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SIM Chi Yin
“One Day We'll Understand”

Performative Reading Saturday, 15 June 2019, 2:00-3:30pm
& Discussion Forum

Cocktail Reception Saturday, 15 June 2019, 3:30-6:00pm
Exhibition Period 15 June - 3 August 2019
Hanart TZ Gallery 401 Pedder Building, 12 Pedder Street,

Central Hong Kong

“One Day We'll Understand”
Sim Chi Yin (b.1978, Singapore)
2015 - on-going

Remnants
Photographic installation, variable dimensions

Requiem
Two-channel video and sound installation, 16:9, sound, colour
Duration: 12:34 mins

Or will we?

Sim Chi Yin’s Remnants and Requiem take us on a cinematic journey through traces of hidden histories.
The ethereal landscapes she conjures are an unspoken archive of an undeclared war. Evocative of
memories long buried, these sites hold fragments of the twelve-year conflict between the British colonial
government and the resistance led by the Malayan leftists (from 1948 to 1960).

Sim takes her family history as a starting point, and unearths contested narratives, embodied trauma and
silenced memories. In excavating the story of her grandfather who had been taboo in the family for 60
years after being deported from colonial British Malaya and dying a Communist in China, the artist
encounters a generation who fought — and sometimes died — for their political beliefs during the Cold
War. In her first exhibition in Hong Kong, Sim presents a series of landscape photographs, still life images,
and a video and sound installation, interrogating absences and erasures, multiple versions of memory and
modes of spatial haunting.

This exhibition will be accompanied by a series of scholarly talks around the ideas and ideals of that time
— Utopian or otherwise — and their resonance today. At the opening on June 15, Sim will be in
conversation with scholars Xu Xiaohong and Hsu Fang-Tze, curator and gallerist Johnson Chang and
performance maker Mark Teh.
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About Sim Chi Yin

Sim Chi Yin is a photographer and artist from Singapore, currently based in London and Beijing. Her

practice integrates multiple mediums including photography, film, sound, text and archival material and
performative readings. Combining rigorous research with intimate storytelling, Sim’s works often explore
issues relating to history, memory, conflict and migration, and their consequences.

Sim was commissioned as the Nobel Peace Prize photographer in 2017 and created a solo show for the
Nobel Peace Centre museum in Oslo on nuclear weapons, using video installation and still
photography. She presented a solo show at the Institute of Contemporary Arts Singapore in 2018 and
has also exhibited in the Istanbul Biennale (2017), the Annenberg Space for Photography in Los
Angeles, Gyeonggi Museum of Modern Art in South Korea, among other international institutions. Her
video installation Most People Were Silent was shortlisted for the Aesthetica Art Prize 2019.

She joined Magnum Photos as a nominee member in 2018 and is currently also a doctoral researcher
on scholarship at King’s College London.

Remnants and Requiem

Sim Chi Yin

Sim Chi Yin’s Remnants and Requiem take us on a cinematic journey through traces of hidden histories.
The ethereal landscapes she conjures are an unspoken archive of an undeclared war. Evocative of the
unknown or unknowable, these sites hold fragments of the twelve-year conflict between the British
colonial government and the resistance led by the Malayan leftists (from 1948 to 1960).

Having just lost India in 1947 and Burma in 1948, and fighting to restore its moral authority in the region
post-World War Two, Britain battled in the dense tropical jungles across the Malay Peninsula to keep its
prized colony of Malaya — strategically important but also a key source of rubber and tin globally at the
time. This was the longest conflict Britain fought in the post-war era, but officially it was called an
“emergency.” The army of the Communist Party of Malaya had fought alongside Britain during the war
against the Japanese but then turned to ousting the British. As the Cold War took hold near and far, what
most leftists saw primarily as an anti-colonial fight was cast internationally as a Communist insurgency.
Tens of thousands were labelled “bandits” and “Communist terrorists” by the state. Along with
sympathisers, they were detained without trial, jailed or deported.

Sim’s paternal grandfather Shen Huansheng was among the more than 30,000 deported. He was a
Chinese school principal and editor of a leftist newspaper in Perak state, northern Malaya. British Special
Branch officers took Shen away in handcuffs from the family shop in mid-1948, an act witnessed by his
two eldest sons — the last time they saw their father. Deported in early 1949 to Shantou (Swatow) in
southern China, Shen then joined the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) guerrilla army unit in his ancestral
village in the final months of the Chinese Civil War. Bad luck seemed to follow Shen as much as his politics
did. Three months before the Communists declared victory in China, he was arrested and executed by
soldiers of the Nationalist Kuomintang army who were retreating in defeat through those mountains,
towards Taiwan. The mother, wife and five children left behind in Malaya did not hear about his death for
another two years. For the next 60 years, he was never again spoken of in the family.

Just as this trauma has sat quietly within Sim'’s family, it is also deeply embodied in society, along with
many other ghosts from this war. These are the starting points in the artist’s on-going, years-long
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research and artistic project “One Day We’'ll Understand” which takes its title from an inscription on a
grave of a British planter killed by the Communist guerrillas during the war. Less certain than that
affirmative line, Sim asks through her work if we will, in our politically polarised times, after all, one day
be able to understand. More broadly, she questions if the consequences and legacies of colonialism have

been reckoned with and reflected upon, and if global politics today is still (mis)informed by unfinished,
unexamined dreams of empire.

Sim has been driven to study the circumstances people like her grandfather found themselves in, their
ideas, ideals and the choices they made at that time when the geopolitical intersected with the personal
and familial, sometimes with tragic results. She followed her grandfather’s deportation trail, returning to
their ancestral village and house in the mountains of Meixian, Guangdong, where she found an obelisk
built to commemorate Shen for his martyrdom for the Communist cause — while he had been written out
of his own family history. A relative handed her a tattered photograph from Malaya, dated 1949. It was
her grandfather’s British prison photograph bearing his detainee number and his Hakka name
transliterated into English — likely the last photograph of him.

As the Malayan Emergency became articulated as a textbook example of a successful counter-insurgency
campaign by the British who then granted independence to Malaysia in 1957 (and self-government to
Singapore in 1959), the stories of the left were muted and disciplined, inconvenient histories that stand
counter to the state’s truth regime and foundational national narratives.

Sim has sought out some of the unrecorded stories, songs, memories, artefacts and documents of the
leftist foot soldiers, creating an assemblage that is an unofficial, alternate archive of that war. In
Remnants, she shows unembellished photographs of 32 of the objects she has made still-life studies of
from her visits with the old left across southern China, Hong Kong, Malaysia, Singapore and southern
Thailand.

These are juxtaposed with the intentionally aestheticised landscape photographs she made around sites
where this war played out, where battles or ambushes took place, the jungles where the guerrillas had
their bases, limestone caves where they hid, rivers “awash” with civilians killed by the Communists, a
village where British troops killed 24 unarmed civilians in December 1948, a giant man-made lake
created by a dam to flood the Communists out of the rainforest, and “New Villages” — barb-wired camps
where the British authorities resettled more than half a million squatters to cut the supply of men, arms,
food and medicines to the Communists. While grounded in historical and archival research, Sim’s
aesthetic approach in making this landscape work evokes a sense of spatial haunting and the absent
presences in sites of memories known and unknown. It is as if she projects onto the jungle, rubber trees,
tin mines, limestone caves which were recurring motifs in the war, conjuring traces of the time. Her
aesthetic choices here echo her work on nuclear landscapes in the 2017 Nobel Peace Prize commission,
Most People Were Silent, slipping from the documentary into a different sort of imaginary, transcending
the quotidian to prompt us to suspend our sense of place, reality, time, belief and, perhaps, moral
judgment.

In another sort of palimpsest, Requiem, a two-channel video and sound installation depicts a number of
now very elderly Malayan leftists reclaiming memories of political participation, war, deportation, exile
and Socialist dreams, in the form of song — in their own voice. In some particularly poignant moments,
they struggle to remember some lines of their anthem from 70 years ago, the Internationale, and Goodbye
Malaya, which they once sang defiantly on the decks of the ship as they were being deported from their
home land — and in many cases, country of birth. Like memory itself, their voices are sometimes fragile,
fallible, but also resilient.
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SIM Chi Yin (b.1978)

1978 Born in Singapore
2000 BA in History (first class honours), London School of Economics and Political Science
2001 MSc in History of International Relations (distinction), London School of Economics and

Political Science

2018to  MPhil/PhD researcher, practice-based PhD, King’s College London
present

Selected solo exhibitions

2019 “One Day We’'ll Understand”, Hanart TZ Gallery, Hong Kong

2018 Most People Were Silent, Institute of Contemporary Arts, Singapore
Fallout, Cortona On The Move Photo Festival, Italy

2017 Fallout, Nobel Peace Centre, Oslo, Norway

Selected group exhibitions

2019 Most People Were Silent, Aesthetica Art Prize, York Art Gallery
2018 “One Day We'll Understand”, Framer Framed, Amsterdam

“One Day We'll Understand”, Jendela gallery, Esplanade, Singapore
2017 The Rat Tribe, Istanbul Biennale

The Rat Tribe, Gyeonggi Museum of Modern Art, Seoul
2016 Dying To Breathe, Southeastern Center for Contemporary Art, North Carolina
Dying To Breathe, Objectifs, Singapore
The Rat Tribe, Arko Art Center, Seoul
2015 Burmese Spring, Annenberg Space for Photography, Los Angeles
2012 The Rat Tribe, PhotoVille, New York
Burmese Spring, Nobel Peace Center, Oslo
2008 The Workers From Samsui, The Necessary Stage Fringe Festival, Singapore

Selected awards

2019 Aesthetica Art Prize, shortlist

2018 Chris Hondros Award

2017 Asia 21 Young Leader

2016 Prix Pictet, nominated

2015 CINE Golden Eagle Awards, short documentary
Prix Pictet, nominated

2014 Her World “Young Woman Achiever of the Year”

British Journal of Photography, “Ones to Watch”

2013 W. Eugene Smith Grant for Humanistic Photography, finalist
ICON de Martell Cordon Bleu Awards, Discernment Award and People’s Choice award
Photo District News, PDN 30

2011 Santa Fe Prize, nominated
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