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Of the various kinds of art in Macao, the creation of contemporary art is mostly visual, such as painting, installation and photography, amongst others. Performing arts (drama, dancing and music) and video are comparatively less common. However, ‘performance art’, which expresses conceptual thinking and directly employs body or behaviour as materials or tools and as a medium of expression, seems to be absent in art circles.

Nevertheless, some artists have presented performance art over the years. All these creative works possess one of the features of ‘performance art’: connecting to the society. The artists always focuses on things around them in life. Therefore, their works always reflect the reality of society and its characteristics to an extent—its space and social composition as well as the environment and the mentality adopted by people or artists. The emergence of these works symbolises that the city is gradually changing. Artists’ creations demonstrate the cultural development of a city. They will become important, vital references for the future. The Macao Museum of Art plays a significant role in this respect.  
1990: Macao Visual Art College at Largo de S. Agostinho 

In the Macao Visual Art College (former School of Arts in Macao Polytechnic Institute), Miao Pang Fei taught Western painting classes and invited Kwok Mang Ho to perform. This was probably the earliest presentation of performance art in Macao. Although this performance was not held publicly, it had a certain influence on the students at that time. Kwok Mang Ho is known as a fanatic. He is expert in using common items of daily life to make interesting combinations in his presentations. His show often involves interaction with the audience, which is generally well received. 

 
3rd June 1998: Tribe Bar



The first formal and public presentation of ‘performance art’ was on 3rd June 1998. Six performance artists from Japan presented their work in the now defunct Tribe Bar. Having appeared at the 5th International Performance Art Festival in Tokyo, Nagano, Nagoya and Hiroshima as well as Paris and Marseilles, the Japanese artists were invited by Hong Kong artist Mok Chiu Yu (Director of the People’s Theatre Festival Society) to perform in Hong Kong. Meanwhile, the group contacted the Stone Commune (an art group in Macao that primarily employed ‘dance theatre’ as it’s medium of performance) and enquired about the possibility of a performance art presentation in Macao. There was a lack of this type of art in Macao and the opportunity was relatively limited. The owner of the Tribe Bar, however, promised to supply the venue and sponsor a bottle of beer for each member of the audience—thus Stone Commune became the organiser of this event.

There were two different shows on the same night featuring three artists per show, with each show lasting 15 to 20 minutes. The performance was advertised and tickets were sold to the public. The venue could only hold about 40 people but nearly 70 turned up. Most people stayed for two shows. Before the show started, the artists tried to utilise a smaller space to perform in so that more spectators could be packed in.  The audience were practically right in front of the artists. Some were art fans but there were also many new, youthful, faces and we realised that the audience was happy to savour a different kind of art. 
21st to 22nd July 2000: Jazz Club
We cooperated again in 2000 to organise a bigger ‘Asian Performance Art Show’ and invited 21 artists from Japan and other regions in Asia. The show was presented over two nights by numerous artists, and each show lasted more than three hours. The venue was in the glass house in N.A.P.E. in Macao, which was called the Jazz Club at that time. The Club has since closed down but the site has become one of the venues for the Macao Museum of Art. In addition, a lecture on performance art was delivered in the Macao Museum of Art then. The event was supported and organised by the former Provisional Municipality of Macao (now the Civic and Municipal Affairs Bureau) and Stone Commune was responsible for planning and production. 
At that time, relatively more cultural activities were available in Macao. Since 1999, there has been a diversification of art forms such as the Fringe Festival (by The Civic and Municipal Affairs Bureau), installations, videos, multimedia theatres, street performances, environmental theatres and improvised performances. They were widely promoted and designed to cater to the public. Moreover, the Macao Museum of Art and the Macao Cultural Centre were established in 1999, which provided the impetus for more contemporary art exhibitions and performances for audiences as a means of broadening their view on art. There were more opportunities for them to connect with different kinds of art activity. Audiences for this event were also large. They could fully participate within the three-hour performance and interact with artists during the show. The event was deemed a success and received an encouraging response from the audience.
17th to 18th September 2005: Ox Warehouse—Macao International Performance Art Fair

 

The Macao International Performance Art Fair, held in September 2005, was planned and organised by the Ox Warehouse (previously the Old Ladies Art Space), the only  communal art space in the territory. The venue was on loan from the Civic and Municipal Affairs Bureau (IACM), who co-organised activities. 

 

Some 24 artists participated in the two-day performance. Some of them were art academy students from Chengdu and Xi’an, while others were artists from Shanghai, Xi’an, Wuhan, Guangzhou, Taiwan, Hong Kong, Japan, Portugal, Korea, Slovakia, and the Philippines. Performers from Macao included Ng Fong Chao and Pa Keong (who both graduated from the School of Arts of Macao Polytechnic Institute and primarily employed photography as their creative medium).

Summer 2001: 6th Asian Performing Arts Festival and Symposium in Japan
The formal public presentation of performance art by Macao artists occurred in Japan in 2001. After Seiji Shimoda brought several famous artists to Macao on two separate occasions, Macao artist Ng Fong Chao (visual artist; member of Macao Pinturas do Circvlo dos Amigos da Cultura) was invited to attend the 6th Asian Performing Arts Festival and Symposium which Seiji Shimoda organises every summer. He presented four different shows on performance art in Kyoto, Nagoya, Tokyo and Nagano.  

The first venue was Kyoto. Ng Fong Chao wore sunglasses, white trousers and socks in the performance. He then washed his feet and hair with Chinese ink, with songs of the 1950s and 1960s praising Mao Ze Dong as background music. The work clearly imparted a sense of irony and subversion by using the connotation of Chinese traditional culture. His white trousers and socks become darker and darker when he washed them. His action reflected the insanity in the era. 
His second work in Nagoya was the extension of a cursing custom in China (literally ‘beat bad people’). The artist invited the audience to write the names of people they hated on Chinese Xuan paper. Then he used a traditional embroidered shoe to beat the name of the person one by one whilst reading out the Japanese names. A Chinese person beating Japanese ‘bad people’ mercilessly created a kind of double-meaning humour. 
The third performance was similar to the second with the addition of inscribing the gender of the victim. The artist invited the female audience to write the names on a piece of Xuan paper. Then he used this paper to wipe his body and took a bath in a combination of chauvinism and nonsense, implying that ‘people who make others suffer will suffer in the end.’ 

In the fourth work, in Nagano, the artist rolled on the ground of a tennis court in diagonal lines. He hoped to make an invisible ‘X’ on the land of Japan by using his own body. This was the final criticism by the artist of Japan’s serious infliction to Chinese. As a consequence, he felt faint and vomited for several days.

17th to 19th June 2002: Performance Art Workshop 

In addition to inviting artists to come to Macao to perform, the Stone Commune also invited Seiji Shimoda to host a three-day ‘Performance Art Workshop’ at the Stone Commune (then on Rua de Tomás Vieira, now on o Rua de Coelho do Amaral) and the Old Ladies’ Art Space (now Ox Warehouse). Each student had to create something different every day under Shimoda’s instructions. They also had to demonstrate their work in front of their fellow classmates. Afterwards, Fan Sai Hong (student of the School of Visual Arts in Macao Polytechnic Institute) was invited to attend the ‘Asian Performing Arts Festival and Symposium’ in Japan which is organised by Shimoda every summer. Until that time, two Macao artists had already been invited to participate in this arts festival.

Summer 2002: 7th Asian Performing Arts Festival and Symposium in Japan 

Fan Sai Hong’s work was closely linked to himself. The content and methods of the performances in the four cities were similar. He bought a one-metre long black cloth in every city he visited, where he tore the cloth into strips and tied them to his head. His ears were stuffed with earplugs. All the strips finally wrapped his head with only one little hole for breathing remained. Then he squatted on the ground and played a whipping top. He had to search for the whipping top and retrieve it. The performance continued in this vein. The whipping top was changed to a 100-yen coin as well. As he bought more and more cloth, the time he needed to wrap his head became longer. Audiences often voluntarily threw many coins on the stage.

November 1999 to January 2000: Luca Rossi and his box

A young Italian artist named Luca Rossi won the Award for European Young Artist (Paris) and came to Macao for three months on a creative exchange programme in 1999. During the three months he was in Macao, Rossi looked for elements and inspiration everywhere, meeting with local artists and students in many arts workshops and the School of Arts of Macao Polytechnic Institute. His works are related to various kinds of boxes: specially-made leather boxes which could hold three children; a large, light transparent big box which resembled a light box; and a big white paper box on which he could make impromptu drawings. Rossi also chose to perform in several informal venues in Macao, such as the Tobacco Bar in N.A.P.E., Largo do Senado and the Stone Commune to enable his works to connect more to the environment and the audience.

On the 26th and 27th November, Rossi performed ‘Sleeping’ in the Tobacco Bar. He used a big light box as a tool. A student of the School of Arts slept inside the box. Flour was spread in the box and some little toys were located. The audience could see inside through a gap.

On the 2nd and 3rd December, Rossi set up the installation ‘Working Inside’ at the Stone Commune. He presented performance art instantly by painting on a large hanging transparent plastic sheet. Luca Rossi’s performance art was about ‘live artistic performance’ which combined work and performance on the spot.

Little theatre with the characteristics of performance art

The power of performance art comes from the performer’s actions. This kind of performance prioritises ‘concept’ while ‘action’ comes afterwards. People always realise an ‘action’ or ‘performance’ through ‘purpose’ and ‘function’; as a result, performance art usually appears to be hard to understand. Performance art also possesses a certain ‘provocation’, and some audiences who do not understand this art will shy away from it.

The ‘provocation’ of the work may come from the artistic practices of a new concept by the creator, or come from the humanist meaning that the artist wants to impart, be it introspection and criticism of social phenomena or challenges to certain widely accepted ideals. The final purpose for this ‘provocation’ is to arouse the thinking of the public and complete the creators’ artistic conveyance. It can appear in distinct patterns and not necessarily in a radical performance to stimulate the audience.The suppressed tension can also be expressed through gentle, humorous and farcical or implicit means. Performance art is the same as other art unlimited to certain frameworks or techniques.
Indeed, the aforementioned ‘conceptual’ and ‘provocative’ features also exist in other  forms of art. For instance, road shows and small theatre creations also possess features of ‘performance art’. But the form of artistic creation is not ‘performance art’. 

Before the Japanese artists came to Macao to perform performance art in 1998, Stone Commune, who always uses the body as creative medium, had already presented several shows in 1995 and 1997 including theatre work and street performances. There were both dancers and non-dancers in the shows. Dance was always part of the work.  Because the street performances ‘Summons of Dance and An Invitation’ involved social issues of the time, Largo do Senado, a representative public place was selected for the shows. ‘Summons of Dance’ was performed in 1995 and addressed the communication obstacles between government and the public. ‘An Invitation’ in 1996 commented on bribery in the Legislative Assembly Election. 

Stone Commune also organised ‘This Night We Walk Together’ on 19th December 1999 and invited local and Hong Kong artists to perform a piece related to Macao music, performance art, puppetry, poem recitations, and spontaneous painting. The objective was to produce different creations by the artists on 19th December in honour of a special day that witnessed 400 years of Portuguese colonisation in Macao coming to an end. This road show was finally interrupted by police, making it a meaningful performance art—it truly touched a nerve in society and caused deep introspection by the public. This was also the first performance art recorded by the government.

Performance art is an important part of art development these days. The spirit of an era and its strength has left significant impressions on life during the chaotic periods. Although the data above is incomplete, it still points out the direction that cultural development is taking in Macao. As mentioned in the introduction, Macao does not have a ‘background’ in performance art. The city will have more casinos and society will experience great—perhaps it is time for artists to meet further impacts and introspections. 
