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During the 1980s, the Chinese society underwent a great reformation in its market economy. In addition, this period represented the emancipation of culture, and the ‘New Wave’ employed the medium of painting as a language to communicate and became the Chinese avant-garde, which announced the onset of a new era. 

Performance art during this period was seldom seen. In early 1989, the National Art Museum of China in Beijing hosted the ‘Great Show of Chinese Modern Art’, which could be regarded as a summing-up and retrospection of modern art during the 1980s in China. During the exhibition period, artist Xiao Lu shot her own works, and a series of performance art shows—such as Wu Shan Zhuan’s ‘Selling Prawns’, Li Shan’s ‘Washing Feet’, Zhang Nian’s ‘Brooding’, Wang De Ren’s ‘Throwing Condoms’, and anonymous letters—gave the government cause for concern, according to reports from the Mainland news media. Such ‘performances’ mainly reflected the characteristics of ‘incidents’ that allegedly challenged the existing social order, system and central authority. They also noted that individuals expressed a desire to create these incidents.  After the June Fourth Incident, cultural art in China entered a stage of introspection, which also implied the end of ‘New Wave’.  

In the early 1990s, following on from ‘New Wave’, a group of young artists started to make use of multimedia to seek new ways of expressing themselves. They possessed a primitive passion and were impulsive but the most attractive topic was ‘performance art’, a kind of art in which body was used as the medium. The meaning of ‘modern’ depends on the pursuit of criticism, experimentation and uncertainty. This kind of pursuit gave a lofty meaning to Chinese avant-garde art. Due to its unique view on the state of existence, observation of social reality and the ideological conflict between established social concepts and morality, Chinese avant-garde art possesses a certain ‘underground’ texture.  Performance art during the 1990s always used extreme methods to resist mainstream culture and the established system of the authorities. The official mainstream art mainly focused on realism, which emphasised the stability of social values via life beautification, vigorous progression, and inspirational teaching. However, Chinese avant-garde art challenged the legitimacy of the mainstream ideology the authorities endorsed. Some criticised, satirised, or merely disdained the realism of the authorities or denounced the commercial success of art. During this state of flux, politics, power, suffering, sex, death and violence were used to comment on the upheaval of a bewildering era, employing dazzling and extraordinary methods.  

It can be said that performance art in the early 1990s was in a marginal state. Zhang Huan, Ma Liu Ming, Zhu Fa Dong, Zhu Ming, Yang Zhi Chao, Cang Xin, Song Dong, Luo Zi Dan and others started from their own existing state, combined their own experiences, memories and cultural circumstances, and regarded their individual life experiences and feeling of high significance. They laid stress on the reality and distinctiveness of existence and forthrightly expressed the reality, struggle of humanity, pursuit of needs, bewilderment, and fragments of life against the cultural background of Chinese social transformation. However, what interested people was not the authentic behaviour reacting to suffering and pain, but the comprehension of suffering through their own performances, in particular, their individual methods of seeking salvation from suffering and misery.  

On the one hand, through the injury and torture of ‘my’ own body, they expressed their own doubts about life and experience and the desire to dispel this modern topic. On the other hand, in a state of silence, seriousness and endurance, ‘I’, the creator and the expresser who has a subjective consciousness, experienced the acceptance of suffering and consolation after understanding the nature of life, as if searching for the memory of the past from a realistic space and using history and time to trace the changes of one’s body in real life, as a way to manifest one’s attitude towards these changes. It also enabled spectators to enter a familiar, yet unfamiliar, environment in order to enable their own experiences to approach the state described, or even become a part of the artists’ experience.  

From the mid-1990s, the most outstanding new nature of performance art was to obtain a deeper metaphor and reflection of real life by means of parable languages in actual performance, so as to consolidate and extend the implied meaning of languages. Parable expression mainly refers to the parable nature of the entire text, using exaggeration, metaphor, symbolisation and other artistic techniques to parabolise reality, and thus expresses the creator’s comprehension of certain things. This kind of comprehension not only expresses the deep implied meaning that connects reality with history, but also has outstanding philosophical sense. It also points to the real world more straightforwardly and explicitly. This kind of description is undoubtedly wise and clever but it is a challenge for artists. The success of a parabolised expression mainly depends on the media chosen by artists. To put it another way: whether the media can combine with the concept and the performance naturally, which enable audiences to comprehend. 

From the late 1990s to the early 21st Century, representative artists such as Zhang Cheng Quan, Zhu Yu, Yang Zhi Chao, Sun Yuan, Peng Yu, Qin Ga, He Yun Chang, Zhu Ming, Wang Chu Yu, Feng Wei Dong, Cao Fei and Song Tao, had presented a ‘sanguinary experiment’ in their series of performance works. They did not only use media material such as blood and flesh to demonstrate violence, they also wanted audiences to witness the violent intent of the performance in the process. Thus, they expanded media resources and constituted a kind of provocative style. 

This concept and method of ‘injury’ and ‘self-torment’ not only represented the breakthrough of ‘Scar Art’ after the Cultural Revolution of Mainland China, but also directly underscored the restlessness of artistic and cultural circles in the 1980s and 1990s. This was the ultimate plateau that performance artists could reach, as if an actor went mad because he couldn’t differentiate himself from his role in a play. The standpoint, attitude and performance method of their creation were combined with extreme physiological and psychological experiences at the end of the century. Even though we could not psychologically and emotionally accept certain scenes at once, these scenes are the exactly intensified interpretations and direct presentations of the destiny of ‘humanity’ in society, as well as the complaints of certain despair in the situation in which one was living in.  This kind of exaggeration—namely, harming and injuring oneself—can bring out the desolation and emptiness of life. Primitive violence gnaws at our soul and body. The events of modern history are only some traceable symptoms, but cannot explain the unhealed scars of several generations of Chinese people. We seemed to see a ‘ritualised’ bleeding and exhaustion from the scars. 

Performance artists often use colours and signs to symbolise memorial ceremonies and sermons, such as red, black and white, and bodies that endured the injury and torture. All of these are the most direct expression of performance art. This made daily life possess a sense of solemnity and holy ceremony. This was the implied meaning that was hidden in the specifics of the performance. From the ceremonial function deeply implied, our daily life acquired brand new features. Our common sense is also renovated or sublimated. As a result, a cultural atmosphere with the concept of ‘existence is absurdity’ is brought out.

Performance art is an indispensable element in China’s avant-garde art, which indeed in one way or another goes against and denies the expression and form of art in the past. It deserts the praise, advocacy and educational concept when we passively face history and reality. Yet, it has also paid the price: and an anti-audience phenomenon is elicited. It would be too simple and naïve to consider that performance art is purely a way to challenge taboos or create disturbances. This is also one of the reasons why performance art is consistently being disputed, denounced and doubted. Some old values in performance art are transformed into emptiness and conspicuousness. After the original value system is rejected, simply a piece of spiritual wasteland is remained. Perhaps, the development of performance art will always be associated and connected with such defects.

Whenever the end of each era or the crossroads of another century arrives, there are often some ‘spirits’ in the art circle, who survive but cannot completely accommodate to the existing cultural order. They stand in the margins, bewildered but unyielding. They are a group of individuals with different backgrounds who are unwilling to agree with common customs and try hard to struggle in a spiritual plight to free themselves. They possess disquieting features. They publicly raise embarrassing issues and even have radical and paranoid viewpoints. They are not a special product of certain consistent educational methods or a product created by a particular social class. They just represent a kind of standpoint, attitude and viewpoint. They try to practice their ideas based on their own attitudes to politics, morality and philosophy and by their unusual performances. 
They are undoubtedly weak and have nobody to speak for them. They are neither mediators of reality nor ones who establish common consensus. Instead, they devote themselves to the ideology of criticism and are unwilling to accept simple and established clichés, nor gently and leniently approve the words and deeds of the authorities and traditionalists. They always maintain a state of vigilance. No matter what they are behaving like or creating, they always maintain a sense of calm and isolation while they ‘make waves’, seeking every possible way to express their art.  

