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On the northeastern outskirts of Beijing, situated just outside of the city’s 5th
Ring Road, and a stone’s throw from the 6 lane Airport Express Way, lies the small
village of Feijiacun
. Despite the close knit rural character that its name
implies,1 Feijiacun is more aptly called a “village” in China’s modern, urban sense of the
word: small in size, but hardly pastoral. No longer a quiet home to local farmers, as was
the case a few decades ago, Feijiacun now forms a crowded, bustling migrant
community and enclave, inhabited by thousands of rural migrant workers2 from all over
China. This same “urban village” is also where Bevan Shaw spent three months as an
artist in residence.
Despite its proximity to some of Beijing’s busiest thoroughfares, a nearby subway
station, as well as numerous wealthy gated communities and shopping plazas, Feijiacun
feels relatively isolated. Indeed, much of its immediate surroundings consist of
farmland that sits untilled and unused, as well as a handful of other small “urban
villages” that have also been swallowed by Beijing’s ever expanding sprawl.
Although the total area of Feijiacun is relatively small, it is densely developed. Past the
village’s ad hoc gates, clusters of boxy, concrete buildings are interspersed with dusty
alleys and lanes, many lined with countless small shop fronts. The shops sell a variety
goods and services, ranging from groceries and mobile phones, to haircuts. Packed with
both residential and commercial spaces, these small streets are often teeming and
noisy, filled with the hustle and bustle of everyday life. This is especially true at the end
of the workday when hundreds of the village’s migrant tenants return from work to
wander through the dense network of shop fronts to do errands, buy groceries, grab a
quick bite to eat, get a haircut, or play a game of pool.

1.The name “Feijiacun” can be literally translated to ‘Fei Family Village.” This name hints at what was most likely this village’s not so
distant past: a small rural farming village inhabited primarily by extended members of the Fei family.
rapidly expanding cities in search of better economic opportunity.
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are built, old ones are torn down; two stories become three; businesses open and then close;
what once sold dumplings now sells mobile phones. Change is unceasing. It remains familiar,
but the details have changed.
In spite of the village’s transformation and continued development, much of Feijiacun’s
physical environment remains relatively substandard. Waste removal is makeshift at best,
piles of trash are commonly found throughout the village. On the western edge of the village,

tell passersby “littering and urinating are prohibited.” Lacking in both central heating and
gas lines, the smell of coal is constant throughout the year and is particularly oppressive in
Beijing’s colder, winter months.
Despite these objectively unpleasant characteristics, the community itself, at least to the
outsider, does not feel neglected. It does not feel desolate. While walking through the
village, one experiences the trappings of everyday life: mothers walking with their children,
small groups of men playing cards or chess on the side of the road, sounds of stacking tiles
the physical shortcomings of its environment, but the everyday activity of thousands of
migrant workers. In three months of living and working in the village Shaw has captured
some of these observations and feelings in his work.

transience, change, and the unknown. This framework for discussion could not be more
relevant in the case of Feijiacun, a place in such transience that most of the people who live
there expect it to be razed and redeveloped in the near future.

4

While Bevan Shaw’s work in Breathing in Beijing does indeed evoke these ideas and issues,
Village and North Gate, is a succinctly captured
moment within a constantly transforming environment. Through these works, Shaw
portrays the village of Fejiacun as untethered by its unknown fate and allows the viewer to
focus solely on a moment in time and place.
In the works North Gate and Village, Shaw subtly and precisely depicts life in Feijiacun. He
captures the vibrancy of the village through his use of bright colors and geometric patterns,
reminding us of the disjuncture between the village’s objective and subjective experience.
North Gate also draws references from outside of Feijiacun. By using a vertical composition of
stacked horizon lines inspired by the perspective found in Chinese traditional
painting, Shaw is able to incorporate views of the surrounding land use and the approaching
city. The grids that form the background of his works allude to both the palatial doors in the

These works do not necessarily push a larger social, moral or political message on the viewer.
Rather, the artist pieces together the visual information from his surroundings, creating a
collage of a moment. The real subject of the work is in the detailed renditions of glowing
signs, hanging wires, crumbling sidewalks, stray dogs, piles of bricks, heaps of garbage and
passersby. These details are visual markers integral to the experience of Feijiacun.
For rural migrants, life in the village is both a form of opportunity and marginalization. For

residents at length, we found that few planned to make a permanent life in either Feijiacun
or Beijing. In fact, returning back to one’s hometown was the only concrete plan that anyone
seemed to have.

focused on their present condition within the village.
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Feijiacun is not the foundation for anyone’s plans or aspirations, and yet people still
manage to make a life for themselves that is secure at the present moment. Shaw’s work
depicts exactly that: he portrays Feijiacun as a place without the weight of what is to come
uncertainty and precariousness. In both cases, the migrant and the artist succeed in creating
something solid and immobile in an environment that is anything but. For the artist, it is the
painting. For the migrant, it is the village itself.

moved to Beijing in 2012 and was Program Director of Red Gate

Policy from Beijing Normal University in 2015.
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I’ve been introduced to many cities via motorway. To me, it always feels like the driver’s

had before. Bevan Shaw’s Breathing in Beijing is a journey to the centre, and outwards again.

watering, sherbet intensity.
Breathing in Beijing

the surfaces of the city. With the sound of sweeping, comes the memory of dusky blue
worksuits and brooms of bundled sticks. When a woman sings, I remember the karaoke in
the parks.

grids visualise, for brief moments, the underlying structures of an overwhelming city where

One rhythm is the design of the city itself. Five ring roads circle the Forbidden City, and

months: becoming attuned to the unfamiliar, collecting sounds and pushing pigment.
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capital materials shift from one form into another, volumes move from one place to another,
people are displaced and pushed to other locations. The hill that overlooks the Forbidden
City looks natural, but was long ago formed from the earth excavated to make the Forbidden
low risk, new businesses can appear and disappear in a neighbourhood in the space of a
month.
Breathing in Beijing follows the changing rhythms of the city, it tries to keep pace. The
internal forces of the city both hold things together and keep things apart. Domestic
migrants from smaller cities, towns, and villages are kept on the fringes of Beijing, beyond
workers and families drawn to the city seeking opportunity, but kept bounded by the city’s

The visitor, the artist, the resident; we all submit to the rhythms. Each of our passages
through the city yields to the collective movements of Beijing. Breathing in Beijing yields too,
to capture texture, transformation, colour and sound, and present them with a velocity that
pays homage to the city itself.

HU XINRU
catalogue from English to Mandarin.
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Village

, 2015, acrylic on canvas, 800 X 1000 mm
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Construction

, 2015, acrylic on canvas, 800 X 1000 mm
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Development

, 2015, acrylic on canvas, 800 X 1000 mm
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North Gate

left panel , 2015, acrylic on canvas, 1600 X 1000 mm
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North Gate

right panel , 2015, acrylic on canvas, 1600 X 1000 mm
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Footbridge

, 2015, acrylic on canvas, 800 X 1000 mm
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Park

P16, 17, 24

Installation images from the exhibition Breathing in Beijing
,
Toi P neke Gallery, Wellington. Images courtesy of the artist Bevan Shaw.
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, 2015, digital video,
Video stills from Breathing in Beijing
duration 05:19 minutes, music by Carolyn Ayson.

, 2015, acrylic on canvas, 800 X 1000 mm
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