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INTRODUCTION

Homer Shew (b. 1990, Chicago) is a New York-based painter whose work probes the distance and
intimacy between individuals and their communities. Since 2015, Shew has focused on portraits of
Asian Americans and the Asian Diaspora community through a personal lens. A trenchant vision
that lays bare the contradiction between the lived experience and identity of his subjects and the
exoticized narratives often projected onto Asian Americans, Shew’s portraits lock the viewer’s gaze
in an intimate exchange to identify something yet unknown, in the process of becoming.

Vividly painted, texturally rich, and charged with emotional sincerity, Shew’s portraits are often
created out of deep connection with the subjects, through personal relationships, as well as
intellectual bond. For his process, Shew spends ample time with his sitters, up to several hours—
friends, strangers, mentors, and cultural figures such as writer Hua Hsu and critic Jia Tolentino—in
their daily environments, photographs them, and uses the resulting portraits as source material.
Each painting is rendered with a tender specificity that saliently addresses the humanity of the
individual while countering the dehumanizing nature of contemporary life.

The faces of Shew’s paintings invite attention and empathy. Public figures, such as fashion designer
Brandon Blackwood and curator Herb Tam (Museum of Chinese in America, New York), are
grounded in the familiar and the quotidian, imbued with a quiet power. The setting of the urban built
environment is suffused with flora and greenery, gesturing at resilience and regeneration. Shew
considers the proximate relationship between art and anthropology, as fields of knowledge that
define what is ultimately human. His portraits operate at this intersection: each face and each story
as an act of witnessing, wholly individual with a sense of communal belonging to alarger collectivity.
They form Shew’s ongoing project in an attempt to depict every Asian American he encounters, a
subject that the artist muses that his father once deemed “improper for oil painting,” as the domain
of the Western gaze. Homer Shew received his Bachelor of Arts from Bard College in 2012.
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Kiang Malingue is pleased to present “Meanwhile”, an exhibition of Homer Shew'’s recent portraits. This is
the New York-based artist’'s second exhibition in Hong Kong since Backgrounds in 2021, including a number
of portraits based on the same sitter years after the first portraits were made, adding a poignant temporal
dimension to the artworks. Focusing on depicting Asian Americans, Shew continues to explore the social
fabric and contiguous elements of the community as individuals inside it continue to grow and change.

Shew made a portrait for Pulitzer Prize winner Hua Hsu in 2021, whom he admires as an exceptional Asian
American writer. For the current exhibition, Shew created Hua Hsu I/ (2023), an organic development from the
previous portrait. Hsu is seen once again donning a Hawaiian shirt — a fortuitous opportunity for Shew to fully
express his liking for plants and leaves — in a relaxed, sitting pose, calmly looking away from the viewer as he
is engaged in a friendly conversation. In a strange and playful way, the depiction moves away from a classic
Asian American portrait that emphasises racial features to a portrayal that obfuscates the racial identity of the
sitter: Hsu's skin tone darkens under the sun and the awning shade while his hair attains adramatic jaggedness
that echoes the arboreal elements in the background, eyes lit and widened with sincerity and enthusiasm.
No longer frozen in a staged pose, Hsu is here naturally integrated with his surrounding environment, at once
metamorphosing into and out of the New York streetscape behind. Hua Hsu Il shows that the writer has
not changed but has for the artist become an endearing subject who goes beyond the necessity of racial
descriptions.

Shew’s second portrait of Bogota-based artist Charlie Mai, among other two-timers including Brandon
Blackwood Il (2023), Simon 11 (2023) and Chantal Il (2023), functions in the same way: Mai is, in this slightly
smaller painting, wearing the same bandana and blue checkered shirt, and even the same necklaces. Charlie
Maill (2023) made two years after the first piece unapologetically revisits the sitter in the same look, intensifying
the chiaroscuro and the expressive handling of the subject. The slender artist friend in Charlie Mai Il directly
approaches the viewer, producing under Shew’s unexpected brushwork a friendly expression that is as intent
asitislanguid. Theinscription of “respect”, a fragment from the awning of a martial arts studio at the bottom left
corner of the painting also conveys Shew’s feelings for the sitter.

Karen and Tenn Joe (2023) is the largest painting in the exhibition and a rare double portrait with two sitters.
Capturing the affectionate, playful scene, Shew fully contextualises the couple by surrounding them with
traffic, trees and the location of the lunch — 45th street, Queens, New York. The unmistakable focus on the
faces testifies to the artist’s interest in exploring visages, and in discerning the inherently abstract and gestural
within representation.
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Mark Yang
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Concerned with how (Asian) Americanness is defined, Homer Shew’s three recent portraits depict intimate
moments in which his sitters offer sincerity, friendship and trust. Shew frequently paints his friends who are
also artists, such as Yuri Yuan, and attempts to converse with their own artistic practices through portraiture.
For example, Shew appreciates the obscuring quality of Yuri's art and is particularly interested in the latter’s
decision to turn many of her subjects away from the audience. In Shew’s portrait, although Yuri directly returns
the audience’s gaze, she is shrouded by a veil of overexposed light that obscures rather than informs. Damien
is a portrait of Damien H. Ding, whose art — a painting that folds into a box, for example — is described by
Shew to have a certain magical realism. Just as in Yuri's portrait, Shew’s treatment in Damien slightly warps
the subject, highlighting the sitter’s facial expression in a casual moment that is at once based in yet beyond
reality. The largest of the three portraits, Matt, offers a clear testament to the artist's command of space.
Deceptively simple, the concrete backdrop of the painting offers misleading perspective lines that flatten the
image rather than deepen it. Combined with the uneasy scale of the figure itself, the backdrop points not only
to the staged aspect of portraiture but also to the relationship between two-dimensional representations and
three-dimensional realities. Ultimately, all of Shew’s paintings are pictorial spaces in which the likeness of the
sittersis constantly wrestling against the painting mediumitself, producing, via this unending to-and-fro, a stark
honesty that is both moving and undeniable.
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Edouard Malingue Gallery presented an exhibition of Homer Shew’s recent paintings. The artist’s
first exhibition with the gallery and in the region, Backgrounds showcases a series of paintings
that the artist started in 2015, of Asian Americans living in the US. Intimate, meticulously textured
and richly contextualised, the group of portraits depicts faces and bodies that are charged with
sincere and complex emotions, and are substantially de-alienated. The paintings go beyond a time
of intensified racial conflict, and pertain instead to contemporary human conditions in general, as
Shew playfully declares that, for this series of portraits that is going to be a life-long endeavour, he
would like to paint every Asian American he gets to encounter in America.

Born in Chicago in 1990, Homer Shew graduated from the Bard College in 2012, and is presently
based in New York City. Since 2015, he has been painting portraits of Asian Americans that are, in
his father’'s words, improper subjects for oil painting. As a Chinese American, Shew has since been
making paintings that deal with the re-aestheticisation and de-caricaturisation of Asian faces, from
a perspective that is singularly immanent.

In the Backgrounds exhibition, the depicted subjects are close friends, colleagues and respected
figures mostly from the art and cultural scenes: Hua Hsu, for example, is tenured associate
professor of English and director of American Studies at Bard College, and staff writer at The New
Yorker; Herb Tam is the curator and director of exhibitions at the Museum of Chinese in America
in New York City; Aily Nash is a curator and educator based in New York, a programmer at the New
York Film Festival, also The Brooklyn Rail’s contributor. Active and structural in a network that is
dependent upon their creative, cultural, social and political practises, they are however to a large
extentunderrepresented, and are considered reducible to clichéd, indistinct Asian visages. Intimate
in scale and in style, Shew’s detailed and repeated depiction of the idiosyncratic faces undoes the
common prosopagnosia, and encourages close examinations, admiration and affection.

Contextualised in environments that are familiar and quotidian, the subjects in the paintings often
appear slightly older than they are in life. Shew in this way playfully evokes the aesthetic tradition of
rendering the subject wise, grand and majestic by giving it more time; in contrast to casting Asian
faces and bodies into a future that is indefinite and ominous - as is the case in many science fiction
works, such as the Blade Runner, in which the Asian faces appear only as an exotic backdrop -
Shew’s paintings anchor the subjects firmly to the moment in which discernible, graduated
difference emerges from reality.
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Herb Tam

Herbis Chinese and is the chief curator at the Museum of American Chinese in New York and is also Hua Hsu's
friend. Herb describes himself as a failed painter, whose wife is a practising artist. Homer admits that Herb is
definitely one of the hippest guys that he knows. He is also very approachable and kind.
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Aily Nash

Aily is Japanese American. Homer met Aily through jury duty, both forced by the government of the city of
New York to judge on court. They were there for five days and got to know each other through the process.
Apparently the two went to the same college, but Aily graduated earlier. Sharing the boring experience of jury
duty, Aily introduced herself as a curator of film at the New York Film Festival.

It seems to Homer that Aily’s is an unusual career: for anybody, curating films is unique a practise. Also, the
experience of meeting somebody interesting through the intolerably boring jury duty is, in the artist's own
words, life enriching.
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Daz Park (pronouns: they/them)

Daz Park is an anarchist-socialist-activist Homer Shew met in New York, who works for the Voluntown Peace
Trust, Connecticut - a group of pacifists who want to build a peaceful society through modelling it in their
institution. The Trust developed a property where they teach about conflict resolution and social justice.

Daz Park is very interesting, partly because they probably are the Asian American Homer Shew met that has
most vocal opinions about politics. They know where they stand immediately. The artist finds it surprising
and fascinating, because many Asian Americans refuse to engage with politics (especially in America). The
building behind Daz Park in the portrait was an old, abandoned warehouse along the water in New York. The
painting is based mostly upon photographs taken by the artist, supplemented by a number of drawings the
artist previously did with Daz Park in the studio.
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HuaHsu

Hua is tenured associate professor of English and director of American Studies at Bard College, and staff
writer at The New Yorker. Hua is the 2023 Pulitzer Prize winning author of Stay True. A prolific writer, he is also
aDJ of classic Hip-hop music.

Hua Hsu is Herb's friend. Homer started reading Hua’s writing when he wrote for a cult-classic sports and
entertainment magazine - Grantland. Hua’s writing on Hip-hop and basketball was what led Homer to be an
avid reader. It was incredible to read about those topics from the perspective that felt close to his. In addition
to those more pop-cultural topics, Hua is definitely one of the most insightful cultural critics especially on the
topic of Asian American identity. See: https://www.newyorker.com/culture/cultural-comment/the-muddled-
history-of-anti-asian-violence

Homer: “Hua is someone that | just wanted to hear from about the world and that is why | invited him to my first
show in New York.”
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Goro lyekilkeda

Goro is a musician and music historian; Homer and Goro went to college together. When they saw each other
at partiesin the small rural college far from the city, the two locked eyes, identifying each other as the only ones
that looked alike, as Asians. They would occasionally talk to each other about the feeling of being out of place.
Painting Goro twice means for Homer going through the diasporic feeling and reconsidering the notion of self-
presentation.

Goro appears to be a carefree person: with long, flowing hair, he does not think it is necessary to look
approachable or professional, and is very hermetic, not being concerned with how the society thinks of him.
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Ten Izu (pronouns: they/them)

Ten Izu is an artist, whose father is Japanese, mother is Chinese. Ten'’s studio was three studios down from
Homer'’s, and often they share many resources and tools. Homer thinks Ten is very friendly, lovely and sweet,
although their artistic practise is very different from his. They are interested in the identity of Asian American
as well, but the expression is very different. They are working along with Tin Nguyen, Daniel Chew and Kirsten
Kilponen on the project of CFGNY begun in 2016 - an ongoing dialogue on the intersection of fashion, race,
identity and sexuality. “CFGNY does not wish to represent what it means to be ‘Asian’ in the singular; instead,
it encourages the visualization of the countless ways one is able to be in the plural.” Homer thinks the territory
they are exploring is not far from his. Ten previously shared their studio with Luke, who appears in Homer’s
another series “Luke Six Ways”.
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Kais Shawaf

Kais' family is from Saudi Arabia and Syria, and is generally considered Asian in America - this shows the nearly
meaningless broadness of the category. Homer has known Kais for a very long time, since when he was 10.
He is a teacher in both America and Lebanon. Kais is a very close friend; he and Homer used to be in a band
together.

For Homer, this painting is created for very different reasons. Like many old friends, contact with Kais has been
very intermittent. Homer: “| wanted to paint him, so that | know | have been thinking about him. This is a story |
learned of a classical Chinese poem [To My Retired Friend Wei (8877 / \ B2 £)].: two friends meet up for drinking
after along time apart, but they only have one night to drink. They talk about their kids, wives, and just feel this
deep sadness when the other leaves. That is the spirit of this painting.”

Kais Shawaf
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To My Retired Friend Wei
DuFu

It is almost as hard for friends to meet
As for the Orion and Scorpius.
Tonight then is a rare event,
Joining, in the candlelight,

Two men who were young not long ago
But now are turning grey at the temples.
To find that half our friends are dead
Shocks us, burns our hearts with grief.
We little guessed it would be twenty years
Before | could visit you again.

When | went away, you were still unmarried;
But now these boys and girls in a row
Are very kind to their father's old friend.
They ask me where | have been on my journey:;
And then, when we have talked awhile,
They bring and show me wines and dishes,
Spring chives cut in the night-rain
And brown rice cooked freshly a special way.
My host proclaims it a festival,

He urges me to drink ten cups—

But what ten cups could make me as drunk
As | always am with your love in my heart?
Tomorrow the mountains will separate us;
After tomorrow—who can say?

(BEE) \EET)
a=c]

ANEFRHEE
N2 g
S&1EMY
HIIB B
DT RE SR
ERREE
HEXAR
EIpEAh A
EM=+#H
BELFEFE
B BKRIE
RBL BT
IRSRE A
BB 3]
BETLERE
ER 52 28 B4R
SRR =¥ 13
IR ER
FETmE
—R RS
RS IR AR
BRFHER
B B BB LL 58
HEmTT




Samson Young

The first conversation between Homer and Samson was technical, about how to execute the artworks that
the latter needed - the laser-focused state of the artist friend is evident in the red pupils. Then the two talked
extensively about what they liked about New York, and about the differences between living in New York and
Hong Kong. It seems to Homer that Samson is very knowledgeable about living in New York and the different
neighbourhoods, and that makes him a subject that is appropriate in the series.

One detail impresses Homer: Samson likes sushi, but preferably the American style sushi - with spicy mayo
and tuna, etc. Homer deems it an adorable sign of how comfortable Samson s in America.
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Alice Kiwako Ashiwa

Alice is a friend of Homer’s, she used to share an apartment with the artist and curate exhibitions at the micro
gallery withinthe apartment. She worked at agallery in New York, but her interest was mainly scholarship. She’s

a PhD candidate at the UCLA; her research is on galleries and art institutions in Tokyo in the 1960s. Homer
always admires Alice’s interest in contemporary Japanese art.

Thebackgroundinthe paintingisthe backyard of her boyfriend'shomein Bushwick, New York. Almosteveryone
is painted somewhere in Brooklyn, because that’s where Homer would find them.
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Goro lyekilkeda

Goro is a musician and music historian; Homer and Goro went to college together. When they saw each other
at partiesin the small rural college far from the city, the two locked eyes, identifying each other as the only ones
that looked alike, as Asians. They would occasionally talk to each other about the feeling of being out of place.
Painting Goro twice means for Homer going through the diasporic feeling and reconsidering the notion of self-
presentation.

Goro appears to be a carefree person: with long, flowing hair, he does not think it is necessary to look
approachable or professional, and is very hermetic, not being concerned with how the society thinks of him.
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Shinno Seto

A friend of Homer’s, Shinno did his MFA at the Pratt, and is a practising artist as well. He had been working for
along time for Takashi Murakami. Shino is now a gallery manager at Seizan Gallery in Manhattan. Shinnois the
opposite of Goro the hermit: always trying to run around, to do more work, to be in front of more people. Homer
is fascinated by the lifestyle Shinno leads.
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Junho Lee

Junhois Korean,andisinfact Homer’s landlord, who owns the NARS Foundationin which Homer has his studio.
Homer paints him out of fascination for how Junho gets to be who he is, into the web of administrating art, when
he is not your typical New York art foundation director: older, wealthy white women. Junho is in this sense an
unusual face and manages to keep everything held together.
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Charlie Mai

A Chinese American artist currently based in Bogota, Columbia, Charlie Mai primarily works in sculpture,
performance and theater, drawing heavily upon traditional Chinese motifs across all three media. That the two
artists have become close personal friends is no surprise given their shared investigation into the lineage of
immigration. With his most recent series for example, Mai threads together the personal and the collective,
the assimilative and the resistive via a highly playful set of ceramic sculptures that both mimic and translate
traditional Chinese figurines into contemporary Asian America culture. Certainly, these aspects of Mai's own
focus are reflected in this intimate portrayal-his contorted hands are stiff with tension, almost becoming one
of his own sculptural creations, yet his eyes betray a hint of the devious playfulness. Against the swath of rich
purple in the backdrop, Maiis on the verge of speech, always half a second away from a penetrative joke.

Charlie Mai
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The Inscrutable Chinese explores the bodies and visage of the Chinese immigrant experience, distilling the
intense wonder of seemingly quotidian life into lush, multi-dimensional portraits. These portraits are Homer
Shew’s artisticresponse to the cultural codes and social masks that the diaspora community utilizes to navigate
the fractious landscape of American identity.

Shew paints from photographs that epitomize his foreign subjects’ unique relationship to their American
environment. This method of portraiture endows his paintings with feelings of displacement, estrangement,
and impenetrability. Shew uses oil paints to inject drama, humanity, and even decadence into fleeting glimpses

ofthese vibrantindividuals, whom Western eyes habitually compoundinto acollective caricature of foreignness ,
The Inscrutable Chinese
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Jesse Watermelon Shirt
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In Columbus Park

Chef

2016 2016
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Untitled

Shrompers

2014 2013
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Crags of My Father

2011



Harbour
2011
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Adult

Woman
201 2011
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