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Yu Hsiao Hwei

Containers, Napoleon’s Bicorne Hat,  
Snake: Huang Yong Ping Talks about 
Empires at Monumenta, Paris  

M
onumenta began in 2007 as an annual event, has been 

a biennial since 2014, and is known in the world today 

as a unique art event. Each time, leading international 

contemporary artists are invited to dialogue with the 

Beaux-Arts architectural jewel of the Nave of the Grand Palais, Paris, an 

incomparable space—with a floor area of 13,500m, an average height of 

thirty-five metres, and the central dome rising to forty-five metres. As 

implied in its name, the very meaning and value of Monumenta’s existence 

lies in being eventful, spectacular, grandiose, and extraordinary. Following 

in the footsteps of Anselm Kiefer, Richard Serra, Christian Boltanski, Anish 

Kapoor, Daniel Buren, and Emilia and Ilya Kabanov, Huang Yong Ping, 

the Chinese-born artist now living in the suburbs of Paris, is the seventh 

artist to be invited to take part in Monumenta. The official opening of 

Huang Yong Ping’s exhibition, Empires, especially conceived and created for 

Monumenta, took place on May 8, 2016. Using over three hundred shipping 

containers, a huge rollercoaster-like snake skeleton twisting through the 

entire space, and a Napoleon bicorne hat, he creates a complex picture of 

the world, and, at the same time, echoes the glass and metal structure of 

the building’s magnificent dome. From Napoleon to globalized trade, from 

military and political Empires to economic and capitalist Empires, Huang 

Yong Ping’s Empires throws into perspective people’s desire for and pursuit 

of power, and its ups and downs, within the course of history. 

Using the Spectacular to Criticize the Spectacular?

Yu Hsiao Hwei: The exhibition booklet published for Monumenta features 

two sketches entitled Empires, from 2006 and 2008 respectively, long before 

you were invited to take part in this event. Monumenta first took place 

in 2007, but by the autumn of 2006, the French Ministry of Culture had 

already announced the organization and character of the event, as well as 

the names of the first three artists to be invited. Had they already asked you 

to make a proposal at that time?

Huang Yong Ping: I did the first sketch on a page in my diary, so it is easy 

to date it—June 1, 2006—but at that time I was at the Centre International 

d’Art et du Paysage de l’Ile de Vassivière in the centre of France, setting up 

my solo exhibition Panthéon. On the page of May 31, I wrote: Installations 

of Walking Up Language, Intestins de Bouddha (Buddha's intestines), Bois de 

Guanyin (Guanyin Wood) are all completed. On June 3, I wrote “exhibition 
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opening.” Obviously this sketch 

was done in between these two 

entries and there was really no 

logical connection between them. 

It is futile to try to find the genesis 

of an artwork. The “ideas” behind 

creation are like the flow of the 

unconscious—sometimes they 

flow away, sometimes they get 

stuck in the shallows—they are 

unfathomable. I should make it 

clear that “making proposals to 

be selected” is not the way I work, 

and it was only in 2014, after 

receiving the invitation to take part 

in Monumenta, that the sketches I 

made in 2006 or 2008 didn’t ever 

really flow away.

Yu Hsiao Hwei: Which of the Monumenta exhibitions had you seen 

previously? Were you able to use them as references, either positively or 

negatively, in terms of their successes or failures?

Huang Yong Ping, Empires, 
2016, installation, metal, mixed 
media, 28.7 x 133 x 164.3 m. 
Photo: Fabrice Seixas. © ADAGP 
Huang Yong Ping. Courtesy 
of the artist, kamel mennour, 
Paris/London, and Réunion des 
musées nationaux–Grand Palais.

Huang Yong Ping, preparatory 
sketch for Empires, 2006. 
Photo: Fabrice Seixas / 
archives kamel mennour. © 
ADAGP Huang Yong Ping. 
Courtesy of the artist.
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Huang Yong Ping: Again, you can find my response on the page of another 

diary, that of May 31, 2007 (the first edition of Monumenta opened on May 

30 with German artist Anselm Kiefer). That day I wrote: “. . . it looks as if 

it were from some place in Germany to another place in Germany, maybe 

he doesn’t want to consider what happened in the early morning of June 

14, 1940.”1 On another page I wrote “Centre, power, honour, ‘great artist’? 

Bureaucracy, vanity, greatness, insignificance, state institutions, imperial 

buildings, the centre of the centre.” But one should not forget that things 

that are written down in this way are not always important—my diary often 

has blank pages—and in the same vein, one artist’s opinion of another 

artist is not always of significance. What is important is that I already had 

a general idea of what the symbolism of the Grand Palais’ Monumenta 

meant—it encompasses culture, reputation, attraction, recognition, and 

thus implies power. 

I ran into Jean de Loisy2 at the Ilya and Emilia Kabakov opening of the sixth 

edition of Monumenta in May 2014. He told me that I should think about 

a project for this event (in fact, he was not on the selection committee for 

Monumenta). I didn’t expect that a month later I was going to be selected 

as the artist for the seventh edition. I definitely wouldn’t do it in the way 

that the Kabakovs did, yet I was not certain as to what I would do. Each 

time, Monumenta is approached by the next artist either by a reductio ad 

absurdum or by avoidance. However, the problem is that each person can 

only do what he or she is capable of doing. What I am capable or incapable 

of doing already clearly sets me apart from other people [artists], so there is 

no such question of using another artist’s Monumenta for “reference” or for 

“drawing lessons” from it.

Huang Yong Ping, Empires, 
2016, installation, metal, mixed 
media, 28.7 x 133 x 164.3 m. 
Photo: Fabrice Seixas. © ADAGP 
Huang Yong Ping. Courtesy 
of the artist, kamel mennour, 
Paris/London, and Réunion des 
musées nationaux–Grand Palais.
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Yu Hsiao Hwei: In the foreword to the exhibition booklet, the Minister 

of Culture wrote: “Each artist taking part in Monumenta must rise to 

the challenge of criticizing the spectacular by using the spectacular.” Was 

criticism of the spectacular one of the starting points of your creation of 

Empires? How do you see and deal with people’s expectations of Monumenta 

showing spectacular artworks?

Huang Yong Ping: This is called shooting yourself in the foot, but I didn’t 

get entangled in this kind of logic. First of all, “spectacular” isn’t my gun, 

and I could go so far as to say that I’m not even interested in the word; I’m 

only interested in “spectators” or “spectres.” An artist is at best nothing 

more than a spectator. Artworks, and in particular this artwork, Empires, 

are intimately linked to spectres such as Napoleon, Empires, multinationals, 

globalization, etc. 

Yu Hsiao Hwei: The Minister of Culture introduced you as a “Chinese-

born French artist,” whereas in the French media you are often referred to 

as a “Chinese artist,” and the Chinese media generally use terms such as 

“Chinese artist,” “overseas Chinese artist,” or “ethnic Chinese French artist.” 

How do you regard these labels? How would you most like people  

to identify you?

Huang Yong Ping: Everyone chooses a label that suits one’s needs, but at  

the same time they are defining themselves by labelling others. In 1993, 

during the dispute prior to the work Théâtre du monde (Theatre of the 

World) being shown at the Pompidou Centre, someone wrote “ . . . who is, 

moreover, an artist, and therefore eccentric—and what’s more, in this case, 

he’s Chinese . . .3 

If it is necessary to have this kind of multiple “eccentricity,” then I welcome 

the use of the label “Chinese,” but it also means that this idea of “Chinese” 

will cease to exist in the future. If necessary, people will be able to recreate a 

different “Chinese.” But this problem is here today, and no longer bears any 

resemblance to what Blaise Pascal (1623–1662) wrote in the seventeenth 

century, “Which is the more believable of the two? Moses or China?”4 

At that time, “China” was seen as some kind of unknown “miracle.” Two 

hundred years after God is dead or just hiding, the world is dominated 

by a globalized market. Every country is now just a centre of activity, a 

place of exchange for this market; “China” no longer has any special status. 

Playing the “Chinese card” no longer has any strategic significance. This is 

even truer for the expression “overseas Chinese.” This nineteenth century 

expression that travelled across the seas and oceans, still carries with it today 

a sense of radiating inward towards oneself, whereas the great machine of 

the globalized market operates by using its mighty centrifugal force. 

Monumenta: A Typical Case of Expenditure

Yu Hsiao Hwei: The organizational model of Monumenta is rather 

particular. From what I understand, the artist receives an invitation from 

Yishu
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the Ministry of Culture’s selection committee, the Réunion des Musées 

Nationaux—Grand Palais (Rmn-GP) is responsible for administrative 

operations and personnel and other exhibition expenses related to the 

installing and uninstalling of the exhibition, but the actual cost of the 

creation of the artwork is covered by the artist, his or her gallery, and 

sponsors. Therefore, raising money has become an inevitable part of the 

artist’s creation, it could even be said to be the key element; for instance, in 

the last edition of Monumenta, the reason that the Kabakovs’s exhibition 

was able to come back to life was because at the last minute they got funding 

from some Russian businessmen, their gallery sold some works and found 

some sponsors. So how do you feel about the contemporary art system, with 

the market and sponsors becoming more and more influential?  What role 

did your gallery play?

Huang Yong Ping: The Grand Palais’ Monumenta exhibition is not an 

ordinary solo exhibition in an art museum, and it is even less like an 

exhibition in a gallery. Even though the support of art by France’s public 

budget is limited, and thus private sponsorship is necessary (if you take 

my project as an example, the support of the kamel mennour Gallery has 

been very important), one thing must be clear: an artist’s project is not 

changed by outside forces. This is very important for me and there is no way 

I would change something because of a gallery’s involvement. This kind of 

cooperation can be understood only as a kind of common “craziness.” But 

what I want to talk about is “expenditure,” not about “raising money.” The 

concept of unproductive expenditure comes from Georges Bataille—and is 

“luxury, mourning, wars, cults, the construction of sumptuary monuments, 

games, spectacles, arts, perverse sexual activity (sexual behaviour deviating 

from reproductive purposes).”5 Monumenta’s idea of one artist, one work, 

and one large space is indeed a typical example of expenditure. It is done in 

order to go beyond the conventional cycle of today’s museum system, but 

also in order to transcend the cycle of exhibition/market and production/

collection in contemporary art, as well as to destroy the system of weighing 

pros and cons and overcautious thinking. It’s about consuming energy—

artistic creative energy. For all participants Monumenta is like one festival, 

one ceremony, one utopia.

Yu Hsiao Hwei: What kind of role did the curator, Jean de Loisy, play? 

How do you feel about his understanding and interpretation of the work 

Empires? In the essay for the exhibition booklet, he wrote at great length 

to try to establish a connection between you creating a landscape—using 

shipping containers stacked up at different heights as the outlines of valleys 

and the snake’s meandering body as flowing water—with the traditional 

aesthetics of Chinese landscape painting. 

Huang Yong Ping: I saw a lot of Jean de Loisy during the two years of 

preparation. He was always terribly enthusiastic and was constantly bursting 

with ideas in order to help the project along. This was particularly true after 

I had not provided a written explanation of the project, and so this task 

then fell onto his shoulders as the curator; that is, he just stuck his neck out 
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to provide the first target. And he started the article using a quote of mine 

from the 1990s, “I believe in infinite openness of interpretation. Just as I 

don’t believe in interpretation.”6 This implied on the one hand opposing the 

dictatorship of meaning (interpretation), and on the other hand provoking 

the multiplication of meaning (interpretation). It appeared that this 

project was trying to transcend (transgress) art itself. It brought up issues 

of politics, economy, war, history, mythology, and so on. This is what we 

were both interested in. This was also the purpose of his conversation with 

Pascal Lamy (Director-General of the World Trade Organisation from 2005 

to 2013) about the project.7 And when he was talking about the tradition of 

Chinese landscape painting, he also cited my point of view, “. . . I’ve rejected 

aesthetics; I specifically refused to make art according to the precepts of 

traditional Chinese aesthetics.”8 This shows that the intentions of an author 

and the expectations of the viewer are often at loggerheads. I accept this 

kind of paradox. The containers do indeed create “valleys,” but what about 

the “water”? During the days I have been answering your questions, the 

Seine in Paris rose to uncommonly high levels . . . the Grand Palais had to 

close for two days!

Containers: The World’s Largest Ready-mades

Yu Hsiao Hwei: In the past, when sponsors provided financial, technical, 

or material support, their names would appear only on the promotional 

material, whereas this time they appear directly on your work: you can 

see all over the containers the name of the French shipping company 

that sponsored you; it has become part of your work. Was this a reluctant 

compromise or an intentional strategy on your part? Another question: 

this was the first time I have noticed “colour” in your works; that is to say, 

your deliberate use of bright colours. According to the curator, the way 

containers were stacked, and the way the colours were put together, was all 

done according to your requirements. Could you talk about your use of 

colour, and also about what kind of effect you were aiming to create?

Huang Yong Ping: The French shipping group CMA CGM sponsored 

this exhibition, providing the 305 containers (forty-foot and twenty-foot 

containers), as well as undertaking the transportation and installation of 

the containers. At the beginning of this project, I had hoped to be able 

to use today’s globalized props—a geographical panorama of containers, 

including Maersk (Denmark), Hapag-Lloyd (Germany), MSC (Italy), 

COSCO (China), Matson (USA), UASC (Kuwait), Hanjin (South Korea), 

K-Line (Japan), Evergreen (Taiwan), etc. However, after several rounds of 

discussion with CMA CGM, the world’s third largest container shipping 

group, they said that in compliance with their company policy, they would 

only allow the use of their own or their subsidiaries containers. This work 

was built upon the harsh reality of competitive exclusion and a dog-eat-

dog attitude among multinational corporations. So, inevitably, you see the 

real company logos on the containers everywhere because they are indeed 

part of my work. I positioned the container with the logo “Capital” on it 

to be on the bottom row right opposite the entrance, and just above it I 

Huang Yong Ping, Empires, 
2016, installation, metal, mixed 
media, 28.7 x 133 x 164.3 m. 
Photo: Fabrice Seixas. © ADAGP 
Huang Yong Ping. Courtesy 
of the artist, kamel mennour, 
Paris/London, and Réunion 
des musées nationaux–Grand 
Palais.
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placed one that had the code “GESU” written on it, to make people think 

of the homophone “Jesus,” and in this way think about capital (city)/

capital (money) plus Jesus/religion. Then they could look up and see the 

two containers on the seventh row forming a triangle, pointing towards the 

French flag flying above the dome of the building. If the viewer is attentive 

and sensitive, one can see that it is indeed all very carefully arranged. As for 

the colours, it is not something that I wanted to emphasize particularly; it is 

simply that containers from different companies have different colours.

Yu Hsiao Hwei: You moved 305 containers into the Grand Palais; in the use 

of these ready-mades, what rapport does your gesture have in comparison 

with Marcel Duchamp bringing a urinal into the art museum?  

Huang Yong Ping: Aren’t containers 

the world’s largest ready-mades? 

And they were created in order to 

facilitate the flow of “ready-mades.” 

The concept of industrial ready-

made goods has been transformed 

into a cultural ready-made or 

a historical ready-made—like 

Napoleon’s bicorne hat. The 

significance of ready-mades today is 

to use objects to understand objects. 

Your mention of Duchamp makes 

me think of a work he created in 

1912 entitled The King and Queen Surrounded by Swift Nudes. If I were 

to see the snake’s skeleton as the snake’s “double nudes,” could it really be 

encircling a bicorne hat? 

Huang Yong Ping, Empires, 
2016, installation, metal, mixed 
media, 28.7 x 133 x 164.3 m. 
Photo: Fabrice Seixas. © ADAGP 
Huang Yong Ping. Courtesy 
of the artist, kamel mennour, 
Paris/London, and Réunion des 
musées nationaux–Grand Palais.

Huang Yong Ping, Empires, 
2016, installation, metal, mixed 
media, 28.7 x 133 x 164.3 m. 
Photo: Fabrice Seixas. © ADAGP 
Huang Yong Ping. Courtesy 
of the artist, kamel mennour, 
Paris/London, and Réunion des 
musées nationaux–Grand Palais.
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Skinless and Fleshless Snake Skeleton

Yu Hsiao Hwei: Why do you always use snake skeletons with no skin 

or flesh? Is it to open up the viewer’s imagination, to make space for 

the existence of different forms? This time, the gigantic snake weaving 

over Empires is inspired by and a reference to a snake specimen in the 

Natural History Museum in Paris; does this reference have any particular 

significance?

Huang Yong Ping: Both snake skin and snake meat can be eaten by humans, 

and once eaten, the only thing left are the bones. So the snake’s skeleton 

is a snake’s minimalism. The remaining snake skeleton is similar to what 

you can see in the Gallery of Palaeontology and Comparative Anatomy: 

the snake’s skeleton has 102 teeth, and its lower jaw is separate . . . this 

has not been pulled out of thin air, and I especially wanted to get rid of 

any connotations of a dragon. However, completely unscientific features 

emerged from this “scientific” research; I made it weave above the neatly 

stacked containers, I made it coil around “that hat,” and was even ready to 

make it tie around itself. 

Yu Hsiao Hwei: Another question is about the size. An image with different 

proportions being amplified or reduced will produce different feelings, 

visualizations, references, and meanings. The containers are original objects 

of two different sizes that have been brought here intact, but what about the 

snake skeleton and Napoleon’s hat? By what proportions did you amplify 

each of them? What were the thought processes behind it?

Huang Yong Ping: Of course “size” and “proportion” are the keys to 

understanding this work. A container has its original proportions intact—it 

Huang Yong Ping, Empires, 
2016, installation, metal, mixed 
media, 28.7 x 133 x 164.3 m. 
Photo: Fabrice Seixas. © ADAGP 
Huang Yong Ping. Courtesy 
of the artist, kamel mennour, 
Paris/London, and Réunion des 
musées nationaux–Grand Palais.
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is, after all, reality. Economic activity actually fights against “amplification” 

or “reduction”; it calculates a kind of “objective” standard, a standard 

of human reality. Whereas power, desire, and ambition are all forms of 

amplification; politics that are not“amplified” can hardly be called “politics.” 

And the snake skeleton? It’s related to myth, to the supernatural, to the 

negation of a given object, and is thus amplified. The snake skeleton is 

“amplified” to make people “shrink” in comparison.  

Seeing World Relations Through Games

Yu Hsiao Hwei: Although your 

work for Monumenta is addressing 

serious, major issues such as Empires 

and changes in civilizations, it is 

also possible to appreciate it in a 

less serious way—as if it consisted 

of huge building blocks and a 

rollercoaster (some photos show you in your studio with the model where it 

looks as if you are really playing inside!). When you first started this project, 

did you imagine Empires would also give people a sense of fun and games?

Huang Yong Ping: As early as 1984, when I was reading Wittgenstein, I 

became particularly interested in his theory of language-game. At the time 

I wrote: “The game here is a fable, a metaphor. The game is not a game. The 

game is not about playing, but you can play the game.”9 The composition 

and conception of this work can also be found in game theory, with three 

games as examples—mah-jong, go, and chess. Mah-jong corresponds to 

the containers because they are neatly stacked like mah-jong tiles; the mah-

jong tile fa (to get rich) corresponds to the Cai logo (also to get rich) on the 

Huang Yong Ping, Empires, 
2016, 1:20 scale model, studio 
view. Photo: Fabrice Seixas 
© ADAGP Huang Yong Ping. 
Courtesy of the artist, kamel 
mennour, Paris/London, 
and Réunion des musées 
nationaux–Grand Palais.

Huang Yong Ping, Empires, 
2016, installation, metal, mixed 
media, 28.7 x 133 x 164.3 m. 
Photo: Fabrice Seixas. © ADAGP 
Huang Yong Ping. Courtesy 
of the artist, kamel mennour, 
Paris/London, and Réunion des 
musées nationaux–Grand Palais.
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containers. The way of playing mah-jong with containers is built on “getting 

rich” and “gambling,” playing the game with only three players (with one 

player missing), “three, missing one player.” Go corresponds to the carefully 

positioned skeleton of the snake. The snake skeleton weaves around in 

the space, just like go stones that are laid out on the board: the skeleton is 

“anonymous” because it is not a snake, and it is also an expression of the 

“collective” (it is made up of 316 vertebrae and 568 ribs). The skeleton 

demarcates the containers, encircles Napoleon’s hat, shatters the exhibition 

space, and then takes control of the space. As Gilles Deleuze said, “The 

nomos of Go against the State of chess, nomos against polis.”10 Whether it 

be chess, the State, or court games, Napoleon’s bicorne hat is in the centre of 

the exhibition hall, sitting on top of the two-row three-tiered (tricoloured) 

“Arc de Triomphe” containers, all underneath the French flag. In the 

game of chess, which is thought to have originated from a game played by 

emperors in ancient China, the positions and moves are all coded, and all 

provide corresponding power. Of course, these three kinds of games coexist 

within the one space, and this is to address the relationship between the 

containers, the snake skeleton, and Napoleon’s hat.

Yu Hsiao Hwei: Both the English or French version of the title of the 

exhibition, Empires, uses the plural form. What Empires are you wanting to 

talk about, and what kind of connections do they have?

Huang Yong Ping: The title Empires was suggested by Jean de Loisy, which 

was quite logical given the striking image of Napoleon’s hat. I have already 

said that the title of a work is an intentional or unintentional snag, even a 

trap. Just like the empty bicorne hat that sits up there looks so much like an 

apparatus of capture (picture Deleuze and Guattari’s A Thousand Plateaus, 

where a whole chapter is devoted to discussing the apparatus of capture—

state apparatus). Empires, em-pires.11 Looking at the work, you can see 

that there are three Empires tangled up together: The container empire—

today’s multinational corporations? Napoleon’s empire—the “universal and 

homogeneous state” (in Alexandre Kojève’s words) from two hundred years 

ago until tomorrow? The snake’s empire—an inhuman, unpredictable chaos?

Yu Hsiao Hwei: Have you read Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri’s Empire? 

When it was published in 2000, it immediately provoked discussion among 

Huang Yong Ping, Empires, 
2016, installation, metal, mixed 
media, 28.7 x 133 x 164.3 m. 
Photo: Fabrice Seixas. © ADAGP 
Huang Yong Ping. Courtesy 
of the artist, kamel mennour, 
Paris/London, and Réunion 
des musées nationaux–Grand 
Palais.
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Western intellectuals, and was also translated into Chinese. Did this book 

inspire you in any way? The reason I ask is because at the end of the book 

it mentions that today, in a globalized capitalist empire, the most effective 

form of resistance is the “snake” (as opposed to Marx’s description in 

The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte of the mole-like proletarian 

revolution)! In the landscape of a global network of capitalist Empires, a 

snake is able to slither and slide its way everywhere, is able to lunge directly 

at any point, striking at the heart of the empire. Looking at it from this 

angle, is the huge snake slithering all over the landscape of containers in the 

Grand Palais ready to leap up and attack?

Huang Yong Ping: Yes, I did read the Chinese translation of this book in 

2003, but the Empires project started taking shape with the appearance of 

the bicorne hat. And the idea of Napoleon came from reading the German 

duo Hegel and Nietzsche, and the Russian-born French philosopher 

Alexandre Kojève’s Introduction to the Reading of Hegel. The hat I chose 

from the Battle of Eylau happens to be from the same year (1807) as the 

first edition of Hegel’s The Phenomenology of Spirit.12 But what is even 

more of a coincidence is that, as you mention, a snake appears in Hardt and 

Negri’s Empire: “Today the snake’s road of struggle we witness either cannot 

provide us with any clear tactics, or it is simply that this road of struggle is 

completely incomprehensible to tacticians.”13 As Negri explains in the notes, 

Huang Yong Ping, Empires, 
2016, installation, metal, mixed 
media, 28.7 x 133 x 164.3 m. 
Photo: Fabrice Seixas. © ADAGP 
Huang Yong Ping. Courtesy 
of the artist, kamel mennour, 
Paris/London, and Réunion des 
musées nationaux–Grand Palais.
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the snake comes from Deleuze’s Postscript on the Societies of Control: “If 

money’s old moles are the animals you get in places of confinement, then 

control societies have their snakes. We’ve gone form one animal to the other, 

from moles to snakes, not just in the system we live under but in the way 

we live and in our relationships with other people too. Disciplinary man 

produced energy in discreet amounts, while control man undulates, moving 

among a continuous range of different orbits. ‘Surfing’ had taken over from 

all the old ‘sports’.”14 What is more, at the end of his essay, Deleuze writes: “A 

snake’s coils are even more complex than a mole’s burrow.”15 Is it possible 

that Deleuze also studied snake bones? The reason behind me saying this 

is to explain that we are moving away from the artwork itself, and entering 

into a text of interpretation and intertextuality.

Yu Hsiao Hwei: What role does the audience play in this “immersive” work? 

Are they purely spectators? Or are they the oppressed, vulnerable masses 

at the bottom of society? In such a vast space, beneath such a huge work, 

people do resemble ants.

Huang Yong Ping: What is immersive? I would prefer to call it enshrouding. It 

isn’t my work that is a huge shroud, but, rather, that the work and the people 

viewing it are in the same situation in the Grand Palais—in a huge iron cage. 

Is this work fighting against the huge iron cage? Or is it in cahoots with the 

huge iron cage conspiring to oppress the viewers? However, from an aesthetic 

perspective, viewers like to be oppressed. The people who are really at the 

bottom of society, beggars and homeless people, no doubt never go into this 

huge iron cage, the same way that real artists may never visit an exhibition. An 

artist is nothing but a variant of a beggar or a homeless person.  

Notes

1. On the morning of June 14, 1940, Hitler’s German troops entered Paris and occupied the city.
2. Jean de Loisy is current president of the Palais de Tokyo, Paris, curator of the fourth Monumenta 

exhibition with Anish Kapoor’s Leviathan; he is also this edition’s curator for Huang Yong Ping’s 
Empires.

3. Nathalie Heinich, “Esthétique, symbolique et sensibilité: de la cruauté considérée comme un des 
beaux-arts,” Agone no. 13 (1995). Le text original est “ . . . qui plus est artiste et donc excentrique—
et de surcroît chinois. . . .”

4. Blaise Pascal, Pensées de Blaise Pascal (Paris: édition Brunschvicg, 1897), 593.
5. Georges Bataille, La notion de dépense was first published in 1933; it was later expanded on and 

published as La part maudite (Paris: Les Éditions de Minuit, 1949).
6. Interview with Jérôme Sans, Chine demain pour hier (Pourrières: Les Domaines de l’Art, 1990), 

68–71.
7. The conversation is also published in the exhibition booklet.
8. Nos mondes en langues: conversation entre Huang Yong Ping et Francois Jullien (Paris: Klincksieck-

Kamel Mennour, 2016). 
9. Huang Yong Ping, “Image–Word–Objet,” Fei Dawei, ed., in New Wave Archives II (Shanghai: Renmin 

Publishing, 2007). 
10. See Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, Mille Pleateaux (Paris: Les Éditions de Minuit, 1980).
11. By dismantling the French word for empire into em-pire (pire means worse), Huang Yong Ping 

comments on empires. 
12. In 1807 the French and the Russian armies met in battle in the small town of Eylau, Prussia; it was 

one of the bloodiest battles in Napoleon’s military career. Both sides suffered heavy losses; over 
25,000 soldiers died.

13. Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri, Empire (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2000). A literal 
translation from the Chinese translation cited by Huang Yong Ping. 

14. Gilles Deleuze, “Postscript on the Societies of Control,” October 59 (Winter 1992), 3–7.  
15. Ibid.
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Conversation entre Europe et Chine
FIGURES LIBRES
ROGER-POL DROIT

JUSQU'AU 18 juin,
Huang Yong Ping
expose à Paris
son oeuvre la plus
récente, Empires,
au Grand Palais,

pour la septième édition de
« Monumenta ». Cet artiste d'en-
vergure mondiale vit et travaille
en France depuis 1989, et se con-
sidère comme n'étant plus tout à
fait chinois, sans être toutefois
complètement occidental. La lec-
ture des philosophes européens
- notamment Kant, Nietzsche et
Wittgenstein - a marqué sa créa-
tion, ainsi que nombre de classi-
ques chinois.

De son côté, le philosophe Fran-
çois Jullien, parti en Chine très
jeune, après ses études à l'Ecole
normale supérieure de la rue
d'Ulm, est allé là chercher un
« ailleurs » total, linguistique et
intellectuel, pour tenter d'ébran-
NOS MONDES EN LANGUES.
CONVERSATION,
de Huang Yong Ping
et François Jullien,
préparé par Donatien Crau,
traduit du chinois au français
par Esther Lin, du chinois à
l'anglais par Canaan Morse,
du français à l'anglais par
Pedro Rodriguez, Klincksieck,
160 p., 25,90 €.
ler les modes de réflexion hérités
des Grecs. Auteur d'une oeuvre
atypique et considérable, il s'inté-
resse vivement à l'esthétique, où
il repère un authentique travail

de pensée. Ces deux voyageurs,
habitués l'un et l'autre aux écarts
entre cultures, ont donc matière
à converser - en chinois comme

en français.
Leur brève ren-

contre, organisée
par Donatien
Grau, est atta-
chante par sa sin-
gularité et par sa
densité. En peu de
pages, reproduites
en trois versions
(chinoise, fran-
çaise, anglaise), se
trouvent évoquées

clairement, par le truchement
des propos croisés du philosophe
et de l'artiste, l'étrange fécondité
du va-et-vient entre les cultures,
les stratégies requises par l'explo-
ration de leurs écarts, les possibi-
lités que chaque langue ouvre ou
ferme tour à tour. Sont égale-
ment scrutés certains termes chi-
nois qui se révèlent intraduisi-
bles, car leurs équivalents habi-
tuels en français - « fadeur »,
« tension », « grande image », par
exemple - ne fournissent que des
approximations trompeuses.

Traversée des ignorances
Sans en avoir l'air, car en sur-

face tout paraît calme et lisse, ce
petit livre fait subtilement bou-
ger le socle de nos pensées.
Huang Yong Ping rapproche car-
rément l'esprit du mouvement
Dada et celui du zen - ce qui, au
premier regard, n'a rien d'évi-
dent. François Jullien cisèle une

formule qui mériterait d'être gra-
vée au fronton des écoles : « Dès
qu'on est philosophe, on est auto-
didacte en philosophie. »

De proche en proche, ce que
l'un comme l'autre enseignent,
c'est finalement une forme de
non-savoir, une façon de désap-
prendre plutôt que d'accumuler
des connaissances sédimentées.
Cette traversée des ignorances
est aidée, voire permise, par le jeu
constant de l'écart entre les lan-
gues, comme entre les paroles et
les oeuvres. Quand Huang Yong
Ping ne sait pas comment expri-
mer une notion chinoise en fran-
çais, François Jullien montre
combien son expression chi-
noise délivre en fait un sens qui
se dérobe à la langue de Molière.
Et l'artiste souligne, pour sa part,
combien les créations s'expri-
ment par les formes, non par les
mots. Vains sont les commentai-
res, grande est leur étrangeté,
pour celui qui crée.

On se souvient peut-être que
Paul Claudel, en 1935, publiait ses
réflexions sur la guerre sous le ti-
tre Conversations dans le Loir-et-
Cher. Au millénaire suivant, une
mondialisation plus tard, la con-
versation de François Jullien et
Huang Yong Ping se tient entre
Europe et Chine, pas au fond de
nos campagnes. Elle convoque
deux interlocuteurs réels, non
des figures de fiction. Le philoso-
phe et l'artiste s'interrogent sur
le marché de l'art et sur celui des
idées, sur le mythe de l'engage-
ment et les marges de manœuvre
qui restent. C'est actuel, inat-
tendu, vivant. •
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