


It’s rare to encounter someone so radically invested in the notion 
of power as Shen Xin. Friedrich Nietzsche may come to mind, 
but unlike the German rhapsodist who philosophized with a ham- 
mer, drenched in mountain loneliness, Shen opts for filmmaking 
to construe her cool contemplation. She tracks the global circulation  
of power and its afflictions through exhaustive research, and has 
developed a particular system of working, delving into specific local- 
ities to build fictional narratives that provoke viewers to process 
their overlapping emotions, judgments, and ethical positions. In this  
conversation, conducted over ten days on Google Docs due to press- 
ing travel and other commitments on both sides, Shen corresponded  
with Alvin Li about the various threads of her evolving practice.

THE RULES OF TRACTION

ALVIN LI
You first studied painting during your undergraduate years in 

Singapore, and then gravitated toward filmmaking—and some-
times performative events—as you moved to London for your 
MFA. And now film has become your primary medium. Can you 
say something about this shift toward filmmaking, and time-based 
media in general?

SHEN XIN
I made hundreds of abstract paintings while in Singapore, and  

I continued making figurative oil paintings, which was helpful finan-
cially. When I moved to London it felt urgent to turn to film, as I was 
looking for ways to make sense of the complicated emotional experi-
ences of being there. I became extremely aware of how I was sensing 
the surfaces of social conditions, and how I was being seen above 
and below these surfaces. I wanted to explore the images that under-
lie these impressions, which is always a lengthy responsive process 
that itself takes time, and is centered around finding one’s position 
where exchanges of assumptions and understandings happen.

Throughout these years of making short films and video instal-
lations, I’ve moved away from, and toward, various discourses, and 
invested in different contexts, sometimes leaving them to become 
auxiliary forms. For instance, to film Shoulders of Giants (2015), 
I hosted a symposium at Senate House, London, where theorists and 
artists (specifically Esther Leslie, Hannah Black, Mark Fisher, and 
Simon O’Sullivan) were invited to participate while being motion- 
captured into creatures from the classic Chinese text Shan Hai Jing. 
The work is a reflection on how discourses are distributed, and al-
ways susceptible to fetishization. But the practices of these partic-
ipants, as distinct forms of knowledge production, were moving 
alongside the event as another layer, without undergoing any dis-
ruption or mutation. In my practice, the affective aspect of time is 
folded into each piece through the associations that motivate the 
production of each specific work, becoming its exterior skin.

I’d very much like to pick up painting again, but at this stage it 
might just be a designated space for myself.

AL
So this turn to film has to do both with your move to London, 

and with gradually realizing film’s formal potentials for opening up 
space for questioning and reflection?

SX
It definitely had a lot to do with moving to London, but in terms 

of the formal potentials of film, the realization process was more 
complex. I don’t necessarily look into, or actively search for, affective 
formal aspects of film that have already been put into practice. I enjoy 
playing around with the camera and editing, as well as collaborating 
with people while working on films and videos. The taking in of 
skills and knowledge is a very open process, but also a reflective one.  
To be a bit more precise, I don’t perceive potentials in concrete 
forms; instead, I have more faith in finding access to new and old 
forms, performing the formation of a system which is itself an alter-
native choice and understanding of “forms.”

AL
Let’s talk a bit more about the personal. How do your experi-

ences in Singapore and London relate to your interest in the global 
circulation and mechanisms of power and their impact on lived re-
alities in different places? I’d also like to hear you speak about com-
plexity as a central theme in, and a way of structuring, your work.

SX
I suppose it has something to do with how, after leaving China,  

I was often uncomfortable with the assigned representational agen-
cy that concerns the nation-state, which in itself involves multiple 
sets of interwoven relationships. It relates to the understanding of 
the concept of “the West” and the surplus of its formation. It also 
looks at the acquired understanding of territorial state and sover-
eignty, inscribing a kind of a crisis of subject within my practice 
where directions of looking need to be situated beyond the nation- 
state, but at the same time the methodology is tied up with the 
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well-comprehended signifiers surrounding these discomforts, like 
“Tibet” and “China.” So there ’s that intention of carefully unwrap-
ping something without becoming it or inheriting from the repre-
sentational agency its unruly execution of power—the sort of vio-
lent power that is so often embedded in the relationship between the 
nation-state and the individual.

AL
It’s refreshing to hear you speak of “representational agency,” 

which is not so familiar to me. Can you elaborate on what you 
mean? It seems close to a kind of consciousness, or knowledge, or 
identity?

SX
I guess it refers to the intertwined relationship between the pro-

duction of knowledge/meaning, and the distribution/execution of 
power. You mentioned “consciousness,” which is definitely part of it 
as well—being aware of both the acquired and the inherited agencies.

Back to the original question. These thoughts led to my reflec-
tion on how emotions, like hatred and guilt, can be used and trans-
ferred while their mechanisms are left unchecked by either the trans-
ferrer or the receiver. This initial struggle led me to explore ways 
of transforming these relationships and agencies, and to activate 
this open dialogue requires complexity to move along with it, to 
be understood through involving the many aspects of its affect and 
circulation. It refers to a constant practice of being reflective and 
open, while carrying the promise of affirmation toward the spaces it 
produces. And the commitment bit of this practice is rather similar 
to my expectations of what I’d like to evoke in the audience, name-
ly, wanting them to assume responsibility for where their thoughts, 
emotions, and positions come from and extend to. And perhaps the 
works serve first as a reminder of that, and also as a space and a tool 
for that to happen.

AL
Your research on the assimilation of Buddhism into different 

cultural contexts and its entanglement with power in global capital-
ism provides footnotes to Form Escape: Prologue (2016), Strongholds 
(2016), and Provocation of the Nightingale (2017)—that last a series 
of works you produced over the past two years. What drew you to 
this research?

SX
The first thoughts related to how Buddhism is not immune to 

geopolitics; it can’t be looked at as hermetic institutions that remain 
unaffected when transplanted into different geographical imagina-
tions. It’s always at risk of being fetishized, which puts two sets of 
specificity—the migratory movements of Buddhist practices and the 
historical significance of the religion—on a dangerously displaced 
plane. I was interested in how Buddhism actually functions in these 
different places: in Scotland and England, in Korea and Taiwan, in 
the United States and France.

AL
What did you find?

SX
That there ’s a lot of abuse of power that has not been dealt with 

when it comes to Buddhism in Europe. At the same time, Buddhism 
in many East Asian countries is positioned awkwardly between 
patriarchal traditions and more gender-equal practices within the 
religious tradition itself. I suppose the research and production of 
this body of works is a step toward something more systematic and 
structural, as it wishes to take into account sites of multiple intersec-
tions. And in such ways of rendering and constructing, the invest-
ments of fantasy and ambition in both the transcendental individual 
and the collective can’t be reduced to meaning, but experienced as 
alive, allowing the potential of being active to exceed the experience 
of watching and seeing.

AL
Queerness is an integral part of your work, but instead of be-

ing treated as subject matter, it quietly exists in your filmic worlds, 
either as reference or as fictional interpersonal relationships to be 
affectively experienced. For instance, The Gay Critic (2015) takes 
The Temple of the Golden Pavilion, a 1956 novel by the controversial 
Japanese right-wing queer author Yukio Mishima, as its point of de-
parture, using its excerpts as narration. Meanwhile, both Strongholds 
and Provocation of the Nightingale feature lesbian couples as 

protagonists. What function does queerness serve in your system of 
work? Are there affinities between your invocation of queerness and 
your frequent deployment of different languages?

SX
Queerness in my films is conceived and used as charged spaces, 

which on a certain level are realized through the establishment of 
comfort for the disquietly affected. It’s not just a general space of 
queerness that is being pulled into the work. In The Gay Critic, for 
instance, Mishima’s text is juxtaposed with footage of working-class 
men in Chengdu who sometimes gather during breaks and, perhaps 
unaware of it themselves, perform homoerotic acts. I look at lived 
scripts—meaning, the forced bits of their lives where they can’t 
choose to express and act—that are written for both working-class 
men and queer communities in that specific social condition.  
And in Provocation of the Nightingale, the presence of queer subjects 
is almost equivalent to a taboo. Even when the work is shown where 
it’s made, in South Korea, the comfort of viewing expressions of 
queer love in public spaces is half visible to that society through the 
work. But it definitely takes on positions of being empowered to 
narrate, act, and speak, out of desires and failures. At the same time, 
these pronouns within the context of self-identification and love are 
treated as units, which shift from film to film, so your comparison to 
the use of foreign languages is very relevant here. It has a lot to do 
with resisting a reductive reading of queer images, as I’m drawn to 
attachments and what sort of pictures they could paint out for the 
subject. Queer communities are never abstract, and the foreignness 
of language would come to share this similarity in the sense of being 
known to the other. This harshness of presence and how it’s experi-
enced is almost a lyrical proof of the existing comfort and risk.

AL
That’s beautiful. Your new film, Warm Spell (2018), just made 

its global debut in your solo exhibition Sliced Units at the Center 
for Chinese Contemporary Art (CFCCA) in Manchester. I had the 
pleasure of previewing the work. I must say that, having previously 
read its synopsis, I was still surprised on my first viewing at how 
much it departs from your previous work, especially in terms of 
narrative structure and cinematography. The film is set in Ko Yao 
Yai, an island in Thailand that has in recent decades become increas-
ingly dependent on marine tourism. Mixing documentary footage 
with fictional narrative, the film traces the ecological and affective 
footprint that climate change has left on the island and its inhabi-
tants in a half-documentary, half-horror style. Tell me something 
about the ideas behind it.

SX
Warm Spell explores how to deal with a subject from a position 

that itself can be problematic in terms of its intentionality. The work 
is an attempt to bring together the disparate effects of global warm-
ing and disparate racial experiences in tourism via a fabricated en-
vironment and protagonists. So in order to not conceal the need a 
subject might have, the film fabricates a much larger field it could 
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potentially occupy through various foreign languages, sonic trans-
formations, and filmic perspectives. The field, unlike many previous 
works, is dominated not by text but by senses. I guess moving away 
from the dependency of language-guided images is related to the 
changes of interlocutors, or my determination to do so. Unloading 
the burden to explain and to be complete is to undermine positions 
that hold dominant rights of speech and action. The sonic transfor-
mation of speech to electric sound indicates a haunting presence, 
which can be interpreted as the ghost that the locals and developers 
claim to have seen, or as the lover of Faye (the protagonist in the 
film). Hence the black-and-white scenes stand for the ghostly per-
spective and the various intimacies it achieves with different people.

The suspension of the subject as a method in film and video in-
stallations is something I’d like to continue exploring in two other 
works I have in mind at the moment. It’s largely inspired by the 
need to feel comfortable in being hyperaware of the complexity of 
subjects and experiences. So this suspension might be able to create 
access to spaces where one is usually quickly shut down or turned 
away. It’s also a way to establish logics for positions that could be 
experienced as invalid or invisible at times for various groups of 
people—a space where differences can’t be undermined but can 
grow in their own directions, as inconsistently as how their desires 
are mapped out.

AL
I’m fascinated by this strategy of “suspending the subject.” 

In fact, my next question is somewhat related: for someone so in-
vested in discourses surrounding power and its workings, it is to 
be expected that you are also highly conscious of the relations of 
power inherent in filmmaking as a practice. Throughout your work 
you seem to have developed different approaches to address it.  
In older, essayist works, your presence as maker and observer is of-
ten revealed through first-person narration or occasional conversa-
tion with other subjects on-screen. In the docu-fiction Strongholds, 
the filming subject has become invisible, only to be replaced by a 
camera drone that constantly reminds us of its presence through 
noises made by its grinding rotor, or by appearing in mirror reflec-
tions. Now in Warm Spell, the camera seems to have taken on an-
other, almost ghostly form of presence. Tell me more about your 
changing lens, and especially the spectrality of your new work.

SX
In short, it’s a process of moving away from discourses of com-

plicity, which no longer interest me as functional spaces to hold dis-
cussions or to provide strength. It can still be categorized as a space 
where the interlocutor thrives for achieving the goal of sameness, as 
well as guilt in its sameness, while the territorial significance within 
power relations is not unpacked, and differences are leveled or dif-
fused in the process. The ghostly presence in Warm Spell conceals 
the subject, and it’s not really shy about how it has the ability to do 
just that, with a sort of awkward sonic wrap of electricity frequen-
cies around speech. Maybe the awkwardness can also be interpreted 
as a personality with attachments, and these attachments are drawn 
onto the subject and protagonist rather gesturally. I suppose it’s able 
to wield some forms of power knowing that power comes with re-
sponsibilities, and sometimes these responsibilities are institutional, 
related to communities or the filmic medium itself.

AL
Do you think you’re equally invested, in your work, in ethical 

questions concerning social and material processes and formal ex-
perimentation? I have a feeling that aesthetics and politics are in-
separable to you, so I’m curious if, and how, you’re deliberately 
crossing the wires between the two investments. I’m thinking more 
specifically about how this abstract organizing principle you’ve in-
vented for Warm Spell and the forthcoming series of work—set in 
specific places embodying various sets of disparities caused and yet 
concealed by globalizing processes—is, rather than an epiphenom-
enal response to social realities, a form that is moving across con-
texts (from Korea to Thailand to Japan), tracking and encountering 
the movement of globalization (its distribution and arrangement) to 
subvert and undermine it.

SX
To me, the organizing principle guiding Warm Spell is not so 

much abstract per se, but aware of how abstraction is produced.  

So instead of relying on traces and fragments to deliver a narrative, 
the work activates these elements by placing them in various posi-
tions via the time-based medium, and narrative is treated as only 
one of the elements. Some of these images are indeed guided by 
senses and less by text, but not done in any way to undermine lin-
guistic and grammatical conceptions. You are absolutely right when 
it comes to the inseparability of politics and aesthetics, which is 
why I choose to make work across different geographical contexts. 
In doing so, this inseparability is realized in actuality, and it’s al-
most forced upon the process of making the work and how the work 
is viewed. And these choices of specificities and contexts are not 
random; they evolve around an active system of fabricating imag-
es. The choices are deliberate; they do not necessarily emerge from 
conversations with movements of globalization, but are in dialogue 
with one another through each work. That is why they could be 
considered a series.

AL
In Sliced Units, your current CFCCA show, Warm Spell is 

shown together with Snow Country (2013) and a single-channel ver-
sion of Provocation of the Nightingale. The formal dialogue between 
the three seems to be the central focus. What are your thoughts be-
hind this grouping of works? 

SX
These three works employ fictionalization as method in differ-

ent ways. Snow Country directly borrows the late Japanese writer 
Yasunari Kawabata’s wordplay and uses it as a metaphor for dis-
placement. Images of landscapes covered in snow in Sweden and 
Norway move the narration of the women who were sexually en-
slaved by the Japanese army during World War II away from their 
locality, fictionalizing the non-mediated empathy toward the tell-
ings of the women. In Provocation of the Nightingale, the fiction-
al aspect is more forward-facing, as the actors perform a written 
script. And for Warm Spell, it involves a rather intense fabrication 
of a haunting presence. The three works occupy various stages of 
empowerment where fiction becomes increasingly pervasive, mor-
phing into different species of misrepresentation. At the same time, 
the works inhabit consciousness, where their abilities to construct 
power systematically and convulsively are made obvious, making 
these new filmic spaces functional.

AL
Final question, more as a friend, but equally important: Does 

this way of working, this process of constantly unpicking, arrang-
ing, and (re)distributing, make you happy? 

SX
I’m attending to my happiness more and more these days, which 

has a lot to do with how I choose to make work, and what sorts of 
subjects I’m interested in. I can be quite serious when it comes to 
taking responsibilities when making works, but I guess I can say that 
I’m equally serious about what makes me happy!

Above - Forms Escape: Prologue, 2016, Chisenhale Gallery, London, 2016. 
Courtesy: the artist. Photo: Hanna-Katrina Jedrosz
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