Diverse Interpretations of Performance Art in Hong Kong
Leung Po Shan, Anthony

Artist and Independent Curator 
Being considered a form of art, the descriptor ‘performance art’ is still under contemplation in Hong Kong. The diverse interpretation of performance art on one hand originates from the translation of different Western schools and on the other hand depends on the artistic inclination and implementation of respective artists; they interpret their art with in a local style by way of   long term common practice. Over the previous 30 years, this form of art has been given various names such as ‘happening’, ‘performing art’, ‘action art’, ‘video performance’, ‘live art’, etc, indicating hues of conceptual pedigree of the contemporary art of Hong Kong.
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Happening 

Kwok Mang Ho a.k.a. Frog King is considered the pioneer of performance art in Hong Kong. He graduated from the Fine Art Grantham College of Education Hong Kong in 1970, after which he signed up for extramural courses in the Chinese University and the University of Hong Kong, where he studied modern Chinese ink painting under Master Lui Shou Kwan. Before he studied in New York, he was an active member in the art circles of Hong Kong; participated in the 1st Hong Kong Art Biennial Exhibition and various official artistic events, and was the founding member of the Hong Kong Visual Arts Society in 1974. Embracing calligraphy, painting, sculpture,  photography, conceptual art, mixed media, environmental carving, installation and action, etc., Kwok’s 1970’s artworks feature strong experimentation and ignores distinctions between Chinese and Western cultures. 
The first artwork which he applied the descriptor ‘happening’ was created in 1975. He was at the Hong Kong Museum of Art ­ which was housed in City Hall then - when he suddenly splashed the cow bone (1) in front of the his exhibit ‘Sculpture of Fire’ without giving prior notice to the museum, and regarded this as a catalyst in response to the still exhibit; he further discussed art with the audience and the director of the museum. Subsequently, he cut the ribbon in front of the banner ‘Tuen Mun Art Exhibition 1978, Join Happening Show’ when it was being hung by the villagers (Community Council) during the Tuen Mun Art Exhibition which was organized by him in 1978, and then he started to create his ‘Sculpture of Fire’, when he also invited the audience to join him and used different materials to express ideas straight away. At the time, this form of art was considered a fresh and challenging development, and was compared with Dadaism and pop art by audiences and society. They called performance art ‘Impromptu Demonstration’ or ‘Performance’. 
Kwok conferred the Chinese name ‘happening’ by means of transliteration which is different from the free translation version; his translation specially highlighted the characteristic of the participation of the audience and closely corresponded to his artistic advocacy of having fun with spectators. He says, ‘Every day connects with life and daily life connects with art’ (2). His point of view in art transcends the borders between life and art, which is similar to the artistic view of Allan Kaprow (3) and alludes to the concept of ‘Total Art’ of Adrian Henri. While we can certainly regard this is an imitation of Western art by a Hong Kong artist, we cannot ignore the deep and far ­ reaching impact created by his teacher Lui Shou Kwan. Consequently, Kwok has employed calligraphy, brush, ink and rice paper as his primary media for the past 30 years. Regarding the metaphor of a frog, it is similar to the entertainment art of a scholar. Kwok does not believe that performance art is the most important thing in his artistic life - what he really cares about is to   communicate well with audiences and continue to do so. Although his works are full of experimentation, he indeed plays a decisive role in the contemporary art circles of Hong Kong. As he engaged in art education at the very beginning, his influence must not be ignored (4).

Continuity of opera and visual art
If we want to trace how performance art took root in Hong Kong, we must inevitably mention the Hong Kong Little Theatre Movement. On more than one occasion I heard Mainland Chinese friends using the words ‘too theatrical’ to comment on ‘performance’ works. In Taiwan, people also complained about ‘the mixing - up of performance art and theatre’ (5). The development of performance art in Hong Kong may possibly be more unusual, with some artists fleeing theatre to experiment in visual art (especially inspired by installation art and seeking to explore relationships between materials and space); others believe that performance and theatre are the continuity of visual art. 
The Little Theatre Movement sought to transcend traditional narrative theatre (6) and the relationship between the artist and audience; this is quite similar to the pursuit of ‘de­-materializing’ esthetics advocated by visual artists. From the end of the 1980’s to the beginning of the 1990’s performance art was generally considered as a form of ‘presentation’. In addition, most ‘presentations’ were enacted in the theatre and the cooperation between theatres and artists of visual art creation were very close. Therefore, I believe that Little Theatre is the main clue in unraveling the DNA of performance art in Hong Kong.

Visual artists fleeing from the gallery sought more possibilities in the theatre. From memory, an installation exhibition entitled ‘Open Room’ was held in the City Theatre in Wong Tai Sin City Contemporary Dance at the beginning of the 1990’s and many artworks were exhibited (7) (‘The Sign of Peach Blossom’ was also exhibited). Beside this ‘sporadic case’, the Sand and Bricks theatre group came from the theatre to perform; although their presentation could not shorten the obvious distance between performers and audience, they succeed in abandoning the narrative of theatre and reaching material sensitivity and spontaneity required in theatre. The active members of the group, Eddy Kho and Kwong Wai Lap, have also given solo performances. The most important event was when Seiji Shimoda first came to Hong Kong in 1991 to perform ‘On the Desk’ which was introduced by Mok Chiu Yu of Asian People’s Theatre Festival Society and given the name Art Performance. The performance took place on the little stage of the Lecture Hall of Sheung Wan Civic Centre (8). 
After that, Kwong Wai Lap, a member of Sand and Bricks, performed ‘Emulsion Paint’ in Club 64 in Lan Kwai Fong, Central, in 1992. At the beginning of the show, two desks move from the eaves and one performer eats his meal first. Kwong then mixes together different kinds of sauces. The audience was too preoccupied with the show and refused to participate. Inevitably, Kwong’s show to some extent was influenced by the pioneer Seiji Shimoda’s work ‘On the Desk’. It was really interesting that those masculine bodies on the stage were presumed to be animated sculptures performing high levels of action on and underneath the desk, and they accidentally became the desire (edible and erotic). ‘Emulsion Paint’ is in fact a performance generating sexual awareness.

Kwok started experimenting in the 1970’s in the Little Theatre Movement, at the end of the 1980’s, the beginning of the 1990’s, and during the booming period of installation art at the end of the 1990’s. Following the new media art, performance artists expressed their works through many indirect approaches to transcend established media. We can only conclude that most of these artists did not want to give up their original media creations to concentrate solely only on the creation of performance art. With the frequent visits of Seiji Shimoda to Hong Kong in recent years the situation has changed. Sam Muk (Chen Shi Sen) settled down in Hong Kong and the ‘Hong Kong on the Move Project’ was highly promoted by Ko Siu Lan at the performance art festival, to the extent that they formed a group and straightened out the direction of performance art. This will serve as an outline for performance art and I will cite the following simple pedigree in support of this claim:
Artists leaving the Sand and Bricks theatre: (Eddy Kho and Kwong Wai Lap), Boc (Peter Stuart and Kung Chi Shing), Balance-in-Balance, 20 Beans + A Box (Steven Pang, Chiu Chi Hon, Jamsen Law, Leung Po Shan, Anthony), People’s Theatre, Shu Ning Presentation Unit, On & On Theatre Workshop, Priscilla Leung, Mok Chiu Yu, Happening Group (Man Lee, Andy Tam, Vincent Pang and C.Y. Ip), Wen Yau, Yuenjie, Viola, Banky Yeung (FM Theatre Power), Xie Wei Qi…
Artists leaving visual art: Kwok Mang Ho, Joshua Hon (+ Box), Ricky Yeung Sau Churk, Liang Yee Woo, Evelyna, James Wong, Tsang Tak Ping, Young Hay, Hong Kong Youth Artists Association (Dou Wun, Yu Tai Keung, Pan Sing Lei and Ho Yin Sin), Ho Siu Kee, Man Ching Ying, Phoebe, Leung Po Shan, Anthony, Cheung Ka Lee, Clara, Cheng Yee Man, Chong Man Ka, Cheung Wan Man and Tozer Pak…
Artists engaging only in performance art: Sam Muk, Ko Siu Lan, Leung Lik and Grad Leung

Group cannot be categorized: Yue Lam Society of Culture (See following paragraphs)
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The real politics of performance art

In common with the implementation of other contemporary art, the ‘identity’ of performance art has became highly sensitive, especially given its great enthusiasm on the issues of nationality and sex during Hong Kong’s reversion to the motherland in 1997. This raised the curtain for the unclear political future of Hong Kong.

In 1987, a group of artists who were not accepted by the contemporary art system set up workshops in a large empty house located at 25 Kennedy Road in Wan Chai. They also held an exhibition entitled ‘Outside Circles’ from 10th October to November the same year. Yeung Sau Churk, who was a painting artist before, immersed himself in the role of an animal and locked himself into a bamboo cage. For 48 hours, sometimes crying and sometimes silent, he ate, drank and went to the toilet in the cage. At that time, the British and Chinese governments had just signed the Sino­British Declaration; Hong Kong people had failed to get all the seats in the Legislative Council returned to them by direct election. A strong sense of futility prevailed over the territory. Looking back, Yeung says, “I created these works through my masculine instincts, or more concisely, a masculine animal - wild, straightforward, no cover - ups, a long repressed male desire.”

The message that ‘Man and Cage’ seeks to transmit is indeed very direct - ‘rather a beast’. When we carefully reflect on Yeung’s words, we may be exposed to another sexual experience: 1. though the performance is the revenge of anti - asceticism by Christianity (especially to the suppression of sexuality), ‘Man and Cage’ suggests that sexuality is not only meant as a form of revenge to be expressed by men; 2. Yeung pretending to be a beast seeks to use the (male) beast to overturn the rationality of humans to escape from human morality which is only applicable to rational subjectivity; 3. if the human body is no longer a rational animal, it will not be governed by rational political laws when it becomes a beast; using the rules of the masculine beast to oppose the rules of politics and religions, the performance is a passive resistance to socio-political oppression in the name of ‘Art’. (9)
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Another fierce collision between art and politics occurred on 16th September 1996. Graduating from the Central Academy of Art and immigrating to Hong Kong with his family, sculptor Pan Sing Lei took a pot of red paint and poured it over the bronze statue of Queen Victoria, before knocking the statue’s nose askew with a hammer, thereby giving notice to the public before pouring red paint over himself. This was the final chapter for his series of ‘red action’ performances, which started in 1995. He was sent to the psychiatry department by the police and then to a police station to be investigated, which resulted in a charge of criminal vandalism and a sentence of 14 days imprisonment. If we consider that the incident is merely an assault made on public space by art circles, the identity contradiction emerging from this will be easily explained. Pan was the first to jettison art and performance art into headline news, which stirred up people’s affection for colonial history, the fear of the communism, ‘Hong Kong vs. China’, and the cultural and political war between post-colonial passion and nationalism just before the critical moment of the handover. Most Hong Kong citizens and artists did not support or sympathise with Pan (10).

Comparing the works of performance art in China and Taiwan, Hong Kong artists seem to adopt a gentler manner in expressing their ideas, and this may be because most Hong Kong people generally feel helpless, compromising and cynical. At the same time, we cannot ignore that under the influence of law and order, artists are sensitive in observing the politics and rights of daily life in the public sphere and would rather seek other forms of expression than face-to-face confrontation, which results in senseless, absurd, funny and carnival-like forms of expression. Take a few examples of guerrilla theatre artworks by means of speculation in public spaces and symbols of political right: the Yue Lam Society of Culture initiated an action titled ‘Conquering Arena’, in which they played mahjong on a Chinese map in a street in Mong Kok on 4th June 1996 and they performed ‘Fishing in Troubled Waters’ in the Central Art Fair of Democracy on 30th June 1997. A group of friends and I went to Victoria Park to visit the Treasure Tripod in Celebration of the Handover made by a sculptor on 6th July 1997; in 1998, Oscar Ho, Tsang Tak Ping and I made a mild resistance by presenting flowers to the ‘Flying Frenchmen’ outside the Hong Kong Cultural Centre on 4th June and split the reflected national flag on ice with an axe in the works of ‘Love the Fucking Country’ etc. All these attempt to disrupt the order of the country with political symbols vs. local and politics = the order of male (11). 
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The years of 1997, 1998 and 2003 were closely linked by the political landscape of Hong Kong and also constituted an entry point for performance art to step into politics. The culture of demonstration in Hong Kong made visual representation a political expression in an era when the media reaches into every corner of the world. The burning issue must be the 1st July Protest in 2003, where demonstrators wore black clothes in Victoria Park and participating citizens deliberately or unconsciously made use of mass media to make their presence felt by shouting, etc., and reconstituted the community of Hong Kong by empowering citizens through visual art (12). 
A special case was the foreign English teacher Matt Parce and his friends who repeatedly acted in different roles to join the marches, while disturbing the order of horse racing and traffic (13). The participating masses beat drums and gongs in almost carnival-like fashion. In addition, artists also added ‘little tricks’ during the demonstration, the most obvious being Clara Cheung Ka Lee and Cheng Yee Man holding a wedding engagement ceremony in the second Protest on July 1st 2004. Wearing the traditional Chinese wedding gowns in the street, they blended the history of individuals with politics. In order to respond to the National Security Act of 2003, Tozer Pak Sheung Chuen created his work ‘Third Reading in Basic Law’ by using three illogical ways of reading to explain the articles in law. His artwork regarding demonstrations entitled ‘The Present for Central by the People of Hong Kong’ was launched recently, in which he turned the disputed points in politics (number of people) into the participative art concept, on one hand to ‘depoliticize’, on the other hand to invite everyone to join him in a simple method which was more acceptable than ‘political art’ (14). 
In Hong Kong, there is a popular political saying which says that one must ‘vote by the feet’, and suggests that the body is the last site of political struggle. Performance art has always been the critical point between society and art, with its ‘little tricks’. Regardless of whether the author proclaims his works as performance art, the relevant exploration theories about performance really energize the political landscape in Hong Kong. The ‘Hong Kong On the Move’ project held a performance and workshop entitled ‘Power of the Powerless’ during the recent WTO Congress; demonstrators from different countries brought various demonstrative cultures to Hong Kong ­ especially the ‘full­body bowing every three steps’ performed by Korean peasants. It is believed that just around the corner art will become a means of empowerment and cross the threshold of art and politics.

Perception of sex and consciousness of media 
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	China – male 
	26

	China – female
	3

	Hong Kong – male
	2

	Hong Kong – female
	4

	Taiwan – male 
	1

	Taiwan – female
	1

	China – China – group 
	2

	Total number of participants
	39


In terms of relativity, I use the words ‘sexual sensitivity’ to describe performing art in Hong Kong   because I see that male artists account for a large proportion of performance art circles in China. I must stress that sexual consciousness is not limited to females; ‘Emulsion Paint’ by Kwong Wai Lap is a good example. Every performance must be presented via the features of the bodies, and thereby is the site of sexual politics. The smooth connection of the theories also makes female artists’ work more proficient.

Leung Yee Woo entered painting circles in 1980, and held the solo exhibition ‘Come and Dance with Me’ in the Hong Kong Arts Centre. Her ‘mirror’ dancing was considered a paen to female bodies and the continuity of painting action. In the 1990’s, the result of giving certainty to physiological sex was totally different from today. Artwork ‘Makeup Party on Internet’ by Man Ching Ying jokes about sex through role playing games on the internet (16), it is said that her work is a reproduction of masquerade politics played by Cindy Sherman. The breakthrough was made when the male audience (acting as a girl) felt bad after realizing that all desirable norms were actually fixed in a gender specific way. She created an opportunity for audiences to experience the exchange of sexual bodies in her works. Her work overturned the male norm and pointed to the importance of female subjectivity. 
‘Female Audience’ created by Viola in 2002 also caught this main point, in which she dressed like a man and watched ‘The Naked Para Para’ directed by Edward Lam had one performer disguised as a lily performing an exotic dance. Then Viola took a fake finger from her ‘private parts’, which looked like the male reproductive organ to console herself; at which members of the audience felt very embarrassed and averted their eyes. Viola performed the male gaze - a desirable norm using the female body ‘in great confusion’. Viola finally enjoyed herself to the full (since she is a lesbian) (17). Compared to Viola’s work, a selected work entitled ‘Floating’ created by a younger artist, Chong Man Ka, expressed a completely different idea. Her work is a self­recorded video performance, for the good 10 minutes (compulsory time limit), only the body and the gradually expansive belly - from the continuous drinking of water - were recorded. What the videotape showed was the actual time of the performance, the picture focused only on the waist, black underwear hardly visible against a white ceramic tile background, representing the beauty of calmness and simplicity. The work does not attempt to use sexuality as the subject matter; the lens even avoids filming the sexuality of the body but it does express the perception and self­confidence of female sexuality.

For many years, the development of female art has resulted in works of female artists being restricted; it seems that the male is not a gender but a norm. Broadening the vision of sexuality of the male can be helpful in further understanding different issues related to gender subjectivity (18). Fortunately, male artists also explore sexual politics from ‘identity’ to ‘subjectivity’, not only in overturning original sex patterns but in seeking to break the framework of the dualism of sex and culture. 
When Tsnag Tak Ping entered the year of Clarity and experienced middle­age crisis (in marriage and family), he created different demonstrations of female art in the name of Chun Hau Ching (his work ‘One Day’s Plan’ displayed all kinds of articles in women’s daily life); in the work ‘He Left – She Left’, he wore male pyjamas and bamboo and used the water to write the characters ‘male – female’ on the ground while he was walking, then used his toes to wipe the water. He could not wipe away the ‘sex shackle’ emphasized in this performance (the sex in his work is not as ambiguous as Ma Liuming’s work ‘Fen - Ma Liuming’).
In order to shake off the restrictions imposed on the definition of performance / live / performance art, another young artist, Yuenjie, directly called his ‘body performance’ live art. In order to embody the performance esthetics of live art, Yuenjie (Yuen Kin Leung) has created countless artworks since the 1990’s (19). Viewing Yuenjie’s work, I always feel compassionate about fat bodies, both self-degraded and self-admired. For example, ‘Poon Koo Alone’ dated back to the condition of confusion; an inflexible, self-tortured feeling ‘Amazing Grace’ (writing the name of the one he yearned for everywhere on his body and kissed around the performance site while calling her name); In the performance ‘Beat’, the performer broke the glass clock dial into pieces and stuck the pieces on adhesive paper, which symbolized the metaphor of the body’s intervention in materialistic time. There are many entry points to discuss Juenjie’s works (i.e.) Buddhist, and nothing could be better that using the words ‘sexual anxiety’ to describe the feeling of resistance due to the failure of love and sexuality.

I want to emphasize here that these works not only speak of sexism but also observe the rationality of female and male features, as well as making gender itself a performance by means of sexual innuendo.  
Conclusion

This short essay, together with the chronological table compiled by Wen Yau, is not intended to  serve as a complete review of the history of performance art but systemizes the phenomena in Hong Kong. Finally, I would like to clarify that the statement regarding ‘performance art’ in Hong Kong were largely written into the framework of the Chinese commentary and cover up the fact that Hong Kong has developed performance art individually for more than hundred hard years which is quite similar to the writing in relation with the culture of Hong Kong. Therefore how to make the local commentaries free from the limitation and not being stifled by the national commentaries have become the target that we have to strive for in the future.
Recently, two bricklike books were placed on my desk, which I dare not open. One is ‘Hong Kong Art History’ written by Zhu Qi (different from the other Zhu Qi) and the other is ‘Performance Art in Taiwan’ written by Yao Jui chung. The former was written with envy when facing such a long history; the latter was created while the writer saw his friends hardly writing his books and felt deeply ashamed. This time, Macau will be the host to hold a history review on performance art in the Macao Museum of Art which can be considered an unprecedented occasion in China. The expression topsy-turvy is inherent in every writing regarding performance art, therefore I am  delighted that we can have the first opportunity to review the history of performance art in China (particularly the compilation of the chronological table).

When I received the invitation from Macao Museum of Art, I was afraid that once performance art was ‘written’ into the museum it might mean announce the death of the topsy-turviness. Does the presence of Hong Kong in Chinese Performance Art mean that the art of Hong Kong should be written into the art history of China? Distinguishing between decolonization and nationalism should be handled very carefully otherwise we will arrive at self-contained localism (exclusionism), the unique culture of Hong Kong (or excess of Hong Kongism), or embrace China unilaterally, and reluctantly connect those indifferent pieces of history together. The limited studies available make this essay more seem an outline. I hope that interested parties will further develop this recent history. As a participating artist, I will pay more attention to the interaction between artists and society, as well as the new issues relating to bodies, sex and politics arising in different Chinese societies.
* I would like to extend my wholehearted thanks to all artists for providing their valuable visuals, literary compositions and oral information here.
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