene of a

gray asphalt-covered backyard full of puddles, and floating in these

gray puddles is a flotilla of little origami objects in beautiful, jewel-like
colors. When | think about Haegue’s work, this is the first image that
pops up, and | have come to realize that this new series of paper works,
Mesmerizing Mesh, is somehow related.

It’s now 2022, so quite a long time has passed since 2007. Within this
space of time, an incredible, prolific, dense, rich body of work has been
produced that involves the interweaving of specific biographies into
installations and objects which, in a very nuanced and beautiful way,
approach ideas of identity through sculpture. There are also digital
wallpapers that explode into space, or jingling bell sculptures, like those
that are on view at Barbara Wien in the backyard gallery (though we
won’t talk about those works today, we will focus on this new body of
paper works). I've seen this exhibition three times already, and each
time I’'m absolutely hypnotized by each individual piece and by the
entire series. | think by just focusing on this, we’ll get an insight into the
kind of macro and micro evolutions that occur in Haegue’s work when

a specific form or a new material is introduced. It is then worked and
reworked with incredible inventiveness and reach, in a series that seems
to grow outwards like the branches of a family tree. | think we’ll just dive
straight in and hear what Haegue has to tell us about this series—about
the specific origins of this body of work, and also how these paper works
have been actively folded into her broader working practice.

Haegue, you’re perhaps better known for your sculpture works—for
discrete objects, as well as elaborate room-scaled installations. But

you have also always made two-dimensional works: there’s a series

of collages called Trustworthies that began quite early, in 2010, using
graph paper and torn strips of envelopes on which security patterns are
printed. There are also the wallpapers and vegetable prints. So there has
always been an investigation of the two-dimensional that runs alongside

your three-dimensional works. | wondered if we could start by talking
about that and, in particular, this word ‘flattening’ that you use to
describe your interest in flat, two-dimensional works?

Haegue Yang

Okay, I'll try. First of all, | want to take one step back to acknowledge
the shamans, scholars, curators, and researchers in Korea and abroad
who have supported me and my team to come so far with this series,
Mesmerizing Mesh. ’'m very much indebted to their support, scholarship
and expertise, and the rich culture and life in this particular tradition,
and their ways of thinking and living.

Yes, | think | am known as a sculptor and installation artist. But when

I looked into my own work, | also realized | was always doing some
graphic work (or flat work, or two-dimensional work, whatever you call
it)—just not paintings in the classical sense. | see myself as still dealing
with space and in creating a more abstract space than a physical space,
which is what I’'m otherwise usually dealing with. As you described,

the way | attempt to achieve the abstraction is through the flattening.
Whether it is through the pressing in the print material, in the print
technique, or in cutting, folding, unfolding, and gluing on the paper.
These are, for me, overall, the act of flattening.

An act of flattening could be (ironically) one method to create multiple
layers. So, there are dense layers of dimensions and sceneries and
objects that are actually compressed. ‘Compress’ is, for me, a synonym
for ‘pressing.’ There is a kind of effort in pressing by which, if things
get compressed through the flattening, | also can glue things that are
originally not related or considered to be connected. So the wallpaper is
also another type of effort, in digitally gluing things together against the
physical hierarchies of scale, distance, context, etc.

| think Mesmerizing Mesh is a new attempt to reach a different
dimension. | often also talk about the ‘leap,’ a la Sol LeWitt, who
described the practice of conceptual art as a way of leaping from

one dimension to the another. It is a leap that is mystical and not
necessarily logical. In that leap, | actually see quite a few of the scenes
that I’'m observing. | can only say: I’'m also trying to make that leap—or
attempting that leap—though | might fall.



KB

| want to come back to this idea of the leap in relation to abstraction

a little bit later, because | think it says a lot about your approach in
general. But maybe to begin with you could talk a bit more specifically
about this series, Mesmerizing Mesh? It’s an astonishingly complex

body of work that has a charming and humorous aspect to it, but it’s
also invested with a very particular meaning. As you said in your first
remarks, it comes out of your deep research into the specificities of
place and tradition. You began working on this series in South Korea

in 2020 and presented the first 15 pieces in Kukje Gallery in Seoul in
2021. This show at Barbara Wien, which opened in April 2022, is the next
development of the work, and there will be a subsequent show in the
fall at Chantal Crousel gallery in Paris. In the booklet you made for the
Barbara Wien exhibition, there’s a wonderful index of all of the works so
far. As far as | could tell, the last work is number 95. So there’s already

a lot. The series has developed with an incredible intensity that | think
is characteristic of the way you work. For these pieces, you work with
hanji, the traditional Korean paper, that is folded and cut in very specific
ways. The works have these incredibly tantalizing names such as Tropic-
Powered Mammal Soul Sheets, Fern Fever Formation, Queen Squirrel
Soul Streamers. The vocabulary alone is so evocative. | want to begin

by asking about these specific terms—what is a Soul Sheet or Soul Stick
or Radial Fold? Can you describe for us briefly what those terms are
referring to?

HY

I hope that I'll be able to reveal the process of how | came so far while
describing some of the pieces. So there are, from my point of view, some
compositions of collages, which has something to do with geometric
composition. In the studio, we call these ‘formations.’

And there are other types of composition that are more figurative,
anthropomorphic, and those evolved around paper props called ‘Soul
Sheet,’ ‘Soul Streamers,’ etc.

But these are the translations of the objects we actually studied and

got to know. Take, for instance, ‘Soul Sheet.” I’'m not so sure if scholars
would agree on that translation. We translated the second kanji character
into ‘sheet.” The original Chinese character could also be translated into
‘money’ and many other different things, for instance, offering.

w

By translating into English, I’'m actually losing a lot of nuances of the
original terminology that has been established over such a long period
of time that paper has been used as currency. But even before that
application as currency, there were other ideas about offering the most
precious thing that can be given in a ritual. At some point, these also
established a kind of currency. The word that now describes shamans
cutting ritualistic paper props is jon, which | translated into ‘sheet.” So
shamans have different ways of cutting the hanji in order to figure out
the cures for diseases or the ancestors or various personalities that they
actually need to do certain ceremonies.

KB

So just to pick up on that and to make sure we all understand exactly,
you’re working with these sacred paper cutting traditions that come
from shamanistic practices in Korea, and also in Japan, primarily. These
paper cutting techniques come from objects that are made by shamans
as props within very specific rituals, and each has different purposes
within these rituals. The fact that the nuance is lost in translation, as you
describe, is also so interesting because it seems to me that your work
itself suggests a kind of counterbalance to that loss.

HY

Even the term ‘soul,” | sometimes don’t know whether it is spirit, ghost,
or soul. There are different terms used depending on the ritual, and

the nuances vary. So | think when we translate a term into English,

we actually lose some of the more precise—or at times even the
broader—meaning. But for me, it was interesting to pin down the terms
in English for myself, especially in the works’ titles, as | also did with
interpretations of the shamanic objects in the booklet. All that | had
learned—through books and also through conversations, as well as
visits to museums and shamans—had to be distilled once again into
certain forms and definitions in the booklet, since various terms are used
depending on the region and the purpose.

For me, it has been a process of digesting the rich culture of shamanism
and all its facets, which are hard to unify. Part of the translation of the
terminology is the process of digestion, in which | eventually end up with
my own terms based on my understanding. Of course, | have to admit
that, at the moment, I still feel a huge amount of uncertainty, as the final
decision on the translation, among the many possible terms, was made



more or less on my own (despite the support of books, folk art curators,
and folk culture or anthropology scholars). But when my team and |
think through these kinds of exhibitions, | try to announce how much
help I actually need to continue. So | hope that this will be a signal to
other potential supporters and collaborators.

KB
I’m interested in knowing more about how you actually learned these
particular paper-cutting techniques. What did that process involve?

HY

The desire to learn about this was actually very early on, | think. As a
Korean-born person, you are very much acquainted with shamanistic
rituals. Whether they are elaborate or small or very simple and secular,
you kind of know what they are like.

KB
Are they quite integrated into everyday life situations?

HY

| would say that was so in my childhood, maybe more than today. |
think that urbanization has developed so far that, while people might
still participate in or chance upon shamanistic rituals, you might not
necessarily access it so easily anymore. Previously, in the neighborhood,
if one family conducted a ritual, the whole neighborhood would get to
know about it. In the market, there were fortune tellers, palm readers,
as well as shamans’ booths and stalls, and also certain areas in the city
were populated with shamans. The narrative of shamans’ lives is quite
central to an understanding of Korean shamanism in general, though
they were definitely very marginalized in society. For example, it is not so
common for shamans to live in the main residential areas among other
people. Their house/shrine would be located remotely and their business
kept fairly small and discreet to blend in the ordinary neighborhood. For
instance, in 2007, | was renting a flat for the first time in Korea in an area
that was supposed to be redeveloped. Residents were already starting to
vacate some parts, and there was only a marginalized population left in
that area: low-income elderly people, prostitutes, and shamans.

Anyway, the shaman’s life is another big chapter. But | want to say

one thing about how much they were suppressed, especially under

the military dictatorship. We think that these kinds of ancient spiritual
orientation have nothing to do with the secular government. But
actually in the ‘70s and throughout the ‘80s, there were modernization
movements, such as Saemaul Undong (also known as the New Village
Movement) in Korean society, which declared shamanism as an anti-
modern tendency to get rid of. So they were massively suppressed and
marginalized. | don’t think that we do have such an organized systematic
suppression against shamanism today. However, it is still not regarded
as a normal part of modern society. So, going back to your question,
yes, it was very much an embedded part of daily life. But at the same
time, there is an invisible demarcation between the conventional secular
modern life and the spiritual shamanistic life.

KB
In order for you to begin this process and to make these objects with a
deeper understanding, did you approach the shaman directly?

HY

I could actually have gone to the shaman as a customer, but | didn't,
since | sensed that doing so would not allow me to learn what |
wanted to know. And on top of that, shamans would be suspicious
about being approached by people like me. So | chose to approach
the majority of the shamans through scholars and museum curators.
They recommended to me whom to contact for a specific type of work
by opening the door for me and my team to specific shamans, often
highly ranked ones. In Korea, a craftsman and artisan could obtain the
title of Holder of Intangible Cultural Property. So we have met some of
these Living National Treasures. But you could also go to big communal
seasonal ceremonies, which are open to everyone. For instance, Jeju
Chilmeoridang Yeongdeunggut, which is also on UNESCO’s Intangible
Cultural Heritage List, is held on Jeju Island in February each year to
receive the Wind God. But there are also more secretive or private
ceremonies and rituals that you don’t have any easy access to.

KB
I have the sense that for you, the practice of learning this specific
technique is also a kind of research: a move towards understanding



through the actual physical process of making something. Then perhaps
you use that as a bridge in a way that opens up this area of knowledge
to an audience like us sitting in this room?

HY

If 1 just briefly compare the way | work with other historical or artistic
figures in the production of sculpture and installation so far, | did the
research, but | didn’t have any personal contact with them. On one
hand, it has been a bit of protection of my artistic freedom to lean on
my research, but at the same time, | also wish to keep the free space to
penetrate things through imagination and association. So, this type of
direct contact with the source figures (shamans) in my current method
of learning paper folding and cutting seolwiseolgyeong is, for me, a bit
new, and | cannot make an interpretation about its significance on my
own yet.

KB

| think you can really sense the influence of your imagination in the
work, through invention and development, as the complexity of the
individual collage works increases. They might start with something
more recognizable or simple in relation to some of the reference images
in this booklet, Mesmerizing Mesh - Paper Leap, but then there’s a sense
of improvisation as a way of making it your own. Maybe that links up

to the idea of abstraction, or the distancing of something that is very
personal and close? | feel this comes up often in your work: strategies
to bring in something that’s urgent and has a personal and intimate
value, but to express it in a way that isn’t obvious, or a personal kind of
confession.

HY

And also, | have to say, shamans are definitely spiritual people with
rather adventurous life stories, but at the same time they are so skillful
in various kinds of craftsmanship. Many of them not only sing and dance,
but also sew and cook so well. In order to make some of the shamanistic
paper flowers, their process even begins with planting a particular plant
to get the pigment from its petals or seeds, which is used to dye the
paper. So it is a very holistic practice with a wide range of knowledge,
from botany to craftsmanship; and they might be famous for one ritual
or one type of skill, but actually the way they live is so holistic. | could

also sense that the shamans are so skillful in interacting with other
human beings. When | went with my team, which is quite a big group

of people, to visit the shaman, we were all sleeping on the way back
home in the car because we were so exhausted after spending the entire
day there. There were eight of us, and there was one old shaman, but
he completely lifted us and led us, in fact. It was quite intense. And

all this experience, of course, flows into our composition. There were
actually mainly four people who accompanied the whole trajectory of
seolwiseolgyeong with me in Seoul. I’'m also very grateful that | didn’t
do it alone. And | think | could sometimes hide behind the group, and
that keeps a bit of distance. | could observe the shaman instead of just
conversing with him or her. So it was quite an interesting experience that
I normally don’t have in other types of research.

KB

Ornamentation, craft traditions, and an interest in paganism (or a
questioning of what it might be) have been present in your sculpture
for quite a number of years. There has been a movement between
understanding of modernist traditions and this counterbalance of
paganism.

HY

| even remember that delightful moment when | learned the English
word ‘paganism,’ because it was a period of time in which | was still
massively struggling to adapt to the new environment. I’'m talking about
the late ‘90s, early 2000s. So at the end of my studies—and without
being aware of its reason—I was kind of resisting conventional things; at
that time | didn’t enter the Catholic or Christian church. | also tried not
to go to the big museums such as the Louvre or Prado, institutions with
immense cultural heritage. Was it just the internal resistance or cultural
vulnerability of someone who comes from the non-Western world? When
you imagine the end of the ‘90s, even if it was a period of globalization,
the cultural knowledge about different parts of the world that we have
today was not really there.

KB
It was also still pre-internet life: -
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HY

Yeah, there was not as much information and exchange as we are used
to today. So it was definitely an expression of vulnerability, but also a
need and desire to protect myself here. But it developed further into
the idea about the kind of access | could have to European, Western
culture and especially, as you know, modernist art and modern culture
in general—because modernism has such a vital, brutal, and invasive
history in non-Western places such as Korea. There, modernism was
superimposed on the people and the land by the occupiers as an non-
indigenous movement.

So paganism was, for me, the area of European culture that—let’s put
it anecdotally—1I’ve felt to be more fair than in other types of culture.
There was more in common that | could refer to without studying and
having to be assimilated. | was digging into the idea of the pagan and
paganism, not through its chronicles or by thinking of it as an epoch,
but by looking into the shadow side of Christianity. When | removed the
dominating, authoritative power, such as Christianity, the leftover, was,
for me, the space of paganism. My impression today is that | came back
to shamanism through this detour through paganism, somehow. It may
be reduced to a kind of trajectory of the search for one’s identity, but

| also cannot deny fully that there is an aspect of me that is searching
for what would be my cultural identity, doing these types of work and
demanding such-and-such position in contemporary artwork. So it is all
very connected.

KB

It’s fascinating how the question of abstraction comes up in your work.
The modernist understanding of abstraction is that it leads to reduction,
but in the way you develop it, abstraction leads to complexity. There is

a general sense across your work that experience leads to complexity.
Ornamentation is also a kind of abstraction that describes complexity.
You mentioned earlier on the idea of the leap, which comes up quite
often in the way you describe your work—in fact this show has the words
Paper Leap in its title.

HY

Both ornamentation and abstraction are quite intense terms for me.
With abstraction, I’'m trying to make my own definition (or a counter-
definition) of what abstraction means in this dominant Western culture.

As you said, it is more or less a culturally reductivist term in visual
language. But abstraction is also based on the idea of development.
The abstraction | would like to define anew actually negates the idea
of development. | think that ornamentation is a bit more specific

and so much more about intensity. It’s also connected with the term
‘mesmerizing,” which goes to the level of hallucination or dizziness in a
different psychological dimension. And so, with all those dimensions, |
am interested in defining abstraction.

KB

I’m fascinated by the way you are able to articulate it, and also the way
the paper works themselves articulate it. One of the things that comes
up in this booklet, and also in the show here in Berlin, is that it’s not

just about Korean or Japanese traditions. Paper cutting is something
that exists in many different cultures. There are Jewish paper cutting
traditions, Slavic, North Indian, Mexican. So here’s one last question, and
then we’ll open it up to the floor: is that maybe an indication of what’s
going to come next with this series?

HY
I don’t know.

KB
Okay, that’s a good answer.

HY

I really don’t know. But | think Mesmerizing Mesh for me right now has
two simultaneous directions. One is more toward the idea of what the
paper actually means, starting with hanji and Japanese washi or Chinese
chupizhi. You know about this mulberry paper and the craftsmanship
behind it, but there’s also the spiritual dimension and the civilizational
dimension of this paper. If I’'m crazy and saturate the idea of paper even
more, there is also culture and knowledge coming from the plant. So
that’s how we as human beings take paper as a medium to transfer all
these ideas and communicate other cosmic dimensions. Okay, that is
such a stretch, but there is a stretch somewhere in my head.



12

KB
It’s a leap.

HY

It’s definitely there.

And the other direction is to do with paganism and shamanism. Let’s
call it a mental or spiritual orientation that has something to do with
the term ‘vital,” as in a vital energy. | think ‘vital’ as an adjective is, for
me, also a very interesting word. As an artist and sculptor, | often have
a feeling that my inventions and expressions do not come from me, but
from something very vital. And I’m just trying to follow up as best as

| can, because it is so vital to me and drives me. So that’s the attitude

| have with many different motifs and materiality, whether it is bells

or hanji. And | think that is why I also feel very close to a being such

as a shaman, who is also medium. | sympathize with shamans a lot
because they have their own life, but they’re often also just the carrier or
conveyor between humans and deities. They are often also isolated and
secluded from the narrative, something which I find fascinating.

KB

| think that’s a great place to end. | was struck by one of the texts in

the booklet, about how you describe the performative aspects of the
shaman. You described it in a particular way that felt so close to what

it means to be an artist that | immediately made that connection. And |
think that that’s a very complex but rich area to think about. So, on that
note, does anybody else have a question?

Barbara Wien

| was so extremely impressed by your description of these forms of
shamanism in Korea as so anarchic, whereas Japanese Shinto is more
of a religion which is so unified and centralized with rules from above. |
was so intrigued by the diverse forms of Korean shamanism that it was
a great pleasure to publish the booklet about it and to find out such
differences. | learned a lot through your research about your home.
Haegue, you not only look into figures like Marguerite Duras(1914-1996),
George Orwell(1903-1950), and Sophie Taeuber-Arp(1889-1943) in our
culture, you also bring me and others near to, for example, Isang Yun
(1917-1995), a Korean-born composer who lived in Berlin for a very long
time. | didn’t know about this man before and, suddenly, he became a

13

subject everywhere in your work, and in the context of your exhibitions,
Yun’s music pieces are played. You’ve given me the chance to look into
your cultures. And this is what | like in the new exhibition because | was
learning a lot. Even all these terms, such as seolwiseolgyeong, sumun.
Every little detail has a name, and these are introduced to those of us
who are completely outsiders.

HY

In the context of what you just said, | want to mention one additional
thing. Honestly, if | could, | would like to talk about shamanism or Shinto
without saying yours or ours, without putting any nation or state-based
terminology in front of them, because it has nothing to do with these
spiritual orientations. But for practical purposes—to distinguish as well
as to do a comparative analysis—I had to add these terms. But | actually
don’t feel that it is right to put too much of this nation state-based
vocabulary in describing so many things. As far as | know, shamanism
has so much to do with people, the land, and maybe heaven, like in
many other indigenous cultures.

KB
So thank you so much Haegue for sharing all of those really well
articulated thoughts with us and for sharing this body of work.

HY
Thanks for being with me. Exactly one hour.

KB
Genius!

Kirsty Bell is a writer and art critic living in Berlin. Her book The Undercurrents. A Story

of Berlin was published in 2022 by Fitzcarraldo Editions (UK) and Other Press (US) and
translated into several other languages. She was awarded a Warhol Foundation Arts Writers
Grant for her book The Artist’s House. From Workplace to Artwork (Sternberg Press, 2013).
A regular contributor to frieze since 2001, and contributing editor from 2011-2021, she has
also published widely in magazines and journals as well as exhibition catalogs. She has
lectured in various European institutions and has been an Advisor at the Rijksakademie,
Amsterdam since 2015.



