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“Kray and I started this conversation in April this year to closely follow the process of making his new 

work. This is an edited version of our conversation that we carried for several months on an online 

document where Kray shared with me sketches, reference images, and short descriptions of the 

exhibition’s components. I edited the conversation around several reflections at the core of our 

discussion: the act of performing to an empty audience during customary festivals, or in times of the 

pandemic; the encounters between traditional cultural forms and visual arts with technology; the 

thinking and the making process behind the video-performance and the chair-sculptures that 

constitute the exhibition. These reflections articulate, I believe, some of the exhibition’s intentions, 

concerns, and the cultural and the temporal circumstances in which the work emerged. Lastly, I hope 

the conversation captures through the multiple pathways it opens, the virtues of an open-ended 

exchange in the immediacy of artistic production.” 

- Anca Rujoiu, October 2020

__________________ ___________________________________________________________________________________
A Performance Without An Audience

AR: What is distinctive in your perspective about the Teochew opera amongst other existing forms of 

Chinese street opera in Singapore?

KC: The form of opera that I am most familiar with is the Teochew street opera – the one that is 

enacted during festivals in tentages. I like its rawness, compared to other dialect operas. There is a 

certain nonchalance and casualness about it. I don’t mean this in disrespect, I just think that the 

distance between the craft and the viewer is reduced, if not removed. The stage itself is makeshift and 

transparent, one can peer through the backstage and see what’s happening. It has the immediacy of 

performance art.

I found out that there are several opera troupes in Singapore specialising in different dialects and 

serving different functions and audiences. I should have realised that this variant of “street” opera 

literally belongs to the streets: to the common people, to the poor in the past who had no access to 

entertainment or high culture, to the temples who used it along with religious purposes and in attracting

visitorship. And I find that in its materiality and set up – the makeshift tents, the plastic chairs, the part-

time actors, the “free seating” – the whole system is driven from within and between communities.

AR: Apart from this intimate connection to the stage, are there any attempts to create closeness 

between the viewer and the actors performing? Is the audience addressed directly at any point? If so, 
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__________________ ___________________________________________________________________________________
how do you see these moments different than in Bertolt Brecht’s epic theatre and his techniques of 

raising the audience’s consciousness? Researching on this topic, I came across an essay where the 

influence of Chinese Theatre on the German playwright and theatre director is downplayed. Not only 

that Brecht developed the “alienation effect” a decade earlier before attending a performance of 

Chinese troupe in Moscow, but his interpretation of this genre is acutely scrutinised.1

KC: Nick Shen, the actor in the video, mentioned that sometimes on stage, he waves to his friends or 

regular attendees to be courteous and respectful in acknowledging their support and patronage. In the 

video piece, he reflected on this and showed in numerous moments when he waved to the audience (it

could be thought that he waved to his fans as well). I feel that’s where the Brechtian parallels come in, 

there is no total immersion in this street opera setup (even the backstage is exposed). There is a 

consciousness of the social that both the performer and viewer keep in check. Within the framework of

courtesy, I could even claim that everyone shifts between layers of being the performer-onstage, 

performer-backstage and audience; we just have different stages and staging, and that’s what is 

explored in the video as well. I am reminded here of Dan Graham’s Cinema 81, where there is a 

transparency in the construction of the theatre where the role of audience/performer shifts between 

perspectives. In this light, I would highlight the difference to Brecht: this consciousness and 

transparency in opera is meant to perpetuate and conserve as opposed to disrupt or shock; and it is 

almost panopticon-like, to keep behaviours in check. Together with the narrative of the plays, the 

setup refines a system of values that are coded into one’s ideal gender roles, behaviors, attitudes and 

moralities. We see these codes in the operatic movements and devices, such as the strutting and 

posturing as a display of pride, dignity, masculinity that is very much conflated with a sense of 

manhood. Tonally, we hear in the singing or speaking, the way phrases are constructed or accentuated

that in itself channels a sense of pride and righteousness. The eye movements and gaze cast authority,

passion, rage, sense of justice and loyalty. And ultimately fueling the audience’s reflection, fear, guilt 

that hope to sustain an ideal goodness.

AR: How did you come across Nick Shen and what informed your decision to collaborate with him?

KC: When I found Nick’s story – how he decided to take over ownership of a dying street opera troupe, 

coupled with the fact that many of us remember him as this 90s heartthrob actor – it was almost out of 

fandom and curiosity that I decided to have a chat with him. After hearing him out, I thought it was such

a fascinating circumstance that led him to rekindle his love for the opera (he had been performing since 

a young age, before turning out for more dramatic acting). I thought it would be interesting to explore 

the performativity of various cultural identities through a combination of both forms of acting.

AR: How is the Teochew opera practiced today in Singapore? Who is its audience? Do you have any 

recollection of a performance you attended or experienced? 

__________________ ___________________________________________________________________________________
1 M. Tian, “The Effect of Displacement: Bertolt Brecht’s Interpretation and Refunctioning of Mei Lanfang’s Art” in Mei Lanfang and 
the Twentieth-Century International Stage: Chinese Theatre Placed and Displaced, (London: Palgrave Macmillan US, 2011), 175-
213.
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__________________ ___________________________________________________________________________________
KC: My earliest memory of watching street opera was when my grandmother brought me to pray at 

one of the temple festivals. It was staged along a road. We grabbed the red plastic chairs from the 

back and sat there for a while. I didn’t have the patience for it then and I couldn’t understand what was

happening or what I was hearing. The latest memory was when I visited Nick Shen’s Lao Sai Tao Yuan 

(老赛桃源) troupe performing at a temple at a junction between Tembeling Road and Joo Chiat Road, 

so it was surrounded by many eateries and shophouses. Other than myself there wasn’t anyone there, 

except for an old couple and a family of tourists.

AR: How does the exhibition layout stand in relation to the spatial organization of a typical opera 

performance?  

KC: The layout of the exhibition was designed to mirror the scene I had just mentioned: an almost 

empty audience, a few scattered chairs, and a performance that seemed to be performing for itself. I 

wouldn’t say this is a typical example, it depends on the festival or location. For me, that scene of an 

empty tent with empty chairs crystallises the feelings I had at that moment in time; mostly anger about 

what’s happening with various affairs in Singapore and around the world, and also a resignation about 

the various declines of society, such as crafts like opera. It also prompted me to contemplate my craft,

my role as an artist amidst these bigger concerns in the world, my immediate society, and the 

frustration from my lack of urgency and agency in what I do that conflicts with a desire of wanting to 

do more. When the lockdown happened, the emptiness became uncanny. And I thought of replicating 

that image for the show. Given the layout of the gallery, the video projection is separated from the 

chairs by a wall, and all the chairs are seemingly facing its blankness. It is an encounter of the music 

and sounds before the projection, hinting at a hidden and affective realm that requires our navigation 

to unveil the work.

AR: You were working on this project during the Circuit Breaker in Singapore, uncertain whether the 

gallery will be open in November. You mentioned that you would carry on with the exhibition in spite of

a possible empty audience. You saw in this gesture a parallel with the tradition of temple performances

that are staged without a public as a form of respect to deities and ancestors during specific festivals. 

Your reflections suggest, I believe, a meditative rather than a strictly thematic or illustrative approach 

to the pandemic as we have seen it. This meditative approach raises fundamental questions about the 

nature and value of art, the intrinsic value of an artwork or performance whose publicness is not reliant 

on the viewers’ presence.

KC: Perhaps the publicness also comes in its ageing, and only becomes apparent in hindsight. I’ve 

always admired Tehching Hsieh for that. I wonder how many people caught his performances live? 

How would he have thought about the value of his actions all these years? Especially when he was 

given the acclaim he deserved only in the last decade or so. 

__________________ ___________________________________________________________________________________
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Encounters with Technology

AR: I am glad you made again this reference to performance. You were talking earlier about the 

immediacy of performance art, which is indeed one of its attributes. Still so much of our relation to 

performance is mediated through different forms of documentation, whether photographs or video 

recordings. There is something particular about performance that can be equally intimate and distant. 

When it comes to an empty audience, another space to think of is the digital space. Once a video 

enters the digital space, doesn’t it perform for an invisible audience? One would not always be able to 

anticipate who is watching, for how long, and how many times, etc. 

KC: Yes, that’s right. I think it has a similar nature to broadcast, it is quite a one-way engagement. I am

reminded of the factoid that it has been 114 years since we first broadcasted something. Theoretically,

that signal would have reached about 114 light-year away by now, and that is quite a sublime feeling.

In the event there are technologically advanced aliens within this 114 light-year space, we would have

made our presence known. 

AR:  This is a fascinating speculation!  I  believe there is still  so much critical  potential  for artists in

employing technologies of mass communication, television, radio, and now the Internet. 

KC: I am reminded of Chris Burden’s TV commercials2, where he was declaring his income statements

and, Christian Jankowski’s Telemistica3, where he attempted to speak over broadcast with a fortune-

telling programme. In both instances, we could say they were self-fulfilling prophecies. And, of course,

we cannot not talk about Ho Tzu Nyen's 4x4 Episodes of Singapore Art4. For me, it was a work that I

often think about in its attempt to break art's boundaries of media, reach, and audience.

AR:  I would point out as well Tisna Sanjaya’s television programme Kabayan Nyuntrek, in which the

artist  plays  the  role  of  social  commenter  on  environmental  issues  at  the  core  of  the  Cigondewah

Cultural Centre initiated by the artist in 2007, southwest of Bandung5. Martha Rosler’s reading Vogue in

1982 for the public-access  Paper Tiger Television in New York is a relevant example of how women

artists intervened in the television space to confront the representation of gender by mass media6. 

KC: I think the crucial difference from today’s online broadcast is that television was one-way, there 

weren't live or quick responses. Its reach wasn’t controlled, and therefore, it has this potential. 

Ultimately though, I believe it’s inevitable that we still seek that alien, that ideal audience that reaches 

out to us. 

AR: To what place and time do you think a performance of Teochew opera ties its audience today? 

How this perception of place and time informed your choice to use a green screen? 

__________________ ___________________________________________________________________________________
2 Burden purchased commercial TV space air from 1973 to 1977. The videos can be watched online: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BFXI81_bCNE
3 Telemistica was the artist’s contribution to the Venice Biennial in 1999.
4 Aired on MediaCorp’s Arts Central channel in 2005.
5 Cigondewah: An Art Project by Tisna Sanjaya, (Singapore: NUS Museum, 2012), 9.
6 Available online: https://papertiger.org/martha-rosler-reads-vogue-wishing-dreaming-winning-spending/
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KC: I saw the potential of the green screen very early in my interest in video art. Back then, I was 

more interested in the various video effects I saw from artists like Peter Campus and Bill Viola, and 

then applying it to my work (such as, There Must be Something Really Really Good at the End of a 

Really Really Long Queue, 2014). Over time, I shifted to think about the green screen more as a 

conceptual tool. I hung a piece of green cloth in my studio while in residence at NTU CCA Singapore 

in 2016. It eventually became an element for the fengshui configuration that was part of my residency 

project. Ironically, in Classical Chinese, there is no character for “green” (as in the Western definition 

of the colour), but one that groups blue and green as one colour. This idea of the backdrop sat with 

me, I’ve looked at the various ways it was used by artists such as Phil Collins, Mark Leckey, Joan 

Jonas, Ho Tzu Nyen, Hito Steyerl, Ho Rui An. I thought about its potential to project, to isolate, to 

create dimensions, to virtualise. To digress a little, I kept recalling this moment a long time ago when 

as a child, I had migraines when I looked at something for too long or too intensely. I remember my 

father telling me to look far away, to look at the green trees. He told me that looking at the colour 

green improves our vision. So, it’s a combination of personal, cultural, technological and cinematic 

references. 

AR: Did you see in technology a way in which the declining craft of Teochew opera, which you 

indicated earlier can take a new form and continue its existence in line with the developments in 

society? I am asking this, thinking for instance, on the way in which the wayang kulit performances in 

Indonesia started to inhabit the realms of television and Internet7. 

KC: I’m rather conflicted with the thought of adopting tech as the way to move forward with time and 

society. A part of me hopes that these crafts stay true to themselves and their media. I was speaking to

Nick about the Hungry Ghost Festival at the time of the pandemic. He had the idea to do an online 

festival, which he did in the end, but not as a full-scale performance we associate with the usual 

festivals. For me, that was so interesting that the ghosts had to go online, in times like these as well!

__________________ ___________________________________________________________________________________
Opera Green as Video-Performance

AR: Opera Green is set up as a video-performance. You bring the liveness and immediacy of 

performance into the medium of video without falling into mere documentation. Can you talk about 

your approach to this form and some of the influences that informed it? 

KC: I wanted to try shooting vertically in portrait, utilising a 4:5 ratio that’s quite close to the 

dimensions of paintings. The video piece is quite a portraiture of Nick and the complex experiences of 

his acting career, and I wanted to respect that. I had also filmed this way in order to confine the space 

in the video, and to tighten the composition. With a variety of focal lengths and framing

__________________ ___________________________________________________________________________________
7 The intersection between primarily the Javanese wayang kulit, television and internet is the subject of Jan Mrázek publication 
Wayang & Its Doubles, (Singapore: NUS Press, 2019).
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__________________ ___________________________________________________________________________________
techniques, I wanted the chance moments to collapse the image into something painterly. To the 

cinematographers, I referenced some of the seminal painters, such as Francis Bacon, Diego 

Velázquez, Johannes Vermeer, and Martin Kippenberger. You can see in the video that the 

cinematographers are constantly searching for the framing. 

During the shoot, Nick demonstrated a masterclass in improvisational acting, so much that many 

times, I was so mesmerised that I forgot to call cut, or that the we had to improvise with our framing. 

We ended up with many long takes of the performances, some as long as 20 minutes. The two-

channel format is the result of trying to create a structure that could edit his live performance, and at 

the same time, respecting its duration and immediacy. 

AR: The rehearsal for Opera Green I attended in July made me think of translation. This is not because 

there were parts of the conversations between you and Nick in Mandarin that I couldn’t understand. I 

thought of translation as a mechanism in this work, operating at different levels: from shifting a 

traditional genre into a new medium to the act of communicating your intentions to Nick. I wonder if 

there were moments in the process of making this work where you faced the boundaries of translation?

KC: I think translation highlights and amplifies differences. I find the translator’s deconstruction and the 

receiver’s reconstruction of meanings here a generative space for new ideas and perspectives. In this 

exhibition, there are multiple instances of this: in Nick’s operatic and dramatic acting, in the medium of 

video-performance, in the shifting functionalities of a chair-sculpture. I like the ambiguous openness of 

this space. It is at the same time that one could make an interpretation. And this is the moment the 

boundaries become apparent, and the differences become political. But I like that the work allows 

multiple interpretations. 

In conceiving this piece, I was mostly interested in the development of Singapore's pre-modern opera, 

when the early sojourners and migrants brought opera practices here. I wanted to know over time, what

was conserved and what changed to suit the new geography. What I observed is that the essence of 

the narratives remained, but the stage, design, music, even the Teochew language itself changed. The 

local troupes started to include local motifs, colours, and vernaculars. Likewise for the video piece, in 

the spirit of “moving into a new geography”, I adopted this pattern, to keep the essence of the narrative

and movements, and be fluid with the other elements. 

AR: Did Nick share with you or you discussed together some of the moments from his professional 

career as a Teochew actor that informed his performance in Opera Green? 

KC: Nick shared with me that acting is his one true love, and when he became a troupe owner, much 

of his work became administrative. But in the end, it is the acting that kept him there. I wanted to know

on a psychical level whether there can be moments where all these different forms of acting, labour 

__________________ ___________________________________________________________________________________
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__________________ ___________________________________________________________________________________
and performativity can combine or collapse. I shared this idea with him very readily at the beginning. 

It is quite a challenging concept for myself to articulate, especially more so to Nick, who isn’t privy to 

all these artspeak and conceptualism. I spoke a lot about the image of a pendulum with him, I was 

creating an analogy of swinging between states and eventually coming to equilibrium and standstill. 

That was the closest I got. Amazingly, he managed to locate these ideas within the frame of spirituality,

of relating this moment of collapse to a moment of enlightenment or clarity. This became an exercise in

acting for him, to snap in and out of characters instantly, and hoping to find that moment of clarity 

while doing so. I think it was the moment when we truly clicked, and it was a very rewarding feeling. 

During the shoot, it was almost autopilot, it was such an amazing experience for me because I felt the 

trust, assurance and respect. And perhaps, this answers your previous question about translation 

more directly.

AR: Last year, we worked together in Timisoara for the Art Encounters Biennial, where you produced a 

new artwork, Every Good Body Dances. There, you also engaged with a traditional cultural form and 

collaborated with a local folk band. One aspect that struck me about that work is how well it was 

received by the local community. From young art audiences, to senior intellectuals, or art professionals 

who saw the work at the local Youth House, they all expressed a strong emotional response to the 

work. I remember an art historian from Bucharest who told me that the work gave him goosebumps. I 

wonder about your explorations and lean towards music and dramatic traditions in specific cultural 

contexts. What potential do you see in them, despite their apparent erosion or ubiquity? 

KC: Music is always my first love. I remember nagging at my parents to bring me to piano classes but 

they never did, because they didn't want to pander to my “3 minutes of interest”. I played with a small 

Casio keyboard, until I joined the military band from age of 13 where I played the tuba for six years. (I’ve

also had an embarrassing life as a guitarist in a rock cover band) I was serious with music then, I’d even

wanted to become a professional tuba player, before I was advised out of it. With art, I would say that I 

still structure my ideas and work around the sense of rhythm, of cadence, and resolution. 

Not many people know that I’d only started to gain fluency in English around the age of 13. Before 

then, English was almost a third language, behind Mandarin (with parents and friends), and Teochew 

(with grandparents), and I did rather badly for my English language classes. The films and TV 

programmes I watched, the pop songs I listened to, were all either in Mandarin, Teochew or 

Cantonese, even the vivid memories of listening to the private Teochew radio station "Li Di Hu Sheng" 

(丽的呼声) with my grandparents. So, all these while, whenever I hear 80s, or 90s Mandopop, or come 

across films from that period, it triggers very strong emotional recollections. The producer Mok Cuiyin 

once described to me as “activating the emotional reservoir”. 

As much as I try to curb romanticising, that period felt more unified, it was one language, one set of 

values, one version of reality. When I look at my parents now, I do feel that they are still of the same 

__________________ ___________________________________________________________________________________
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__________________ ___________________________________________________________________________________
make-up as before, I see the stark difference with the version of me now. In that sense, how has 

practicing art changed my sense of identity and perspective of reality? I crave for this “simpler” self. I 

love the singularity and comfort. But within the context of today’s complications, both in the West and 

in China, there is such a dissonant feeling whenever I think about being Chinese, as in, Chinese as part 

of Greater China. The memory of the 90s was associated with this, with a sense of duty to inherit the 

will of the early Chinese sojourners, that we are ‘One Chinese’ people, the descendants of the Dragon, 

that I have a responsibility to play my role in this.  But now, these thoughts disturb me greatly that I am 

asked to pledge allegiance because of my cultural and ethnic roots, or worse, to be reduced to mere 

figures of these identities. I observe my parents watching more and more Mainland Chinese media, and

along with it their growing aversion towards the West and its democracies and notions of freedom and 

individuality. All of these are disquieting, confusing, disheartening, and I don't quite know how to 

respond yet. 

AR: The activation of this “emotional reservoir” is a powerful mechanism to ground yourself in a reality 

that is familiar. I believe this popular culture, the pop songs you mentioned, can produce a sense of 

stability in times of imbalance. I came across the other day, on a short write-up by Kuo Pao Kun, in one

of The Substation’s bulletins. He writes about the importance of remembering, highlighting that 

repressive regimes discourage the power to remember as memories are “more than nostalgia”. 

Memories, he states, are an expression of “choice and freedom”8 .There is agency in this act of 

remembering. 

Returning to Opera Green and the use of music, in the production stage, Nick performed without sound

in the background. However, in the final video, the movement and music come together. Why did you 

decide to have to leave the sound out during the performance, and what role it plays in the video work?

KC: Usually the parts of the opera are written together. In this case, as Nick was doing an improvised 

performance, the music responds to him instead. I wanted to respect and replicate the operatic/musical

form anyway, so I brought Emily Koh onboard. She is a classically trained composer and I found her 

pieces very engaging when I first came across them on YouTube. She had also employed many local 

languages and sounds in pieces, such as Char Kway, which is a choral piece inspired by the sounds of 

frying carrot cake9 .In my conversations with Emily, we spoke at length about how we intend to 

appropriate the music from Teochew opera without “dishonouring” it, or how we could react to a 

traditional form in a contemporary fashion. So, the resulting piece is one that sits between a stand-

alone composition and an accompanying track. Its form directly responds to this straddling between 

performance and film, swinging between Chinese music and Western classical scales. 

AR: Nick Shen performs two classic character roles in Chinese Opera: the young scholar and the 

warrior. The young scholar is recognizable from his gauze cap, the ceremonial robe with water sleeves,

__________________ ___________________________________________________________________________________
8 The Substation’s newsletter, September-October 1994 issue, unpaged, The National Library Board, Singapore.
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__________________ ___________________________________________________________________________________
the thick-sole boots that give the performer a firm posture. The warrior wears a different costume

defined by its tights sleeves, the layers of fabric in the front that stand for an armour and the 

spectacular four flags inserted at the back. Nick performs a set of bodily movements, ranging from foot

work to hand gestures, and eye movements that are standardised and part of the classic repertoire 

that he has mastered after years of practice. Yet, as you indicate Nick made space for improvisation, 

an unusual action in this fixed art form. His movements slow down, he acts doubtful or pensive, he 

throws the horse whip, loses his posture. We hear his heavy breath, the nervous, relentless tossing of 

the sleeves, we see him dozing off, we witness him crying. His performance in these moments defies 

the expectations of both the character types. The scholar and the warrior are nothing but restraint. The

most surprising action, which as you mentioned to me during the shooting you were not aware of, is 

his use of the string puppets during the performance. Operated by Nick, the marionettes replicate 

some of his hand movements as in a mirror. Overall, Nick comes in and out of the two character roles. 

I remember that you told me once in reference to another work that slowing down requires the same 

showmanship as going fast. Following this reasoning, doesn’t improvisation, or the act of breaching 

the norms require practice and experience? I wonder whether what Nick plays out is a mastery of 

disobedience?

KC: My hair stood when he brought out the puppets (one such scene was cut). It was such a powerful 

and surreal scene when he started replicating his actions in the puppet, and to see two concurrent 

modes of performativity. I saw it as a critical observation about the avatars we create today. The 

Scholar (xiaosheng) and the Warrior (wusheng) figures are the pillars of the patriarchal society, politics 

and culture of ancient China. We are still (religiously) worshipping characters such as Guan Yu (General

from the Eastern Han Dynasty), Lao Tze, who wrote Tao Te Ching, Confucius, or Zheng He (Admiral 

from the Ming Dynasty). Many Confucian-based societies, such as Singapore and Thailand, still 

fundamentally use this scholar and warrior model. In Singapore, we have scholars who become 

generals that then become ministers. We also have the stereotype of Asian children as overachieving 

students. There is an emphasis on education because it used to be correlated to meritocracy, social 

mobility, wisdom and righteousness. These figures translate to the sense of what it means to be a son,

a husband, a father. So, in my opinion, Nick went beyond the two characters. It was also very much 

Nick as the son, Nick as the son of the opera community who now has the responsibility of preserving 

it, Nick as the celebrity that has the reach to do these tasks, the “poster boy” to promote traditional 

arts in Singapore.

That being said, I believe that Nick would rather see this as an exercise in acting. These are my 

projections onto his performances through the way I directed him. I would say the breaching and 

disobedience were probably echoes of my attitudes. His training in dramatic acting probably afforded 

the flexibility and range to “disobey” that operatic acting wouldn’t (but I think he will disagree on this). 

__________________ ___________________________________________________________________________________
9 A recording of Emily Koh’s Homemade Recipe: Char Kuay (2019): https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Vppxn7-
YcBM&ab_channel=SYCEnsembleSingers
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__________________ ___________________________________________________________________________________
AR: There is only one moment during the performance when Nick recites and sings. I am curious, what

did he sing?

KC: Nick sang the opening lines of Jin Cheng Hui (directly translated to Convening at the Capital). It is 

one of the most popular stories. But I think the content of the lyrics is not relevant in this case, he was 

re-enacting a common tune of Teochew opera. 

__________________ ___________________________________________________________________________________
After the thinker left: The Chair Sculptures

AR: I have been revisiting Deleuze in recent months, and I believe these works which you wrote to me 

about (the chair-sculptures) are quite influenced by his ideas. In what ways are the works informed as 

you mentioned by Gilles Deleuze's “rhizomatic” iterations?  

KC: I think Deleuze, fundamentally for me, deals with how things differ or change, and how we 

encounter that change. You were probably the first person to describe my early works with “habits”, 

and now I’m keen on what makes, and keeps these habits, through the systems and philosophy of 

mind. I wasn’t ready to read Deleuze back then, and only recently been able to appreciate his ideas 

and see how it relates to a more fluid understanding of structure and relations. With my projects, I am 

usually fond of conceptual simplicity and tightness. Recently, I enjoy a more fluid production and 

reflexive process. One of the main themes I am exploring is the fragmented Self and psyche, and I 

found the words of Deleuze and Guattari relevant about how each of them already brought “several” to

the table through their multiplicity and that “that was plenty.” Also, because I engaged with numerous 

collaborators and contractors for the works in this exhibition,  I saw a parallel to how they added to this

sense of fragmentation or branching, and the idea of “reterritorialisation” of processes, and being more

trusting of these branchings. 

AR: You mean you found in the image of rhizome a way to look at your practice so far? 

It’s striking, I would say, that you mention the contractors. A lot of artwork production or exhibition-

making in Singapore relies on this process of outsourcing. How did you engage the contractors, for 

instance, in the production of the chair-sculptures? Is there anything specific from the skills they have, 

the materials they own, the experience they had that you were interested in bringing into the works? 

KC: I think for a large part of my earlier research, I’ve relied on psychoanalytic attitudes towards an 

examination of actions, gestures, and the Self. And to read Deleuze now, it became quite a jolt; 

Deleuze himself mentioned his aversion for psychoanalysis, and dislike for the way it isolates and 

“oedipelises”. Perhaps I can say that the rhizome became a mechanism to undefine and to reflect on 

a more recent (collective) state of mind that is becoming increasingly fractured. I generally dislike a 

__________________ ___________________________________________________________________________________
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straight, transactional relationship with contractors, especially those who have some degree of creative

and craft roles. I like to listen to their opinions and their perspectives to the ideas I propose to them, 

and I usually find I can afford the autonomy with certain decisions. During my MFA, I referred to

Claire Bishop's idea of “delegated performances” quite a bit, and in this case, it is an extension of a 

certain performativity as well. Most of the time, I can’t pay them their usual rates, so I want to believe 

that the work together generates other rewards to “make up the balance”. I want to believe that I am 

also building a social ecology of sorts. 

I had a peculiar experience with a contractor, Mr Yang, who helped with the fabrication of Between the

Chair and the Butt #6 (After the Thinker Left). I was initially quite unhappy with the sculpting of the 

piece. I’d wanted a replica as close to Rodin’s, if possible, and he didn’t deliver the level of detail I 

wanted. I decided to head down to his factory to personally sculpt it. And that was when I found out 

that he studied oil painting in Hebei in the 70s before moving to Singapore in the 80s. He briefly taught 

at Nanyang Academy of Fine Arts, Singapore, before setting up a fabrication business. He has a 

painting studio at the factory, and he was very eager to share with me his paintings when he found out 

that I was an artist, and this was an artwork rather than a commercial job. In between our work 

conversations about the job, we chatted about art, the Singapore art scene, livelihood, our exhibitions 

and also about the different paintings/painters we liked. (His company is named after the French 

painter, Marc Chagall). We joked about how the both of us were referring to dead French artists. 

AR: You draw a parallel with Joseph Kosuth's iconic conceptual work One and Three Chairs (1965), in 

which the image, the definition and the physicality of the chair co-exist corresponding to Plato's three 

levels of reality. In your chair Between the Chair and the Butt #4 (Heatsink and Longevity), the image 

and the object merge. However, I believe that unlike Kosuth, you approach the chair as being nothing 

but an abstract category or a neutral object. The thinking about the chairs is informed by your 

experiences and the perception of your body in different contexts. The chair has personality. It is a 

marker of identity, of its users and places in which it is used. Can you talk more about your 

observations on the interactions between a user, a context and an object, and how they are eventually 

imprinted in the chair sculptures you produced? 

KC: One interesting thing about “Longevity” is that it is quite comfortable to sit on despite how it looks!

During the Circuit Breaker, due to my suffering of having sat too much on badly designed chairs, I 

decided to reference ergonomic drawings and changed the shape of the spine of the chair. My first 

impression was that it felt like I had a second set of backbones, and that was funny! In a way, the chair

not only improved my posture, but it also gave me extra “backbones” (to face reality/confront issues/ 

to speak up?). If the other chairs had a little of my own romanticising or nostalgia of the past, then 

Between the Chair and the Butt #4 (Heatsink and Longevity) would give the impression that it was 

looking forward. In the end, I like how the product self-actualised: a design inspired by an ancient 

pictogram of a tortoise that symbolises life and longevity, that now has ergonomic properties that  

__________________ ___________________________________________________________________________________
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improve the posture of the sitter that potentially extends life. I see the chairs as malleable objects, like 

the green screen, and as the “body without organs”, it is a surface for projection. I was even interested

in the language we used to describe the chair: the legs, the back, the arm. The chair is a prosthetic. It 

is interesting how recently, there are concurrent trends in using a standing desk and ergonomic chairs.

We are simultaneously tired of sitting and wanting to sit comfortably. It paints an image of lethargy or 

restlessness. This restlessness supported by the chair, echoes in the work we do, the discourses we 

generate, the digital world we craft. Like the Ouroboros, the snake eating its tail, the chair is a result of 

and the cause of itself. 

AR: Apart from the performer's props, the chair is the only piece of furniture we see on the chroma set 

of Opera Green. Is there a connection that you drew between the multiple meanings and connotations 

that the chair carries in a Teochew opera and your sculptures? 

KC: When I was researching opera and its devices, I found out that the chair was like a multi-function 

prop. It could be used for sitting; when stood on, it represented a horse or a podium; when placed on 

its side, it represented a wall, an obstacle. That was quite fascinating for me because I was wondering 

if it was a sort of prudence in reusing or re-functioning the props? Was this act artistic, in that it 

employed abstraction and therefore required more commitment to imagining from the audience? Was 

it a form of censorship or subversive tactic in producing vague objects open to interpretation? 

AR: You made a chair-sculpture that referenced Auguste Rodin's The Thinker10. You worked with an 

actor addressing the challenges and doubts that one experiences as a creative being. I believe I 

mentioned to you once about the first publication of the cultural theoretician Sianne Ngai on the 

politics of affect11. She discusses in the context of literature the concept of "ugly feelings", minor 

emotions such as irritation, anxiety or paranoia trying to seize their critical potential. Where do you see 

the potential of these minor feelings? How do you work with these emotions without romanticising 

them, or reducing them to a therapeutic function?

KC: I like how Ngai describes these feelings as an indication of “obstructed agency”, of a sense of 

powerlessness and paradoxically trying to dismiss its surface as trivial. To me, the works are 

somewhat cathartic in this light. If I may draw on a crude analogy, it is quite like the shit after the 

emotional/artistic constipation. I wonder if you heard of the story from the Twenty-Four Exemplars of 

Filial Piety, where a son had to taste the faeces of his father to diagnose his illness? The abjectness 

can be indicative of underlying problems, and I’d like to think that by actualising these works, I have 

something in front to analyse. As quoted from Theodor Adorno: "A powerlessness that then becomes 

the privileged object of a newly autonomous art's 'guilty' self-reflection". It is the recurring theme of 

futility, absurdity, and failure in my practice. 

AR: There is always the risk that self-reflection falls into self-indulgence. At this stage, I agree it 

__________________ ___________________________________________________________________________________
10 First conceived in 1880.
11 Sianne Ngai, Ugly Feelings, (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2005).
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remains very privileged and futile. When self-reflection moves outwards, anchors individual’s concerns 

within a wider social realm, which your work does, or it enables different voices to be heard and write 

themselves into history (for instance, in feminist confessions, memoirs, self-narrations), I believe there 

is a critical dimension to it.

__________________ ___________________________________________________________________________________
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