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hen visitors enter the Museum of Modern Art’s atrium, which remains one of
the grandest spaces in the newly renovated institution, the more imaginative
among them might be struck by the sensation of hanging high above, white-

knuckled somewhere in the midst of the 60 feet separating the ceiling and a mysterious
arrangement of artworks below. Climbing is not encouraged (or even really possible), but the
idea of doing so is integral to Handles, a new installation of sculptures and sound made on
commission by South Korea–born, Berlin-based artist Haegue Yang.

“Often I don’t know how to make the story shorter—it might be a kind of semi-long story,”
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“Often I don’t know how to make the story shorter—it might be a kind of semi-long story,”
Yang said when asked what connects all the installation’s elements, which include handles of a
kind used in industrial design, shimmery vinyl patterns on the walls, the sounds of birds and
experimental music, and large wheeled sculptures covered with bells. The 48-year-old artist was
at MoMA installing a couple weeks ago, with construction sounds all around her but a sense of
serenity and focus in the central atrium area that greets museumgoers at the start of their
journey.

Organized by Stuart Comer, MoMA’s chief curator of media and performance, the installation
draws interconnecting lines between aspects of Yang’s work as an exploratory sculptor and
histories forged and fortified by MoMA itself. Its centerpieces are six large sculptures that can
swerve and spin—as they will when activated by performers every afternoon, starting when the
museum reopens to the public on October 21—while paying tribute to one of the work’s many
allusions: the polymathic artist Sophie Taeuber-Arp.

“She started her career as a dancer at the first Dada exhibitions in Zurich,” Yang said, “and
then she was a painter, sculpture, educator, architect, interior designer. Did I forget anything?
Weaver—she was also a weaver.”

The shapes of the sculptures evoke Taeuber-Arp works like Coupe Dada (1916), a wooden
totem that suggests various sorts of usefulness while keeping its true purpose a secret. “They’re
very mysterious and spiritual,” Yang said. “They appear a bit religious and feministic somehow,
because of the forms and what she embodied.” (“They look utilitarian,” Comer added, “but
they’re not.”)

Mystery and multivalence are also qualities of another inspiration: George Ivanovich Gurdjieff,
an Armenian mystic whose many interests in the early 20th century included elusive states of
consciousness and forms of movement meant to conjure them. “He was a figure who had a
kind of shapelessness,” Yang said. “People would often ask him, ‘Who on Earth are you?’ And
he often answered, ‘I’m a teacher of dance.’” (Yang named a 2011 survey of her work at
Modern Art Oxford in England “Teacher of Dance.”)

Gurdjieff will be channeled when the sculptures at MoMA move each day for one hour
starting at 4 p.m., as performers take to the space and push two of the works around in a sort of
improvised dance. (“They need a lot of space to move,” Yang said. “Two is a good amount: they
can chase each other, they can cross each other. Three makes for too much limitation of
movement.”) The paths they follow will have spiritual matters in mind. “Gurdjieff dances are
very introverted, but they build community,” the artist said. “They’re attuned within an
environment, abstract but very concrete.”

As the sculptures are mobilized,
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As the sculptures are mobilized,
hundreds of bells covering them
will sound—but in a subtle
manner meant to evoke
shamanistic rites. “The first
thing people do with bells is
shake them, but we use bells in
the sculptures as a tracer of what
we know from ritualistic
ceremonies,” Yang said.
Shamanism has been deeply
embedded in Korea dating back
to prehistoric times, and Comer
said the connection is crucial. “In
almost every reference in this
work there’s dialogue between a
very machine-oriented West and
a shamanistic East.” Of the soft
sound the sculptures make, he
added, “It’s almost like a shadow
of the bells—they’re there, but as
a quiet echo of very old
shamanistic traditions.”
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Allusions to East and West figure into another reference point: Isang Yun, a Korean composer
whose 1968 ensemble work Images (for flute, oboe, violin, and cello) will be broadcast in
MoMA’s atrium every afternoon for 20 minutes near the end of the sculptures’ activation. “As a
South Korean, you know his name,” Yang said of the musician, “but why he is known is
because of his biography, having been accused of being a North Korean spy. He’s very debated
as a figure. I was one of these hundreds of thousands of people in Korea who knew his name,
but I was struck by the fact that I didn’t know his music.”

After being imprisoned and tortured for espionage, Yun lived in Germany later in life and—
like another Korea-born artist, Nam June Paik—made his most notable work in the West.
“This segregation or separation—or amputation—between his musical life and political life
divided into different continents,” Yang said. “His musical legacy is bound to the old European
continent, but his political reputation is still very much strangled around the Korean peninsula.
This segregation I was interested in.”

A desire to reconcile such tensions—or at least acknowledge them—is key to Handles, which
Yang said aspires to be “a kind of mapping of time and places that are normally not neighbors.”
Such mapping is embodied in sound that will play in the atrium all day long: recordings of
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birds chirping during a summit
between North and South Korea
in 2018. (The birdsongs were
captured by journalists who tried
to record private conversation
between leaders but wound up
instead with only ambient
sounds.)

But mapping also applies more
figuratively—to the act of
making connections between
disparate interests. “If you look
through into the galleries,”
Comer said of other artwork
hanging in the museum nearby,
“there’s a giant painting by Jack
Whitten that’s an homage to
Édouard Glissant. [Yang’s art] is
very much a kind of Glissant
model of thought: the idea of
archipelagos of difference where
all these singularities are brought
together into a whole that also
respects individual difference.”

The setting serves up
significance too. “One thing I
don’t think she was conscious of but that I can’t help but read,” Comer said, “are connections to
early shows at MoMA, especially the ‘Machine Art’ show”—a prescient exhibition that focused
on utilitarian industrial objects in 1934. “There are lots of weird echoes with early chapters of
modernism and, again, a binary between man and machine that was so present in MoMA’s
early program. Here we are in a post-industrial moment 90 years later and it feels like there are
aspects of [Yang’s] work that are incredibly futuristic and forward-looking and then others that
are about recuperating previous forms and rethinking them.”

One new embodiment of Yang’s thinking are the “handles” that figure in the show’s title and
feature on the sculptures as well as on the walls rising up from the floor. Interspersed among
silver vinyl shapes that refract prismatic light depending on a viewer’s perspective (another

reference to Gurdjieff ), red handles on the walls look like climbing aids but cannot quite be



reference to Gurdjieff ), red handles on the walls look like climbing aids but cannot quite be
reached. Elusiveness is part of the point, Yang said, but more important is what handles have
come to represent for her. “Handles can be an enabler, translator, operator. A handle enables
something but deletes itself. A handle is never the focus.”

Comer called them “a conduit to something else,” and that something else is what intrigues Yang
most. “By deleting itself,” she said, “a handle opens up the possibility of connections between
things.”
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