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Shen Xin

Born 1990, lives and works in Minneapolis and Amsterdam

Focusing on interpersonal
complexity and political

narratives, Shen’s films

encourage reflection and
aim to dismantle dominant
power structures.

Shen Xin lives and works in Minneapolis
and Amsterdam. Through films and video
installations, as well as performative
events, their practice examines and
fabricates techniques and effects of how

emotion, judgment, and ethics circulate

through individual and collective subjects.

Their recent solo presentations include
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To Satiate at Madeln Gallery, Shanghai
(2019); Methods of Inhabiting at K11 Shanghai
(2018); Sliced Units at the Centre for Chinese
Contemporary Art, Manchester (2018);
half-sung, half spoken at the Serpentine
Pavilion, London (2017); and At Home at
Surplus Space, Wuhan (2016). Recent group

exhibitions include New Metallurgists at

the Julia Stoschek Collection, Diisseldorf
(2018); Songs for Sabotage at the New
Museum Triennial, New York (2018); and
The New Normal at the Ullens Center for
Contemporary Art, Beijing (2017). Shen was
awarded the BALTIC Artists’ Award in 2017,
and they are currently an artist-in-residence

at the Rijksakademie, Amsterdam.

You were bornin Chengdu and did your university studies in Singapore and

London. Nowyou work in Amsterdam and Minneapolis. How have these cities

influenced your practice?

In Chengdu, like most people, I had to go through the teaching-to-the-test education

system, which was very tough on me. I resisted this top-down mode of education and

the expectations placed on me. Within this conflict, I learned how to give, accept,

care, and love. It’s like when you believe that you are not right for something but you

experience efforts to break in; you find things to cherish like friends, community,

and beliefs. In secondary school they screened movies on the Sino-Japanese War of

the 1930s and 1940s. I would get very angry afterwards because most of the movies

were about violence against women. Especially after my move to London, that sense

of anger motivated me to reflect on the formation of collectivist sentiment and the

nationalisation of the female body.

Before going to Singapore, I wanted to become an interpreter, but instead I decided

to study painting. I felt that Singapore was a bubble that completely isolated me as an

individual, but it was there that I experienced the differences embedded in appearances

and recognition. There’s something uncontrollable in how one is perceived by others. I

experienced more direct discrimination based on my ethnicity and nationality in Singapore

than I did in Europe. But

in London I encountered

a simplicity of judgement
that was image driven,
which made me want

to examine imagery, or
deconstruct the complexity
of systems of looking.

The intense experience of
otherness in London drove
me less towards painting
and more towards video
and performativity. It was
through video that I started
thinking through ideas
relating to family, personal

narrative, and identity.
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I was in Amsterdam for Rijksakademie, which was a focused and reflective time
when I could quietly interrogate where commitment to discourses come from and
observe limitations and the fact of complicity. I only recently moved to Minneapolis,
for my family, and my time there has been focused on listening to Indigenous
communities and Southeast Asian emigration and immigration stories. But being
in the United States so far has much less to do with cities—Minneapolis-St Paul

is relatively quiet compared to other cities I've lived in. A place like Minnesota
encourages experiencing and learning with and from the land, and I spend a lot of

time along the rivers and lakes and in the forests.

‘Why have you gradually moved away from Asia?

The first move from Asia was for Slade in London. At that time, I had a romantic
idea about learning more deeply what abstract painting can be and do. But following
that first move, it hasn’t necessarily been a deliberate move ‘away’. I was living in
Gwangju for three months for the Rijksakademie and Asia Culture Center residency,
which led to Amsterdam for two more years. Various circumstances brought my
family to Minneapolis, and we will be there for a number of years, but this is not
permanent either. My partner was living in Cambodia for almost half her life and
still works around Southeast Asia often, so we will continue to be there annually,
and perhaps much more in the future. My experiences in Southeast Asia, especially
during the making of Warm Spell in Thailand, and my travels elsewhere made me
feel as if my identity facilitates meaningful relations with others that are not only
identity-based alliances. What I mean is that being a Chinese national in Southeast
Asia is not easy; discrimination needs to be addressed in order to forge spaces for

sincerity. I guess it is that way most places, but I feel it is productive in that region.

Your father, Shen Daohong, is a famous artist, and your 2014 work Counting
Blessingsrelates to his work. But you didn’t consider becoming an artist

before you moved to Singapore. What made you change your mind?

I think it was my survival instincts. My father’s representational painting language
was impressive but it was not enough for me. I wanted to have a tool for interpreting
the complex meanings in imagery, time, and space. It was important that I could
assert detachment from the absoluteness and the boundaries of image and language,

and it seemed that being an artist would allow this.
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How would you summarise your practice?

Iinsist that my work is created through me rather than by me. Relationships are
the most important aspect—between me and all the beings and elements that
create a work, and between the work and the world. I often use moving image and
performance. These two elements—the relationality and the rootedness in time and

space—are very important for me.

Considering how your practice has developed, how did Provocation of the

Nightingale come about?

Counting Blessings is the first work that is related to Provocation of the Nightingale. It
looks at how Tibetan ethnic groups are depicted in my father’s portraits, including
the exaggeration of their physicality. At the time, I was very aware, and wary,

of using abstract, conceptual, or macro approaches to discuss the relationship
between China and Tibet, since I place great value on personal narrative. And so

it was through my relationship with my father that Counting Blessings addressed a
political situation that has been overly conceptualised. The relationship between
my father and me in a way extends to the relationship between a country and a
geographical region, which includes their interdependent economic systems. While
placing oneself within this system, the conclusion I reached is that I am, as we all
are, an accomplice in the capitalistic structure. I wanted to find a way to avoid the
conclusive nature of always being complicit, and I thought that it could be done by
fictionalising events and subjects. This led to Strongholds, Forerunners, Provocation of
the Nightingale, and half-sung, half-spoken in 2016 and 2017. These four works are based

on my longer-term research on the assimilation of Buddhism in different regions.

You mentioned thatyou see art as an expression with possibilities beyond the
boundaries of language. In half-sung, half spoken and Provocation of the
Nightingale, you don’t use Chinese. How do you see the function of language

inyour work?

Three or four of my works are in Chinese, but I am very careful when it comes

to using Chinese, and English, because they are pervasive and I'd like language

to be embraced in a more bodily way. I feel sensitive towards written language
because it has the potential to become a measurement that defines civilisation and

superiority. Language is a medium that should be able to be felt with different
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senses. If it only exists for the purpose of being written down and it has never

been tested or experienced by other senses, it could very well become an abstract
ideology. Sometimes language is completely submerged into a bodily experience,
especially when we don’t know that language. I often work with multiple languages
in one work, and for me this pronounces language’s tactile quality and allows it to
be touched and felt, as if it were a piece of cloth. If there are bulges or parts that are
uncomfortable, these will be experienced too. In this way language can be a tool to
provoke emotions like resistance, or to activate conflictive nodes and unease. It also

expresses complexity and limitations.

‘Whatis the main conceptin Provocation of the Nightingale? Whatled you

to the idea of filming a conversation between a couple for the firstscreen?

Before starting production, I was interested in understanding how fictionalising
a personal narrative can empower research, and how embodied experiences can
be combined with research around various belief systems, the intersectionality
of these systems with sociopolitical structures, and their accompanying desires
and emotions. The first screen presents a dialogue between a migrant Buddhist
teacher and a manager in a commercial genetic testing company in South Korea.
They are immersed in systems of belief that offer benefits to adherents, but it is
often forgotten that they are not isolated systems; they are not immune to the

sociopolitical. It’s like opening Pandora’s box. And, importantly, they are lovers,

and each holds doubts over the other’s practice. In the conversation, they provoke
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and question conflicting opinions about each other’s work while at the same time
expressing their love. Through their admiration, empathy, and understanding,

the friction between two different belief systems is experienced. For example, the
discussion reveals the differences in the nature of their work, but they connect over
past trauma. There is a line in the script that is crucial for me: ‘Power is good when
it is not abused. This is a very simple point. Fiction can inherit this good power; it

resists the reproduction of oppression.

I feel that the characters on the first screen have so many different identities that it

wouldn’t be possible for them to have a conversation in real life.

These two people are brought together by love. When the work was shown in South
Korea, the response was that it was unrealistic, as if the characters and relationships
were not based in South Korean society. Indeed, the work was built upon the
condition of speaking through fiction, and essentially the story is used as a tool

to examine power as reflected by the self, put in relation to the work. The benefit

of an individual embracing traits of multiple identities and languages is that they
cannot be easily defined by the viewer. In this incomprehensible situation, identity
is suspended in mid-air. When one observes decisions, moralities, or identities that
are not grounded in the expected and the known, another space emerges that is
meditative and that amplifies reflection on oneself and one’s relationships. It forces

the self to look, which can be an uncomfortable experience.

My understanding of suspension is as a separation from everyday experience.

How does your work relate to your life?

I don’t see suspension as a separation, but as being related to the time and space of
the ‘un’—something unknown, unjudgeable, unidentifiable. For example, we can feel
a sense of the unknown in partners, friends, and strangers. This space or this feeling
is something we cannot control. We need a lot of wisdom to adjust relationships if we
honour the fact of the unknown. This is how my creative practice comes about. Fear
and anxiety of the unknown on a personal level relate to collective levels, to national

and extranational levels.

The relationship between the four screens transforms research and field
observation into a sensual subject, which I think is very interesting. How does

the structure of the work in the space inform a viewing of it?

041

ury wyg

L£TN7 TIM7TU 1 NI ‘]




ury uayg

vWwo asi1ada JJ1o ‘I

Provocation of the Nightingale is a four-channel video installation; all four scenes
were shot in the same theatre but are approached very differently. Maybe there

is a kind of sensuality in experiencing formal research material arranged
counterintuitively. There are elements of performativity within each channel and
within the material itself, whether a screen within a screen, or animation as a
device that infers bodily presence and interaction. Each channel is choreographed

to take up its own time and space.

You have a very thorough speculative viewpoint and approach to field research.
How did you develop your interests and skills in investigating institutions,

authority, and language?

It is very personal and relates to being resistant while I was growing up, for many
reasons, which later became a reflection on resistance itself. It’s a continuous
process of struggle and understanding. The nature of the Chinese family—the
intergenerational nature of any family—makes it a complicated place to discuss
defining self, identity, and nation. Ever since I was young, I've been interested in

Taoist philosophy and the works of Zhuangzi. When I was studying in Singapore

I started writing essays to reflect on these ideas. Commerce des esprits, a new work,

is inspired by French
sinologists’ analysis of
Zhuangzi’s philosophy
based on deconstruction.
This kind of reflection
might not coincide with
today’s political reality,
since it comes from a
desire for anarchism. It’s
extremely logical and
demands the elimination of
ego. A body that embraces
egolessness can be used
to form the foundation

of a harmonious society.
This could be something I
continue to explore in my

practice in the future.
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