@chiyin_sim @storefrontnyc https://storefront.nyc/ @chiyin_sim @storefrontnyc https://storefront.nyc/ @chiyin_sim @storefrontnyc https://storefrontnyc/ @chiyin_sim

https:/storefront.nyc/

@storefrontnyc

-90e[d 0} UOTIO9UTI0D IO} S RUISI PUE SYRUIUN OUM S}O9)TYIIR PUR
S}ST)IE JO I0M 9} USNOIY}—PI0OaI JURUILIOP S} UL POLIOISTP 10 Painosgo ST jeym SUTUIIeXo—AIowat
Jo suorsuowp [eonIjod 9Y) OJUI SOATOP YOIYM S[0AD YdIeasal ULIS)-SUO[ B ST SPUDJOUIOH] ‘SPUD]OULOL]
)

0 WY} 9} IOPUN SUOTIIQIYXD JO SOLISS B UI Y}IN0J oY} ST suunjay ‘sburbuoy Hf ki WW

"UI[1og Ul paseq ST WIS "'Gg0g ATeniga Ul oUINoqenN
Ul S}IY SUTULIOLI9 JO [BIUUSILL], OJIoBJ-BISY 9} 0} paino} souruLIoj1ad oy ], BARTRN
UsnLig Sem Jeym Ul Jem [BIUO[0O-T}UR 91} pue A10)STY AJTWIE] I9Y UO ‘pumjsLopuy) 1).oM
finq auQ 109load 1oy uo sourRULIO)Iad 213EaY) B palatwald ays ‘g0g Isnsny ul (1202)
[eIUUSLL], 98eW] Noyz3ueny) ay} pue (L7102 ‘C20g) o[euualg [nquels] oy} ul pajed
-ronaed oste sey 9ys (670¢) Suoy SuoH ‘Aro[[eD Z[, MeueH pue (1g0g) utl1eg A1o[en
UBULID][IZ {9T0Z) [NOdS ‘@13ua)) 11V 031V ($20g) 0A0L, ofmsyeq (LT10g) 0[SO ‘Wnasny
9089J [99ON {(12072) 90urI] ‘SO[Iy,p Sa1juoouay soT (1g0g) VSN ‘Uoisog ‘Swnasnpy
My paeateH ($20g) Zeln BLsNy eIOWED (gg0g) UOPUOT ‘@1us) uedlqred (£20g)
urreg ‘neq snidoan ($z0g) UIeg P IOp uainj[ny I9p SneH 9y} je pue ($207g)
9[RUURIY 9OTUSA Y309 :DPN[OUI SUONIQIYXS JUIY 'UOPUOT933[[0D) S, 3ULY WIOIJ SOTPNIS
Tep Ul (qUJ ® SpIoY pue (£2-22072) weidold Apnys juepuadopu] s, wunasnpy Aouwiym
9} UI MO[[o] }STIIE UB SEeM 9US ‘SUD{ERW-}00(q pue ‘@oueuLiojiod ‘UOIje[[RISUI ‘WY
‘Aydeigdojoyd sso1oe sy10m 9§ "SOANJBIIBU [BIUO0]0D pue salyderdorio)sty ajearjduod
PUE }S931U0D 0} SUONUSAIDIUI [BAIYOIE PUER OIISI)IE Sosn 2010eid paseq-yoIeasal

asoym 210deduIS Woij }ST}Ie Ue ST ”.//. /yj W./m

Nonprofit
Organization

US Postage PAID

Brooklyn, NY
Permit No. 1235

STOREFRONT FOR ART AND ARCHITECTURE 2025

R}, Lozer7zes
Y 1247/ 2/ 0%

S C S
0K 05

—> 0829

o6

97 Kenmare St. New York, NY 10012

™0
ﬁ"

(.\]
N

~
i

ac

yc

=]

info@storefront.

pue ‘Iojysnep

"awWoY PUR ABMB 9UO
SOLLIRO JBY} I9)BM 31} PUE ‘Yse ‘ai1f ‘Alowowr
AJTuIe] ‘SUaINoOop [BAIYDIE U0IM]S( SOUR)SIP
oy} Sursde[[oo 191}an] ‘9091d19)Ud0 B S SPUER)S
[eanwi Y[ “Iayjejpurid 9)e[ 19y 0} WIS WOI]
19)39] ® pue JoM JO 2wl] V U] ag O] SUBRUPY
[o3d £q paardsur 3x9) ® usamjaq SPIYS ey
ongojouour ® M ‘UOIJBR[[BISUI Y} 9JBAIJOR
[[IM ‘T ISnSny Uo 2I00Ua UE Y}IM ‘g }sniny jo
guruaas a3} uo dourRMLIOJISd INGIP YV "PAIUSP
9q 03 sanurnuod ogessed ojes Isoym ISoY}
10] ueaw jysiwx Iredea jeym SUIYSE—SOWI}
Lrerodwojuod 0} [eIUO[OO wWOXJ SUIYDISI)S
soorjorad uorjeISIWI PooIo] Jo o3vaUI] JI98
-uoj & s[RUSIS 0SB 9Ys ‘Yorq SUIYOO] U] "Ia[}0Ul
‘9ooru  ‘19jySneppueid pue
‘I97[01B3S9I [BOII0)SIY ‘}SI}IB SB s3]0 SUIIOSS
-I9JUT J97] SSOIOR SOOUR)LISYUI PUB SUOTINIIISOI
JULIRJJIP SUIYI3S ‘PaysSIurq 9S0Y} 10] UIN}dI JO
surzo} ojdniynu surzojrad pue saqoad uIrg ‘uony
-e[[e)sul pue osoururiojrad sIy) Ysnoayl,

"9J11/P[10M }xau a1} 03 a8essed [ruy
orjoquifs ® J0j—uo pajiodop sem royjejpuris
SIS yorym yfipswary] unp digsweals ayj uo
91 AoUWIYD B IBSQ 0} 9197 pPoyIpowi—oo1jorad
[eNJLI [O] 9SAUIYD UI PIsn S[9SSaA I9}jB PI[
-pour ‘yeoq AS[Jo UE S}IS UOIJR[[BISUI 1} JO 19}
-uao 3y} }V Aduinol a3 Jo souads SuImoys pue
parodxa axom Aot} yorym woaj adeospue] e ojul
yorq WY} SUIqLIOSUI ‘sdod)I0dop UrRABR[BRI MO]
-[9] pu® Iayjejpuris S, WIS JO SSULISPUSI JAIJE]
-noads y31m sofruIl [BOLI0)STY UO SUIAISIUI JBT}
SopI[s ss®B[3 p[oY SoxX0qIYSI[ INOJ ‘[RAOUIDI PaIU
-edurooo® JeY} SUOISSIUIO PUB SUOIJR[SUBRIISTUL
9y} ysnoay} Sur}}o8io} Jo JUSWNIISUL UR SBM
J[9SI1 SAIYOIR 91} MO JO 90UIPIAD Se sajeiado
age[[oo a[eos-o81e] sy, 'sdrys uoryelrodep a1
paeoq uo sAouinol oy} Jo punoj sey ays sydeid
-ojoyd AJuo oy} SUIPN[OUI—SUIAIYDIB-IS)UNOD
pUR YoIedsdl SUO[-opPEISP S,WIS INoysnoiy)
PaI9y)eS SJUSWINOOP [BAIYDI. JO SJUsWIFRIJ S9q
-WISSS® “BaS 91} JO AB[I10A0 UR Aq PoyROSNIQO I3}
-INJ ‘[BINU B ‘[[BM 9PBIB]J JIOLIIUI 9Y) SSOIOY
‘uotssedurod pue Aorsur Jo ssappos ‘urduenn
pue ‘siaiejeas jo 10)09j0id 9Y} ‘NZe SSOP
-po8 Bas :Ul 0O[ SaInJI} J[0F 9SUIYD) OM] ‘UI0O0I
9} JO PUS JI9Y}0 3} }V "9ouasaid s soyjejpueisd
I9Y 9)e}sural 0} }sanb 19y apIsguole sIaquIaUL
A[Ture umo I9Y Ul SPeaIy} OST8 WIS "T0QIBY JO
no pa[nd sdiys 2y} s& assel Us SUNs pue 1y6T
ul sjstunwiwio) ueAe[epy om} Aq pesodurod
1913e] oY}—pfinpyy afigpoon puvp a)puUODU
-12ju] 91} ‘YUSUISAOW I19Y)} W01} S3U0s om} Sul
-3u1s powi[l o1 S99}10dop IoULIO] A[IOP[a-MOU

9] "WIOIJ PoOJIXe 9UIBOS(Q PUB UO }YSNOJ SB[[LI
1913 [RIUO[0D-TJUR 3} YOIYM SId}eM PUR SPUE]
oY} smo[[oj ‘eIsAe[e]y ‘YeIod punoIe IBIA SIY}
IST[IBS POW[L 988}00] MAU oY} "PEIP 10 SAI[R
—eisAe[e] 0} SUIUIN}AI WOIJ pauuUB(q Ud3q
pPeY Uy ‘SQGET Y} 2OUIS PI[IXH PUB[IBRYL Ul
[Jeap SIY I91J€ saeak ‘GTQg UL BaS JB PaIa})eos
£[3o100s a1om Susd UIY) JIopeI] A}1ed }STUNUL
-wo) UBAR[BJ JO SUTRWAI 9} 9I9YM 0} dSO[O
aIoys ® U0 yYse 0} guruang jeoq A3gje ur Aq
PRIOYOUR ST 09PIA [SUURYDI-931Y} MAU S WIS
‘SS9IpPPE 0} SYIOM MOU WIS YOTym
‘sopeO9p XIS 10] A[Turej o3 uryyim A3ernb paisy
-$9] 90UR[Is V ‘ulegde Wiy jo jyeads Ioasu p[nom
USIP[IYD 9AL PUB ‘OfIM ‘Ioyjowt SIY ‘BABR[BIN UL
puIyaq 1391 ‘6761-pIwt ul Suialiie 1e3ye A[3a0ys
POINOSXD SBM ST SISYM—IBM [IAIO JO }SPITU Y}
Ul UaY}—euIy 03 ysniag oy} Aq psjaodap asoyy
Suowre sem ‘1031pa 1odedsmau puer I0jEONPS UB
‘roypyejpueid (euirsjed swig ‘siem jusnbasqns
pooUSN[JUI PUR S[ENUEBW AJRJ[ITU UIS}SIM UL
Lredwoxs se dn pJoy usaq 2ouls seY BAB[BIN
ur ssaoons surejrrg ‘sdureo ojur uoryendod [e00]
91} Jo uoryed0[ax ssew s)1 ul pue sdoio Loxysap
0} a8ueIQ JUSdy JO 9SN ISIY SP Ul WEBUISIA
Ul JBM SEBOLISULY J10J Sjuapadaid }os OSTe Yorym
—Aousgiowe, ue se 3150 skemje—eAB[BR]\ Ul ITBM
Jeah-gT sy ul A8ojeass ysnrag 9y} Jo jred Aay
® sem uorjeriyeday ‘pesnjaa pue pasodxs yjoq
ST aanseid pue jusweor[dsip Yum Ayorduoo
[BUOT}BISUSSIS)UT 3} YOIYyMm UO pPUnNois se sjoe
UoIym ‘@as a1y} Jo 2ords pInfJ ‘Ojqeurarogun ‘SS9
-punoq 9} UIY}IM SN $3)en}is WIS UOTJR[[RISUT
-90uBULIOJI9d POUOISSTUITIOD A[Mau SIY} UL
‘s1z1yyeduIAs I19Y)} pUE SISTI]
S® }SED I 950} JO 9s0dSTp 0} PIsn 3)e)s [BIUO[0D
9y} yaomiasded jo ureyo oy} Ul AJUO SOAIAINS
JuSWYSTUR( SSBUI ST "UOIR[SI3] Aouagdiowia
IBM PIoD JIopun pagem Aoue8Insuriajunod [eru
-0709 Jo 1a1deyo passaaddns e s® 09gT PU® 8F6T
USaM}oq BUIYD 0} BAB[E]N WOIJ—OSUIY) OIU
-y30 A3sowr—ordoad 0QQ‘pg 1020 Jo uoryerodap
SSBUI 39U} [BIASI S[RLISJRUI 9S3Y} ‘Iay3}250], 'U0T}
-USAIS)UL [RAIYOIR PUE ‘saL10)sTY [BI0 ‘wuy ‘Ayd
-eadojoyd ysnoay) eAe[ejN UI JeM [ERIUO[OD-TJUE
oy} Jjo Aydeiforiojsiy oy} sojeordwoo wig
‘yoaeasar uroguo 1oy uJ “eARTRN PO[NI-YSTILIg UT
suoryelrodop ssew W01 SUTUWIUIS)S [BAOUISI PUB
uoneidiw pooioj jo sarydeadosd Jurjossiasiur
3} 9[3esunN 0} SUI[ Y} SaUI0daq SUI3UO[ Jo 2In
-31J SIYL, "'WIN)SI I0J YSIM PI[INFun ue Juryoas
£1yp0d asaury) [eOISSB[O Ul JIjoW SULLINOSI ®
[9SSeA puNoOqpIeMawWoy,, 10 ‘Noyz 1nb woj o[}

)1 say[e} UIZ YD WIS Aq suunjay ‘sbuibuo -fLE(

7/ B AN

suizay Souewoy. )

Y727 78
IHf}: Longings, Returns is made possible with support from The Robert H. N. Ho Family Foundation Global and the National Arts
Council Singapore.

Homelands is supported by the Mellon Foundation, the Teiger Foundation, the Brendan § Helen Bechtel Foundation, the Graham Foundation for
Advanced Studies in the Fine Arts, The Andy Warhol Foundation for the Visual Arts, The Ruth Arts Foundation, The Cowles Charitable Trust,
and the Robert Rauschenberg Foundation; public funds from the New York State Council on the Arts with the support of Governor Kathy Hochul
and the New York State Legislature; the New York City Department of Cultural Affairs in partnership with the City Council; and the invaluable
generosity of Storefront’s Board of Directors, the Storefront Circle, Storefront members, and individual donors.
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The artist in conversation with writer
Tash Aw on erasure, inheritance,
and the situated labor of remembering
what families choose to forget.

Jzs# A It's always a great pleasure to
speak to you about your work. And I just
wanted to hear about it again, because
you talk so movingly about the genesis of
this whole project. I've known about it for
many years now, and it’s very exciting to
see it evolve to its current state, because
it's come quite a long way since I first saw
it. But in some ways, the integrity has al-
ways been there, and your concerns have

always been very clear and very intense. I

always love hearing you talk about how

this idea first came to you and how the

project was born in your head.
S %' /72~ The starting point is this pater-
nal grandfather who we didn't speak about
for more than 60 years, and by the time [ was
in my early 30s, I was based in China as a for-
eign correspondent, as a journalist. And I
started to question my relationship, as eth-
nic-Chinese Singaporean, to the so-called
“motherland,” mainland China. I also ques-
tioned at that point, after having written oth-
er people’s stories for two decades by then,
what was my story?

I recalled that my father had once, in
passing, said that my granddad was buried in
southern China. I decided to go look. I then
found this amazing but also guilt-laden,
shame-laden story of a family member who
was willfully forgotten, willfully erased from
the family history. So I went on a quest—I sup-
pose it's been 15 years of questing—to figure
out what it was about him and then eventual-
ly his generation of people who opposed the
colonial state in the colony of Malaya, and
what is it that led their families to erase
them? And what does it mean in the context
of the times that we live in? He's been the de-
parture point for a lot of this work.

But the work obviously has since ex-
panded way beyond family history. And in
some chapters of the work, you can't actually
see the family history that clearly. But in oth-
ers, there's this weaving of the personal and
the geopolitical, and the historical, the con-
temporary, the trans-generational, layered
one on the other.

-1t seems to me what is really central

to your work, and what has always fasci-

nated me about it because it's so per-
sonal to me, was the whole sense of era-
sure and silence, because in a lot of

Southeast Asian countries this happens

more than we might think. It's sort of a

cornerstone to how we've built modern

societies in the region. Erasure happens
on an individual level as well as collec-
tively. Episodes that are painful or
shameful in particular, and how we deal
with guilt and shame, are really central
to the whole idea of modern success in

Asia. But it also struck me that this is, in

general, what immigrant families have

to do all over the world—to leave some-
thing or someone behind. That thing

might be a place, a country, maybe a

whole culture, but often those cultures

and places are represented by individu-

al people who have to be written out of

the official history.
JC¥* 1 suppose it's quite common, it's this
attitude of “nothing to see here,” and “let's
just move on because the present and the
future are more important.” In the specific
context of Malaysia and Singapore, it was
politically dangerous to have any kind of
leftists within the family. So it was political-
ly necessary, but I suppose it also came with
a lot of personal heartbreak and the deci-
sion on the part of Granddad's mother and
wife to forget him, and to then also ban the
five children including my father from
talking about him ever again.

- 1t's very extreme.

JC¥ But it's also kind of really understand-
able in a way. In those times, I mean, this was
the Cold War and in a country that came to be
ruled by anti-communist governments..in
both countries eventually, both independent
states of Malaysia and Singapore. The founda-
tional story is crushing the Left. They inherit-
ed that from the British. And do not forget
that this also was happening in the time of
the Korean war, the Vietnam War, and an-
ti-communism was everywhere. And so it's
perfectly understandable, I think, for them to
have made that decision to erase.

-1 agree. It also speaks to the more

general immigrant experience of what

one generation does to preserve the
idea or the illusion of integration or as-
similation for the next generation. So in
fact, it's a very protective instinct. But
still, when you think about what is re-
quired to execute that kind of family
policy, it is very extreme.
JCK1t is. One of my most recent discoveries
on my last trip back to Singapore was some-
thing that shocked me. My mother recently
moved houses and she found a couple of
folders of my dad's writings. He used to write
essays because he studied modern languag-
es. He wrote these introductory essays about
English literature in Chinese. And one of the
many pen names he used was Shen Yi.

That's Granddad's pen name, from when
he wrote anti-colonial editorials for the Ipoh
Daily in the mid-40s. That really shocked me
because that meant that actually there were
these quiet acts of memorialization.

- Of resistance.

JC¥~ Of resistance and memorialization on
the part of my father, and this was 1959. So,
Grandma and Great-grandma banned them
from speaking behind, but..there my dad
was writing about English literature using
the pen name of his dad.

- Something else that has always been
the elephant in the room precisely be-
cause, particularly in Malaysia, there is
the issue of Chineseness. There's some-
thing that you alluded to earlier when
you said you were in China at the time
when you first thought of this project,
and it made you think about your links to
the motherland. And actually, the unspo-
ken thing is, that the idea of communism
being problematic in Malaya in the 1940s
and 50s, is tied to being Chinese.

This is not to say only Chinese
people were communist because the
Communist Party was filled with people
from lots of different ethnic back-
grounds. However, a Chinese commu-
nist, contains the double threat of being
the outsider, the dangerous immigrant
who actually poses a real danger to the
national project. And so this whole idea...
actually being Chinese and actually the
immigrant being a danger takes on a re-
ally kind of a sinister aspect because just
to be Chinese is to have already asper-
sions cast upon you and to be seen as a
further danger to the national project.

I don't know about you, I'm a bit
older than you, but when I was growing
up, I didn't get a sense of connection to

China because that link had been delib-

erately broken. It’s really strange be-

cause we spoke Chinese Mandarin and

Chinese dialects at home, but China as

an entity was certainly placed at an

arm’s length despite the fact that my fa-
ther was born in China. You have this
complex presence in your cultural DNA.

On the one hand, you feel that you are

Chinese. In every form and official doc-

ument you have to fill out, you are. And

of course, just by the way you look and
your name, people know you're Chinese.

And so the whole act of being just

Malaysian becomes very complex and

also problematic. I just wondered how

much of that you felt or how much you

were aware of that when you undertook

your project.
Jc¥7 1 think it's different also because
Singapore and Malaysia have slightly differ-
ent political contexts and I think I grew up
kind of protected from the need to defend my
ethnicity because I was a majority in
Singapore. I didn't really feel the connection
to China. It was also broken because it was
very uncool to be linked with mainland China
when I was growing up in the 1980s. The con-
nection to China really came later. My entry
point into it was my interest in history. And I
took Chinese history in high school and then
focused on it at university, and got interested
in China that way. The connection to China
was very, very diluted in those times, growing
up in the 80s and 90s. And I didn't get deep
into my sense of ethnic identity until I was
based in China as a journalist.

At that time, mainland Chinese people
were always kind of teasing me about my
overseas Chinese identity.

They always claimed me, claimed us, as
part of the motherland and I really resisted
that conflation of identities because I think
we are different. I definitely identify as over-
seas Chinese.

/Z4-1 think that within the whole think-

ing of Huaqiao, Huayi, or you know,

whichever term you want to use... I think

Singaporean Chinese have a special

subcategory in the mainland Chinese

imagination.

Because I think Singapore has been
very successful at precisely creating this
new national identity in the way that oth-
er countries in Southeast Asia have not.

JC¥* Yeah, they manufactured one. And now
it's of course come into question with that
latest film. I don't know if you've been follow-
ing that.

ZA-Yeah, £5FERIEF (Dear You).
JCX¥°1 mean, that's complicated..and I have
my disagreements with how that identity
has been manufactured in Singapore...

- You're right, that's a separate issue.

But I think the whole idea of race and

cultural baggage and cultural heritage

is something difficult. It is something
painful for the people that you are look-
ing at in your work. And speaking as
someone who is an overseas Chinese,
you don't wake up every morning think-
ing about it. But it is there.
JC¥* And what's interesting also, is I sup-
pose it's one way to think about the people
who are deported from this war or emergen-
cy, whichever way you want to call it.

I ended up doing about 35 oral history
interviews across six or seven places, in
southern China, Hong Kong, Singapore,
Malaysia, and southern Thailand. And the
way they remembered their participation in
this anti-colonial war and the way they told
their life story really was dependent on how
and where they ended up. So if they were de-
ported to China and they managed to get
into positions of decent work or even civil
service, then the story is quite glorious. But if
they were left out of the good side of having
participated in a communist revolution,
then they tend to be quite disgruntled.

Then there’s the aspect of shame. If
they were still then living in Malaysia or
Singapore, sometimes it was still taboo to
them. The people in southern Thailand
were very eager to talk because they had
given their whole lives to fighting this war.
Memory is very much defined by our con-
temporary circumstances.

All these people had a similar experi-
ence of deportation, exile, after having par-
ticipated in this anti-colonial movement and
war. But they ended up quite different, de-
pending on where they now live.

Z-How does that make you feel about

the role of memory in this? Do you

think that it makes it impossible to
reach any kind of objective portrayal of
the people, of the time and of the whole
movement? The act of immigration
and migration itself?
JC¥41 don't think I'm even striving for any
kind of objectivity anymore. Maybe this goes
back to the evolution in my work as well. I was
trained in capital H history. I did my first two
degrees in that, and then my PhD in war stud-
ies. And I had spent a decade being a journal-
ist. These are truth-seeking vocations.

ZA-Working along the lines of there be-

ing an objective truth.

JC¥Yes. And then I became a documentary
photographer, which again, is about evi-
dence, testimony, and a supposed objective
truth. Sometime in my mid to late 30s, I real-
ly sort of started to question all that and
shifted gradually away from this investment
in objectivity and I became disinterested in
trying to triple verify anything, or to hold
anything up as the truth or evidence. That’s
when the shift to art-making really took
place. I do not offer up any kind of evidence,
I'm trying to make this historiography more
complex. Maybe I function at the level of
memory. I think we should try to re-remem-
ber these histories in a more complex and
nuanced way.

In some cases, all I'm doing is bringing
to light things that were missing or hidden,
or thus far unspoken. There's no claim to a
singular truth in any of the work.

Z- 1 think what's also interesting is

the way memory evolves, because you

captured people at a particular point in
their lives in your interviews.

Five or ten years before that, their
recollections might have been different.
The way memory functions, your mem-
ory does change over time, and I think
it's a much more truthful way as an art-
ist to acknowledge that you don’t know
the answers. And to say that you're cap-
turing what you see and feel now, while
reserving the right to be proved com-
pletely wrong, even by oneself, eventual-
ly. We grew up in a world that is gov-
erned by absolutism.

Then the knowledge that you have
fought to acquire becomes something
that is absolute. And everything is
founded upon that. The justice system is
an absolute truth. The political realities
are also the same.

There has to be one version of
the truth.

But in fact, we can see now in every-
day politics, that things can be inter-
preted very easily in two different ways.

And it depends on how we want to
do it. So, poor working class people in
the West don't have money. Is it because
immigrants take all the money or is it be-
cause rich people take all the money?

There are two realities and actual-
ly you can spin the narrative very easi-
ly, quite often by deciding sometimes.
And memory is also, in my experience,
very much dictated by personal deci-
sions. I think people decide how to
remember something. There is an
intersection between memory and per-
sonal will, and desire.

It’s not just about personal circum-
stances, it's about how your personal
circumstances evolve, also.

I grew up in a household which was
on my father's side, very pro-China, very
pro-mainland.

This was even in the 70s and 80s,
where it was really not fashionable to be
pro-China, because China was poor, it
was distant, it was a very foreign place.
And on my mother's side, very pro-over-
seas Chinese.

Now with the passage of time,
they're both very into the idea of main-
land China, so when you go and visit
them, CCTV is playing the whole time
on loop, on various channels. There is
something attractive about that, and my
parents both have very formal Chinese
education, and yet my mother said to
me the other day, that whenever she has
to express something complex or ten-
der it's always in either Cantonese or
Hokkien. Mandarin is still the language
of formality, and so somewhere in her
brain the intersection between memory
and emotional connectivity is evolving
in quite surprising ways to me.

JC¥ My dad has Alzheimer's and I've been
noticing his language deteriorating. English
has deteriorated because that is his third
language, but Mandarin is still there.

I don't speak any Hakka and I feel some-
what guilty about that. But he never taught
me. But every time I go back, I've been asking
him about these phrases that I remember
from childhood. And they’re in Hakka.

And he responds really quickly when
you ask him a question about Hakka. It’s true
that language is the last thing you lose. The
language that really is your native tongue is
the one that is embedded, even when your
brain is losing its physical function.

/Z-There is something about pre-mem-

ory which is fascinating, and I just won-

der if, for the people in your work and
the kind of objects—the boats, the cities—
what's going to remain of your work?

And I wonder whether that's why
in this current, latest iteration, the ele-
ments are so strong, the sea, the water...
because maybe those things are beyond
memory, they're beyond recollection,
they're beyond the complexities of will,
complexities of memory, and they are,
you know, forever.

So, you know, if you're attached to a
land or you're attached to a space, a
physical geographical space, you retain
those things.

JC¥ 1've been thinking a lot about water and
what water holds. There’s this semi-popular
notion that water has memory.

It's a trope that's been used by many
other artists. But I have seriously been
thinking about water, not just because of the
story that is specifically for the Storefront
show about deportations and sea journeys,
but thinking broadly about when I went to
make this new film for the film installation,
the different bodies of water that I was sur-
rounded by, and that I was trying to perform
these acts of return in. There were rivers,
there were lakes, and then there was the
ocean. That is beyond any kind of objective,
positivist knowledge.

And it's just there. I don't know. I mean,
it's where I'm at. Also with the practice, I
suppose, it's trying to open up these spaces
of imagination.

I mean, I know the word speculation is
really fraught these days, speculative work,
but there is something about wanting to
reach beyond traditional forms of knowing.

And water is the vehicle this time.

/- 1 also think, because so much of

your work is about belonging and about

how bodies belong to a country or don't
belong to a country as the case may be,
there's something about about the wa-
ter-space of a country that feels a bit
more liberating than the land-space or
the earth-space because it's more fluid.

It's less governable, especially if
you're talking about the seas. The land-
scape you can destroy, you can disfigure.
You can literally remove someone from
the land. It's very difficult to achieve
that sort of malleability.

The sea is not malleable. It's mal-
leable in the sense that it's always mov-
ing, but it's beyond human control in a
meaningful way. It's not even like a river
that can be dammed or a lake. With your
image of your boat on the sea, anything
can happen, it opens up a space of pos-
sibility that land or earth can't.

You probably know this but I al-
ways feel it's really telling that the Malay
word for one's home country, tanah air
encompasses both the land (tanah) and
the water (air). More specifically, the soil
and the water. And I've always had a
problem with the soil bit, because there
are different ownership rights attached
to land.

And also, beyond the ethnic or reli-
gious land owning rights, there's also
the whole idea of needing money to buy
the land. And that same thing can't ap-
ply to the sea, no one owns the sea. I've
always been more drawn to the fluidity
of the sea and the changing nature of it.

JC¥* There's a timelessness about the sea
and water. The ocean triggers a sense of tra-
versing time.

Jzs/4 4w is the author of five novels, includ-
ing, most recently, The South, and a memoir
of a Chinese-Malaysian family, Strangers
on a Pier, finalist for the Los Angeles Book
Prize. His work has won the Whitbread and
Commonwealth Prizes, an O. Henry Award
and been nominated three times for the
MAN Booker Prize. His novels have been
translated into 26 languages. As an essay-
ist and critic, his work has appeared in the
New York Review of Books, the Paris Review,
the London Review of Books and Granta,
among many other publications. A holder
of fellowships from the DAAD Artists-in-
Berlin program, the Columbia Institute of
Ideas and Imagination and the Shanghai
Writers Association, he lives in Paris and
Kuala Lumpur.

S OB F 77 and @ feninss
Cloz o/ Zhe Heizyar Lvepercy
Ly Aerieer Ly7Zpo

“If we glance back, we are doomed to eternal melancholics,
fixated on the unhealing wound. Truly returning, however,
demands bifurcated vision. In returning one edges the past and
confronts the jarring present. This bifurcated vision opens up
future directions. To return is to look back and to look ahead.
A hauntology, Avery Gordon and Jacques Derrida note,
conjures at once revenant and arrivant. A return trip is both
departure and arrival...

Viet Le, Return Engagements, pg XII'

Bifurcated Visions of the Past and Future

Sim Chi Yin’s Y3#}: Longings, Returns is the latest crys-
tallization of the artist’s investigation and articulation
of the suppressed histories of the 12-year anti-colo-
nial war in British-ruled Malaya (1948-1960)—pres-
ent-day Malaysia and Singapore. The work grows out
of the larger body of work that the artist has devel-
oped since 2018 about the entanglements of her fam-
ily history with this conflict. The constellation of
works in Y3fF: Longings, Returns interpolates Sim’s
family history with historical and ancestral inheri-
tances. Sim’s paternal grandfather’s sea voyages are
returned to and mediated through inherited folk spir-
itual and religious practices of the Chinese overseas
that are invoked through the figures of maritime god-
desses. As scholar-critic Viet Le reminds us, Sim’s
work opens us to bifurcated vision—one based on a
return and recovery of a lesser-known past and that
through this act of the return enlightens a trajectory
forward into a socially progressive future. To this end,
we have to think about Sim’s artistic methods as a
project of transgenerational care—a form of cura.

Shen Huansheng, Sim’s paternal grandfather was
arrested soon after the British declared a state of emer-
gency in Malaya in June 1948, as the Cold War spread in
Asia. Deported in May 1949 to Shantou, southern China,
he joined the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) guerrilla
army unit in his ancestral village and in the final weeks
of the Chinese Civil War was executed by the National-
ist Kuomintang (KMT) army. His family in Malaya did
not learn of his passing for two years and like many who
were believed to have ties with Communism, was not
spoken of again in his family for six decades.

Sim’s reckoning with this generational trauma and
her search for his traces has catalyzed her interroga-
tion of the Malayan Emergency. At the heart of this is
an interrogation of the very telos of art itself. How we
narrate our traumas is an intellectual structure for
how we distribute power and resources, and how we
advocate for human values and progress across time.
This holding of space and representation is funda-
mental to the social contracts that we make to orga-
nize ourselves as community, nation, and species.

On Art as Cura

Art critic Jason Farago has described museums as the
new churches—secular sites of worship for constructs
and transcendental experiences that offer a collective
reckoning of the everyday? His analysis can speak
more generally to the capacity of art spaces and prac-
tices like Sim’s that are based in performance and in-
stallation to hold in the embodied present a means to
speak to unresolved inheritances. Historically, cura,
(Latin for “care”), as Ed McKeon annunciates, is about
the shape and mutability of time. The cura of Christian-
ity relates to the ancient tradition of pastoral care for
the souls.® From baptism to burials, its power was tied
to managing the passage of time across generations
and the maintenance of living memory.* McKeon con-
cludes that “Care involves the paradoxical and the nec-
essary work of preserving through renewal that which
must not and cannot preserve itself.”

Sim’s work is a form of cura. |/3£%: Longings, Returns
focuses on the little-documented mass deportations
of the mostly ethnic Chinese who were repatriated to
China as part of the Malayan Emergency. She makes
her preservation of this history plain in the installa-
tion with the incorporation of names of these individ-
uals that she has recovered. More than operation,
Sim’s focus on the cura is also culturally- and histori-
cally-specific. An important aspect of the he moving
image motif. The effigy boat is made by a Malaysian
artisan in collaboration with Sim. It’s design is a con-
flation of traditional effigy designs and of the steam-
ship that Sim’s grandfather was deported on. Such
spectral offerings in Chinese Taoist and folk practices
are meant to transmit wishes and objects to the after-
life. They are a form of ancestral care and a request for
assistance in the present. This threading of genera-
tions past and future together is a form of cura that
runs through Sim’s work.

Sim’s Feministic Methods of Cura

In particular, Sim’s video installation features statues of
the goddess Mazu and Guanyin gazing into the space.
The statues are from Tua Pek Kong Temple in Perak
(where her grandfather was from) and close to Sitiawan,
the hometown of leader of the Malayan National Liber-
ation Army, Chin Peng, alluding to the Malayan war’s
resonance in the history of the Chinese overseas.

Across the maritime worlds of the overseas
Chinese, female figures such as Mazu and Guanyin
embodied protection, return, and continuity across
migration. Their temples and shrines were frequently
established in ports and coastal settlements, where
devotees sought protection for seafarers, safe passage,
and security amid the uncertainties of engaging with
the sea. Recalling the importance of the divine femi-
nine in the cultural histories of Chinese migration,
Sim’s work is attentive to mothers, daughters, and
grandmothers as custodians of memory. The project
began with Sim’s mother showing her a photograph
of her grandfather in 2011. Sim’s first artist book in
her project, She Never Rode That Trishaw Again (2021),
was a tribute to her grandmother who Sim memorial-
izes for her fortitude and sacrifice and an example of
“all other women who, like her, suffered the fallout of
colonialism and war.” Sim’s recent work The Suitcase
Is A Little Bit Rotten (2023) features images of her son
secreted into Malayan landscapes, throwing into re-
lief her own position as a mother and her work as a
form of conjuring ancestral inheritance.

Sim’s work is markedly feminist in this respect.
More than evoking the figure of the mother, her prac-
tice of performance and installation returns to lived
experience, capturing how conflict bleeds across time
and into everyday life. In her theater production One
Day We’'ll Understand, which she spacing Singapore
and Australia (2024, 2025), she channeled questions
of geopolitics, archive theory and trans-generational
memory through her body. For her Storefront com-
mission, Sim turns to Lebanese-American writer and
artist Etel Adnan’s poem “To Be in a Time of War” for
inspiration. Written in 2003, during the week the US
invaded Iraq, the poem holds the dissonance between
the minutiae of the everyday and the weight of a war
unfolding. Sim’s own text uses Adnan’s form to tra-
verse time and geographies, toggling between her dai-
ly life and historical—as well as contemporary—
episodes of deportation. She speaks of the import
of the Malayan war in one moment and then of

doomscrolling in the next, drawing us into the speci-
ficity of the contemporary moment. Interpolated with
a letter to her grandfather who was disappeared be-
cause of the Malayan Emergency, contemporary ex-
perience is haunted by inherited historical trauma.

On Embodied Cura that Holds the Past and Future
While the Chinese overseas had a 600-year history in
the region with the first waves of migration being tied
political struggle in the Ming Dynasty and later mi-
gration tied to the demand for cheap labor by colonial
empire, anti-Chinese laws in Southeast Asia of the
1950s-1960s figured the Chinese as aliens, thus deny-
ing them political and property rights.® Inherited re-
sentments of the Chinese as interlocutors of empire
who were monopolists and capitalists marshalling
business and the strategic holdings of tin and rubber
in the region as well as fears of the ethnic Chinese be-
ing fifth column agents in the Cold War informed an-
ti-Chinese policies that included deportations to Chi-
na during the Malayan Emergency. These forced
“returns” are complicated imaginations of imposed
origination tied to community profiling and system-
atic biases” These assumptions informed surveil-
lance, detention, and deportation, producing what
Sim's work reveals as the intimate and intergenera-
tional consequences of Cold War racialization.

Yet, the feminine becomes the cura of inheritances
that can resist the historical amnesia of and perpetu-
ation of such violence. It is her lived experience and
relationship as mother, daughter and granddaughter
that offers a corporeal modality to carry histories that
national narratives or political discontent write over.
Through Sim, it is a woman’s voice and lived experi-
ence that is the essential cura of the histories and fu-
tures of the Malayan Emergency.

Aarkeey 272 is a Singaporean art historian and cu-
rator. She has written about global histories of culture,
finance, and geopolitics through the lens of Southeast
Asian Modern and Contemporary art. She received her
PhD from the Nanyang Technological University in Sin-
gapore in 2023 with the dissertation titled “Exhibiting
Southeast Asia in the Cultural Cold War: Geopolitics of
Regional Art Exhibitions (1940s-1980s).” She obtained
an MA from the Center for Curatorial Studies, Bard
College in New York in 2015. As a curator at National
Gallery Singapore, she researches art histories of tech-
nology from a Southeast Asian perspective and works
on projects related to advanced technologies. Outside
of the museum she has co-curated the exhibitions
Islands in the Net at Padimai Art and Tech Studio (2026),
The Utopia of Rules (2025), Art Histories of a Forever War:
Modernism between Space and Home at the Taipei Fine
Arts Museum (2021-2022) and the traveling exhibition
Afro-Southeast Asia: Pragmatics and Geopoetics of Art
during a Cold War (2021-2022), which traveled to Sin-
gapore, Manila, and Busan.
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Lyrics
Yang Guo

Composition
Yang Li

Tonight we leave you, racing towards a China mired
in bitter struggle.

Silently, we hold you in our hearts, beautiful Malaya,
our second home.

Your sweeping rubber plantations,

Your innumerable tin mines,

You are a wellspring on the equator,

Nature’s beloved son.

Today we've lost the freedom to soar in these skies
above the peninsula,

But to the war-torn North, we shall go forth

Like seabirds braving the stormy seas.

Oh Malaya

Oh Malaya

We want to come back,

To come back,

When the rooster crows at the break of dawn.
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