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In the contemporary art circles of Taiwan, few artists are using body and behaviour as media for artistic creation: an uncommon occurrence which did not register in the frenetic art movements of the last two decades. Artists who adopt this kind of manifestation technique have not enjoyed a high profile over the years, and neither are their works widely recognised by the public. Nevertheless, performance artists demonstrate a certain spirit and mindset through their experimentation with the human body. Performance art is an unmasking process that enables an audience to glimpse the fathomless mind hiding deep within consciousness. This is rare and commendable. Because of prolonged cultural suppression from the orthodox culture of the Central Plains, Taiwan does not possess the equal status that is deserves. Taiwan’s literature and art have been subjected to the constrictions of ideology due to highhanded domination over a long period of time. Within such a sly and unstable environment, we can imagine how much hardship artists have experienced in the development of their art. These artists feel that if art cannot reflect life or cut through ‘normal’ art, then it becomes purely ornamental. In this climate, a small group of artists started to explore and promote pure modern art, but some artists are avoiding making art which can be ‘exchanged’ like an article. They switch to conduct experiments on their own bodies, which are not for permanent preservation.

Let us first review the development of such kinds of artistic creation. The earliest relevant show was ‘Jumping From the Building’ performed by Hsieh Teh Ching in an apartment in Wenzhou Street in Taipei in 1973. Later, he illegally immigrated to New York, and has launched the ‘One Year Performance’ series since 1978, which could be viewed as the representative work in the initial stage of performance art by Chinese people. The work greatly influenced the development of performance art in Mainland China and Taiwan. In 1982, Chang Jian Fu performed ‘I am Sick and I am Wiping Alcohol’ and ‘Game-Associate Imagination’. These can be regarded as the first examples of performance art in the 1980s. Subsequently, Chen Chieh Jen and others published ‘No.3 Deprivation of Functions’ (1983) and ‘Try to Explode the Womb’ (1986-1987). These creations of performance art were theatrically performed on the street, and were the first collective shows of performance art in Taiwan. In 1984, Chang Jian Fu, Chen Chieh Jen, Lee Ming Sheng and Jason S T Kuo, among others, performed a ‘928 avant-garde seminar’, which could be viewed as a collective experiment in the early stage of performance art. In 1985, Lin Ju performed ‘Pure Painting with Eyes Closed for 90 days’, during which he blocked his own senses in order to develop painting, which caused a great sensation at the time. Lee Ming Sheng was the most productive artist within the artists’ circle, and since the early 1980s he has produced a large number of creations of performance art and has remained faithful to the genre over the decades. He could be regarded as a representative figure in this field. ‘Video, Installation, Performance Art’ made by the artist Hung Su Chen (18/4 - 4/5/1986) was the first relevant art exhibition organised by a gallery. Later, Taipei Fine Arts Museum hosted ‘Experimental Art—Performance and Space’ exhibition (11/4 - 21/6/1987). It was the first time that the Government recognised performance art as an official performance. Although at that time such exhibitions were not popular, they were regarded as a sign of evolution into the 1990s. But most works during this period were in the initial stages of experimental development. The artistic environment was not easy, but an overwhelming vitality caused by intense social turbulence was already afoot. This could also be viewed as a certain kind of reactionary emotion elicited by lengthy social suppression, which not only brought challenges to art but also criticised the system. Since 1990, through penetrating social space, and with the promotion of ‘art replaces space’ and the self-reliance and unyieldingness of the artists, performance art was gradually accepted by the public and the contemporary art circles. During the late 1990s and the early years of this century a new climate of creation has emerged.

But what on earth does performance art—which is not equipped with exchange values—convey? What does the outrageous behaviour of these minority artists represent? Since activities such as the Performance Art Festival were not commonly seen in Taiwan in the 1990s, the public could find no way to know more. Performance art was rare and performed only by individuals. But this guerrilla-like method increases the experimentation and risk, and intensifies the site-specific interactive relationship, which has weakened the intention of giving a show or vending. Contrarily, this is something to be grateful for. 

However, since Taiwan’s performance art has been subjected to the influences of time, location and social change, the development of each stage has spawned its own features and trends. Between the 1970s and early 1980s, the environment of art creation was still quite conservative and modern art consisted primarily of straightforward paintings or three-dimensional sculptures. Mixed media and installation art emerged occasionally but performance art was very rare at that time. During the years before and after the lifting of martial law, increasingly defiant and critical performance works emerged, and the topic of the body came more into focus. From the late 1980s to the early 1990s, artists were more concerned with the relationship between individuals and circumstances. They were apt to look at society with a resistant, incidental and critical attitude. They had a great passion for society, and hoped to reflect society or even change society through the medium of performance art and art incidents. Nevertheless, some performance artists and conceptual artists returning from abroad kept their distance from social issues and concentrated more on the dialogue between the self and the environment. They pursued in artistic form and experimental creation and engaged in introspection about the nature of art. In the late 1990s, with a more enlightened art environment and Western thinking more in vogue, artists did not merely hold performance art as a way of actively engrossing oneself in society. They also tested all sorts of possibilities of their flesh and mind through their own experiences. In recent years, young artists have also concerned themselves with individual privacy and topics such as sex, love, death, violence, the power of science and technology, unreality and existence. Influenced by popular media, the Internet network and electronic gadgets, they frequently adopt new materials and resources, advertising techniques, editing skills and etc. apparently in their works. What is noticeable is that in recent years young artists and those in early stages of performance art have different viewpoints and modes of expression which were mainly derived from the transformation of objective reality and values. The dialogue between the perception of body and the environment can be seen from their works.


Viewing the evolvement of art history, the existence of a radical difference can be seen in the ‘artistic autonomy’ and the ‘notion of body’ between performance art and performing art. The body has always been an axis of artistic creation. Most performance art and body art are anti-narrative, repetitive, processed, random, metaphorical and localised to expand the human body’s perception and potential for the purpose of reaching certain artistic ideals or emancipation of spirit. Artists try to express ideas or implications through actions employing their own flesh and skin, such as poking, hitting, beating, ripping, grabbing, stabbing, pounding, shaking, rubbing, stroking, petting, tearing, branding, biting, licking, knocking, binding, self-destructing, cutting and the like and even employ bodily functions such as eating, drinking, excreting, sleeping, spitting, erection, drug response, sub-consciousness, etc. It also stresses the body’s twisting, swaying, revolving, prostrating, dragging, rolling, immersing, roaming, lovemaking, imprisoning, wedding, running, leaping, hand-standing, burying, blindness, surrendering, funeral, set-to, masturbation, etc. Artists often use physical substances such as urine, semen, menses, hair, excrement, vomit, saliva, tears, nails, breath and the like plus living things such as horses, dogs, wolves, cattle, pigs, or lifeless objects to intensify the expression of the ideas through body movement and time. The use of these ‘intermediaries’ can enable them to more explicitly perform and demonstrate relevant ideas. Time is also a key factor to creation. The selection of place can be even more crucial. These factors can enable the ideas to be more profoundly expressed with less effort. As a result, a notion, which is different from Performing Arts, is produced. For example, artists eliminate the stages of frame and the fourth wall, reject story-telling or reoccurrence of certain incidents and get rid of too many stage plays as well as sound and lighting effect in order to develop their aesthetic perception in a way that is different to that of performing arts. 

In short, performance art does not specially emphases the beauty of the body, performing techniques, body languages, and narration of a story or fable through its use of the body. Focusing on the core idea, performance art reveals the artist’s ideas through behaviour and extends to other categories or even to society as a whole. This creation on body which transforms the intangible to tangible becomes a main means for artists to express their concepts. Performance art does not excessively depend on other specific traditional forms such as drawing and sculpture but demonstrates a different spirit and intention through bodies and performances. Many artists who engage in Conceptual Art, Land Art and Body Art use cameras or video recorders and a large amount of still documents or files to express their ideas. Therefore, numerous performances and body art exist in documentary files or documentary films. Performance art does not only include the artist performance in public places or performance space, but also all the artistic behaviour which involves a process, using bodies or other accommodating objects. Here I preliminarily conclude several types of creative systems that occur in Taiwan: street performance, conceptual performance art in outdoor places, live record documentary films or files, performance art presentation in the photographic media, performance art video, performance art festival as well as trans-field performance art shows and exhibition.

The aforementioned different types can take place simultaneously or be arranged according to the intention the artist wants to convey. Furthermore, it is not limited to certain patterns, and these examples do not mean to embrace all performance art, which depends on the ultimate aim of the work. The development of performance art in Taiwan possesses different phases according to social change. Strictly speaking, the stages are not divided clearly. From my point of view, it can generally be categorised into three main stages: 1978 to 1987, 1988 to 1997 and 1998 until now. The division started from Hsieh Teh Ching’s first formal work in New York in 1978 Taiwan’s international situation was changeable at that time. These conditions led to the indefinite recognition of Taiwan, and literature and art circles started to self-examine the culture of Taiwan. This was followed by the ‘Debate on Native Literature’ and local recognition. 1988 to 1997 could be considered a golden period for Taiwan art circles—not only because of the popularity of installation art but also because of performance art, which reflected the activation of art in society. The ‘Debate on Native Literature’ in the early 1990s also clarified the difference between internationalism and localism which contributed to the progress made in entering international art circles.

Contemporary art in Taiwan has experienced dramatic changes since 1998. No matter that tangible work with market value or experimental artwork also faces unprecedented challenges due to the economic recession in Taiwan led by the Asian financial crisis as well as Taiwan investors investing heavily in Mainland China. Although some official institutions began to sponsor art creation and a few of enterprises continuously support artists, there were too many artists who could not help in a critical situation. An overabundance of public art seemed to become an enormous market for artists to make a living. Many artists who were active in the 1990s began to devote themselves to public art which indirectly led to a bottleneck and shortage in the development of contemporary art. This is what the decision makers did not anticipate. However, contemporary art in Taiwan also made many outstanding achievements during this period. The trend of technology art and new media art spread across throughout art circles and started a new phase. Participation in international art circles also provided a great opportunity after quitting the United Nations more than 20 years. The quality and quantity of contemporary art in Taiwan got superior results. On the other hand, artists in the new generation have rid themselves of historical burden and stepped into broader creative space. 

Performance art in Taiwan is still in its initial stages but we can realise the connotation behind the artists’ behaviour and appreciate their determination and feeling for society. Furthermore, audiences can feel the deep introspection and thinking by the artists for themselves and society. Performance art, being outside the ambit of normal art, does not possess commercial features; however, it reveals another values for aesthetics which had been neglected in the visual aesthetics system within capitalism and materialism. Performance art becomes one of the important categories in contemporary art; and can also be a means for people to reflect on the society. Through the artists and their work discussed here, with either intention of criticising the society or ceremonial behaviour by employing body performance, we can see that these artists have provided us a new angle and values for treating everything in this world. Therefore, what makes it so rare and valuable in the society is that these artists pursue their meaning of life regardless of their own safety. 
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