
Transgressive body: historical fragments of Taipei’s avant-

garde art scenes in the 1980s 

 

Yu Wei 

 

News of Tehching Hsieh’s New York performance, Cage Piece (“self-confinement”), 

travelled to Taiwan not long after its completion at the end of September 1979 and 

triggered polarising criticism. Officially titled One Year Performance: 1978-79, it was the 

first of the synonymous series and caused a stir amongst the Taiwanese art scene as 

performance, conceptual and body art were relatively new terms. Of a dozen dense 

newspaper articles, some cited the views of many New York-based Chinese artists and 

critics at the time. Genial comments from the likes of Du Ruo-jhou, Yao Ching-jan and 

Ming Fay recognised Hsieh’s bravery in challenging the boundaries between art and 

everyday life or appreciated his solitary body art practice, while on the opposite end of 

the spectrum, Gu Chong-guang and Han Hsiang-ning condemned the work as 

meaningless, pathological escapism and attention-seeking, with Liu Wen-tan’s critique on 

the verge of a rare personal attack. 

 

Such views indeed had their historical limitations. From a retrospective point of view, the 

commentaries that have particularly caught my attention were the tarnishing remarks on 

the artist’s mental state and how they had allowed criticism to revolve around certain 

formulae of pathological descriptions, for instance He Huai-shih believed that “Cage 

Piece should be a concern of the medical or psychiatric realm, not art”; Gu Chong-guang 

said that Hsieh was “psychologically unsound”; whilst Shih Bing-xi stressed that he was 

“highly sceptical of the motive behind Cage Piece and of whether the artist was mentally 

stable at the time. If the intent is not palpable then the piece would be on par with 

streaking, void of any artistic value”. By branding the artist as a person with maladies and 

“self-confinement” as a symptom, such opinions have removed the work from the 

ontology of art.1  

 

Though the piece was executed in New York, thousands of miles away from Taiwan, its 

metaphorical image of the diseased body has entered the 1980s Taipei Avant-garde 

artistic environment through the discourse of art criticism. Around 1983 began the rise of 
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sporadic performance art within the Taipei art scene as more or less extensions of the 

methodology and notion in One Year Performance. Examples include Lee Ming-sheng’s 

Purification of the Spiritual Life, a circuit on foot of the Taiwanese isle, and Buddle 119 in 

which the artist carried a 3 kilogram cloth-wrapped bundle continuously for 119 days; as 

well as Lin Ju’s three-month self-imposed imprisonment within the exhibition space of 

Lung Men Art Gallery in Taipei for his Experiment of Pure Painting. 

 

Outside of solitary asceticism, another performance art genre with an emphasis on the 

intervention of the public sphere simultaneously emerged. For instance Chen Chieh-jen’s 

Dysfunction No.3 (1983) where the artist and four friends, dressed in white, hands tied 

with black sacks over their heads, trailed in the manner of death row inmates on the 

streets of Ximending, Taipei. At a time when martial law was still in place, all unapproved 

assemblies, especially after the Formosa Incident (1979), carried political risks and could 

easily be seen as dissident activities, or the so-called tangwai, by Kuomintang (Chinese 

Nationalist Party, KMT). Not long after its start, the performance had prompted visits and 

an inquisition from the police and secret agents. 

 

The event has since been recognised as the first collective art performance on the 

streets of Taiwan. Though the incarcerated, suppressed, and muted flesh have served as  

an example of the “restricted body,” it was a performance without any discernible 

declaration or reference. Regardless of whether it was intentional or by accident, such 

undefined allegorical happenings of the 1980s were often testing the boundaries in an 

opposition to the state apparatus. In an interview long after the performance, Chen 

Chieh-jen termed the early happenings as “nebulous resistance”.2 What is meant by 

nebulous is a state of adolescent self-awareness yet to be captured by meaning; at the 

same time it describes an ambiguity within the politics of aesthetics – political provocation 

through obscure actions. Such approach particularly illustrates how the Taiwanese artists 

of the martial law era had accomplished physical and ideological transgression by 

treading the grey areas of censorship in an age of political suppression. 

 

Having undergone over thirty years of post-war martial law, Taiwanese society had 

begun to gradually relax as it entered the 1980s. In the wake of the Formosa Incident (or 

Kaohsiung Incident) in 1979, large numbers of the intelligentsia rushed to join the 

tangwai camp in an attempt to overthrow KMT’s single-party state system. Furthermore, 
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with the backing of a rapidly expanding middle-class, social movements in Taiwan gained 

popularity from 1983 onwards, with the outcry for political and corporal liberation reaching 

its climax in 1986. It was precisely at the height of civil disobedience in the advent of the 

martial law dissolution that the 1986 guerrilla performances on the streets of Taipei 

materialised into a phenomenon with frequent clashes between the police and artists. For 

example, Non-line by Lee Ming-sheng, a performance with the intent to extend and 

attach a piece of red string from the artist’s home to Taipei Fine Arts Museum (TFAM), 

that was scheduled to take place on February 28th, was deemed to be disruptive to traffic 

and under suspicion of alluding to the 228 Incident  As a result, the artist was 

subsequently placed under house arrest to hamper the event. In July, the participants of 

Interchange by performance art group Luo He Zhan Yi (River-Lo Concept Expression) in 

the underpasses near Taipei Main Station were battered by the police and arrested on 

charges of obstruction to traffic, the event was consequently misinterpreted by onlookers 

to have associations with the dissident movement. 

  

It is worth noting that, although the contexts of Non-line and Interchange orientate 

towards pure conceptualism, under the interpretation of the martial law regime’s state 

apparatus, such a form of apolitical vanguard manifests a certain sense of nebulous 

political reaction. 

 

The interference to Non-line inspired Lee to consciously employ body transgression as a 

method of regime criticism, and transform ritualistic performances to more direct social 

interventions with the likes of his performance Neither Running Nor Walking in February 

1987 in which the artist participated in the Taipei Marathon by crawling. In April, he 

attended the vernissage of Contemporary Southern Californian Art at TFAM dressed in 

fig-leaves and greeted guests with his palms soiled with paint. In July of the following 

year, during a panel discussion for the exhibition The World of Dada at TFAM, Lee has 

left his faeces outside of the exhibition as part of his own participation to the show. By 

disrupting social order with his body, the artist has converted the aesthetics of the 

transgressive body into a practice of institutional critique. 

 

If Lee’s social disruption is at one end of the Taipei performance art spectrum in the 

period before the lifting of martial law then the other extreme is action theatre. In 1986, 

Chen Chieh-jen founded the temporary group Milk, Cream, Ceremony and premiered the 

first of a series,Trial Explosion of Womb, in Taipei. Guided by a leader dressed as a spirit 

medium, four performers, dressed in red with heads covered by white stockings, crawled 

the streets in single-file from the Taipei’s East District to the New Aspect Art Centre. 

Unlike the political analogies of Dysfunction No.3, the pre-modernist and mysticist 



imagery of the body in this performance has a particularly theatrical effect against the 

backdrop of the young Taipei metropolis. 

 

Besides reflecting the close relationship between performance art and experimental 

theatre of the time, the theatricalisation, more importantly, was in conjunction with the 

city’s space transformations. Throughout the martial law era, aberrant bodies in the 

public domain had ultimately been subjected to stringent treatment. However since the 

mid-1980s, as East Taipei developed into a white-collar commercial hub, Ximending’s 

relative decline gradually attracted a teenage demographic and saw the rise of the 

“Harajuku fashion.” With references to Tokyo’s Harajuku popular subcultures, a cityscape 

with a sense of pageantry was engendered. Alternatively dressed individuals who were 

once the target of rejection have become subjects of display in public spaces. In June 

1985, the Taipei City Government pedestrianised Ximending and organised for street 

performances at the site’s inauguration. In a Hsiung Shih Art Monthly review at the time, 

a documentation of Dysfunction No.3 was published alongside a photograph of Taipei 

Mayor, Hsu Shui-teh, at the event’s unveiling under police escort.3 The juxtaposition of 

performance art and the emerging street culture revealed a polarity within the city’s street 

performance art - on the one hand was a repressive political arena under the martial 

regime, on the other was a cityscape on the verge of theatricalisation. 

 

At the pinnacle of performance art theatricalisation was Byakko Sha’s memorable 

performance in Taiwan in March 1986. As the first Japanese butoh dance company to 

visit Taiwan, not only did its aesthetics of the nude, uncanny and the morbid open up 

conversations in the media, it had more crucially revealed a concrete cross-cultural 

reference for Taipei’s street performance art. 

 

In the run up to the troupe’s arrival, theatre critic Wang Mo-lin had already given a 

prelude to the event through a series of articles. Having studied in Tokyo between 1982 

and 1985, Wang is deeply influenced by the Japanese avant-garde theatre. The 

incarnation of the morbid, grotesque and the ignoble in ankoku butō (dance of the 

darkness), and the radical politicisation of angura (underground) theatre after the 

engagement of the anti-Anpo movement (against Anpo joyaku, the Treaty of Mutual 

Cooperation and Security between the United States and Japan), for instance, had 

largely shaped Wang’s aesthetic outlook, and such is evident in the articles he frequently 

published at the time. By labelling the performances of Chen chieh-jen, Lee Ming-sheng 
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and River-Lo Concept Expression as “Revolt of the Body”4 Wang has integrated the 

incarnation in Japanese avant-garde theatre into the context of the Taiwanese civil 

disobedience street movement at the eve of the lifting of martial law. 

 

Although Byakko Sha’s debut in Taipei had greatly influenced the local avant-garde and 

‘little theatre’ circles, Chen Ying-zhen – the editor of a leading leftist magazine, Renjian – 

had reservations about the decadent aesthetics of Butoh. In an interview released by the 

publication, Chen classified Byakko Sha’s approach as “post-war modernist idealism” for 

he reckoned that “they ha[d] no intent of transforming the social reality” and thus their 

oeuvre merely remained as a creative process’ response to the “new.” On the contrary, 

Osuka Isamu – the head of Byakko Sha – believed that, since the economic recovery of 

Japan, the art and cultural sector had simultaneously seen the ascent of “the critique of 

modernity”, that is, a self-reflective critique on the modernisation of capitalism by two 

main means - one was through a reverence for pre-modernist cultural production, the 

other was the use of surrealism and asobi-ism (game-ism) to subvert reality. Butoh was 

the realisation of the latter. He considered the short-cut granted by surrealism at least 

brought a level of positivity, in other words the subjective thinking characteristic of this 

generation allowed for a better grasp of reality in the post-Anpo period.5 

 

Though as a cultural event, Byakko Sha’s visit to Taiwan could only impart limited 

discussions, it had evoked the unresolved issues of modernity since the 1970s’ Nativist 

Literature Movement. From the mainstream realist stance of the time, modernism and 

avant-garde art were frequently denounced as wan, decadent and morbid individualism - 

the 1980s guerrilla performances on the streets of Taipei were to various extent labelled 

as such. From another perspective, however, such artists were actually using 

transgressive body postures in their search for a more radical realist art form that 

encompasses a more contemporary spirit within the scope between social disruption and 

action theatre.  

 

 

Conclusion 
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With the controversy surrounding Cage Piece as the prologue to the 1980s Taipei avant-

garde art scene, the illustrations from the guerrilla street performances by Chen Chieh-

jen, Lee Ming-sheng, River-Lo Concept Expression to the discourses educed from 

Byakko Sha’s visit may seem like sporadic fragmentary historical extracts, yet they are 

subtly connected within the context of the transgressive body. In the chasm between the 

artist’s body and public space, the corporal had been assigned illnesses, and had been 

the target of labelling, exclusion and regulation. The questions of how to substitute 

nebulous political reactionism for the wilfully rebellious body, or to turn outsider body 

aesthetics into art pieces had defined the mission of the transgressive body within 1980s 

Taiwanese avant-garde art. Yet the artist’s body, be it outside of jurisdiction, dissident or 

extraneous to the regime, must be read within the conditions of a political system at the 

cusp of liberalization from martial law, and against the paradoxical backdrop of the Taipei 

city space at the moment of theatricalisation. 

 

 

 

 


