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Yeh Tzu-chi

Geographically, “on the way" refers to a moving/unsettled state before one reaches
some destination. One's life is also often looked as a journey. It's also “on the way”,
isn'tit? As an artist who practices an art form that emphasizes the process and
interaction with the audience/public, a performance artist is hard to reach a fixed/final
version of his performance because sometimes even the same piece might develop
to something different when practiced under different times and spaces. It is
therefore that he might have a very strong sense of “on the way,” too.

In about recent 10 years, many performance artists are always on their ways to
perform in different festivals around the world, as well as to communicate with other
international artists and the local audiences. They are often on the ways, though not
necessarily on the same way. However, they do come across one another
sometimes and somewhere. When they see one another's performance, they learn
that this artist is doing this and that artist, that; this artist is going to this direction and
that artist, another. That's how they come to know that every one of them is pursuing
his/her dream of art in this or that way. And thus did they move, if slowly, toward
some vague common direction.

As an avant-garde and marginal art form, live performance is comparatively hard to
attract critics' or scholars' attention. Consequently, there are not enough articles,
research, or reports on it. Perhaps that accounts why people fail to have a clear map
of itin their head. However, being a member of international performance art circle,



I've found somehow there are still some different “schools” in this circle, and the fact
that artists can develop in very various multiple ways.

In this event, we want to try more outdoor durational performance, to experience the
durational that involves and hides itself in the daily public space. For the past few
years, we have quite a few indoor performances in Taiwan, but we hardly have
outdoor durational. Besides, a group performance that many individual
performances happen at the same venue in the same time is also what we want to
experiment this year. | hope that the practice of these new forms of performance may
bring a new perspective to our local artists and audience, in the mean time, the
overseas artists may know more about Taiwan, especially Taiwanese performance
and artists.
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Yeh Tzu-chi

I. Eyes Looking for the Strange

If you don't shit on the street, cage yourself or stay out of any building as long as one
year, kneel and hang yourself in the air, eat your own fetis.... If you don't...well, don't
do anything horrible, strange, astonishing, or disgusting, what else can you do with
performance art?

Should performance art be horrible, strange, astonishing, or disgusting? Should it
fight against somebody or something? Are these the “political correctness” in
performance art? If they are, then isn't it referring to an existence of hegemony in this
field?

If there were not volcano explosion, flood, earthquake, or mood flood any more,
would there be nothing left to see on this planet?

Could it be possible that there is always some sort of turbulence and revolt in some
small unnoticed corners? Isn't that Picasso brought a giant revolution in the history of
paintings when he painted quietly and unsurprisingly in his studio? And haven't!
faced my own claustrophobia when | enveloped my whole body with that giant heavy
god-damned black cloth?

Could it be possible that performance art can show hundreds of thousands of other
factors than just frightening, astonishment, revolt, anger or turbulence? Could it be
otherwise poetic, funny, or full of the spirit of zen, etc........ Just like all the other art
categories, performance art can have boundless space and orientation to develop
and form its own specific traits of history.

That's why one can't see performance art only with the eyes looking for the strange.




1l. It's art, not skill ?!

‘I do art.”

“Oh... What kind of art?"

“Performance art.”

272227272727772277? That's the mark full in the face of the inquirer.
“Well, it's a kind of performance.”

“ Performance? Mmmm. Theatre? Dancing? Or Music?"

That's usually the case | met. | also have to face from time to time the doubt and
“disappointments” from the theatre people: so rough, so un-precise, and unskilled.....
How can you call this art? Surprisingly, when | joined a performance art event in
Israel in 2008, Tamar Raban, who has been doing performance for 30 years, also
mentioned this. So this seems to be one of the utmost questions for the performance
artists of the whole world to answer! Interestingly enough, in the same event, | heard
another extreme statement from a Chinese artist. He came across another Chinese
man playing zheng, an old Chinese instrument, in one of the busy streets of
Jerusalem. Before the man, there was a bowl with coins inside. In other words, that
street musician made money with his art, which never happens to us. | remembered
how cynical he was when he said “That's our reward, for we love art, not skills!"

These two opposite perspectives on the spectrum of performance explain how far the
distance is between performance art and other categories of performance/art, among
which theatre included! It doesn't blur the fact, though, that performance art indeed
overlaps with other types of performances and visual arts when coming to the middle
of the spectrum. However, perhaps because performance art is always both avant-
garde and marginal, there are so little discourses about it and even worse the reports
on the newspapers are often sensational slanted. It's no wonder that most people
don't know how to see/appreciate the so-called live performance. They often see and
judge it with the habit of watching a theatre or a visual art piece. The result is just like
what Chinese people would say to catch fish by climbing a tree. It seems quite unfair



to this art form and the artists who devote their life and passion to it.

The Lecture on Theatre and Performance Art by Marilyn Arsem in Taidung University
is thus included here to clarify the similarities and differences between theatre and
performance art.

Hl. Please Come to the Scene

This is a documentary of ON THE WAY: 2009 artrend international performance art
meeting. It documents durational performances in Taipei, Taidung, and Tainan,
together with an indoor group performance in Kaohsiung.

Please remember that this is a documentary, not the event itself or the original works
that happened in the event.

Live performance lives in the process of performing/happening. It dies at the very
moment that it comes to the end. The artists and the spectators co-experience the
life and death of the works on the very scene/spot of the live performance. All the
documentaries: photos, videos, writings, exhibitions afterwards, etc. can never fully
restore the scene itself, not even to the 30% of it, perhaps. It's therefore very
dangerous to judge if a performance is good or bad according to the documentation
afterwards, because a good performance does not necessarily look “good” on a photo
or sound “good” by a description/narration; and vice versa. We can even say that live
performance and documentation/exhibition afterwards may be two different
disciplines. The most reliable way would be: please come to the scene!

Yes, this is a catalogue documenting an event of the past, but we hope it also looks
toward the future, a new life. By reading what the artists wrote about their own works,
one can see how various the routes of creating performance can be. Could it be
possible to briné a new perspective and vocabulary, or even a new aesthetic, to
Taiwan's art practice, discourse and research? Heartily we hope so.

o



Marilyn Arsem

INTRODUCTION
NiHao. Thank you for coming. Itis a pleasure to be here in Taiwan, and participate
in the On the Way Festival, and to have this opportunity to visit Taidung University.

Yeh Tzu -Chi asked me to speak to you today about theater and performance art. |
am a performance artist, making work in response to specific sites in different
locations around the world. | also teach the theory and practice of performance art to
both undergraduate and graduate students at the School of the Museum of Fine Arts,
Boston, in a joint program with Tufts University.

| will begin by talking about some of the differences between theater and performance
art. Then | will speak about ways in which an audience might look at and think about

art action when they watch it. And finally, as an example, | will show a short video of
a work by one of the best known performance artists, Hsieh Tehching, of Taiwan.

| think of live performance as a kind of continuum, with traditional theater at one end
and performance art or action art at the other. In reality, it is not so pure. Categories
are constructed theoretically, but actual work often straddles multiple practices and
combines media. Artists don't follow formulas or categories defined by historians, but
instead borrow from different art practices when their work warrants it. Nevertheless,
it is useful to identify some simple distinctions, in order to consider the differences in
the practices.

TRADITIONAL THEATER

| will begin at one end of the spectrum, with the form that is more familiar - traditional
theater.



Atheater production is most often an interpretation of a script. The script might be a
year old, or 100 years old, or a 1000 years old.

Traditional theater generally tells a story. A narrative is played out, often taking place
in a different time and location.

Even if many years are covered in the play, the time is condensed so that the play
lasts only a few hours at most.

The work is often larger than life, monumental, heroic.

A group of actors and designers work for a director, who is in charge of the
conception of the production. It is a vertical hierarchical power structure, and the
director has the final authority on all decisions.

The theater company's task is to prepare a production for the public, interpreting the
text. The challenge is to do it skillfully.

They rehearse the play, developing their interpretation, seeking to be able to duplicate
and continue to repeat their best rehearsal.

The actors are performing characters, using language and gesture to tell the story.
Aset is designed and constructed, and materials are often made to resemble the real
world.

Tea stands in for whiskey, and the actors pretend to be drunk. Mashed potatoes
stand in for ice cream, and the actors behave as if it were cold. Forms made with
paper maché stand in for rocks, and the performers act as if they were very heavy,
being careful not to lean on them too hard.

The performance is created for an audience, who experience the play sitting in the
dark, looking up at the stage that is elevated and in the light

The play appears to be taking place in a different time and location, and the viewers
are not acknowledged. The 'fourth wall' is maintained.

Generally the time is structured in scenes, with breaks in between, so that the story



can move through more time than the 2 or 3 hours of the event.

The beginning and end of the play is clearly delineated. The area where the
audiencesits becomes dark when the play begins. Often there is a curtain covering
the stage that opens at the beginning of the play, and closes at the end. And when it
is over, the lights are turned on again in the auditorium where the audience is seated.

Audiences often know the text, and are watching to see how the company performs
the work. They come to see actors who are skilled at taking on a character, accent,
language, emotion of a fictional person and do it convincingly.

They come to hear and see the story, to be moved, and to be entertained.

ACTION ART

The kind of work that you will see in On the Way Festival is at the other end of the
spectrum. It has different names in different languages, such as Performance Art or
Behavior Art, or Action Art.

Action art is generally created and performed by an individual person, and can be
thought of as a practice of visual art.

There is no director, and no production crew.
The audience is often is integrated into the work in some way.

The artist creates an action, working with materials, with time and with space, using
her or his own body, in order to examine a question, to lear something, or to
experiment with a process. There is no narrative or story, though there might be an
unfolding sequence of actions.

The action can be thought of as an image, and viewed as one would view sculpture or
painting. Viewers bring to their interpretation their own agendas and experiences,
and there is no single meaning.

An action might be invented only a month, a week or a few minutes before it is
performed.  Or it could be part of an ongoing inquiry on the part of the artist.



It might be made in response to a physical location, a political situation or a personal
concern of the artist.

Rather than creating an object in the privacy of the studio, the artist instead reveals
the process of creation as the work itself.

Performance art occurs in the actual time and place that it is happening. It is here,
and now.

The artist is only her or himself in the work.

It operates on the same scale as real life. Itis intimate. It is another human being
doing something. It is a moment in real life that is framed.

The space for performance is not always clearly defined in terms of where the action
will be and where an audience should be. There is generally no separation between
the viewers and the performer. Everyone is on the same level.

The artist uses real materials, spends real time, and there is a real physical impact
made by the action. Materials are transformed, the place might be transformed, and
the artist is often changed by the act of doing the action.

If there is a knife in a performance, you can assume it is sharp and will be used. And
if the artist cuts him or herself, it is real blood and real pain is felt. If the artist is
drinking whiskey, it is real, and the artist is becoming increasingly inebriated the more
that is consumed. If the artist vomits, it is real. If the artist is using ice, it is already
melting, and the temperature of the room can affect the length of the performance.

The work is not rehearsed, though an artist might test the materials in advance in
order to understand how they operate. There is no 'correct’ way to execute the
action. How it is done, and the state of mind of the artist while doing it, is a result of
the conditions of the present moment.

In that respect, random events in the immediate surroundings can impact the
execution of the work. The artist is free to make changes and adjust the work in
response to the immediate situation. Anything can happen.

Action Art can last one minute, one hour, one day, a week, a year, a lifetime, or longer.
The artist determines the physical parameters and the timeframe of the work.
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THE AUDIENCE'S ROLE

What is the role of the viewer or audience in this kind of work?

An audience is not coming to see the interpretation of a text, or to hear a story. They
are coming to see another person an artist - do something. They are curious to see

what will happen. It is an opportunity to see the world through someone else's eyes
and actions.

Often, as audience, you are being asked to be a witness. This is especially the case
if an artist is doing something that is challenging to him or herself. Having someone
there as a witness is a kind of safety net, and serves to verify that it really happened.

Sometime an artist asks the audience to help with the action. And sometimes the
artist expects the audience to look at the work as if it were sculpture, or an
installation.

How do you know what is expected of you as the audience? Generally there is no
physical separation between you and the artist. How do you determine what your role
is in the work? It is not always clear where or how you should watch the action. Can
you come close to it? Is it safer to stay at a distance? What does the artist expect of
you? Sometimes an artist will make it clear what is expected of you, but not always.

What do you expect of the artist?

What do you want from art?

These are some of the questions that can arise when seeing performance art.
HSIEH TEHCHING

| want to show you the work of an artist who expanded my understanding of what an
art action might be.

Hsieh Tehching came to New York City in the 1970s, and made a series of year-long
performances. From 1980 to 1981 he made the Time Clock Piece.

During that year, for 366 days, he punched a time clock and took a photo of himself
every hour on the hour. He did that action 8784 times. This film is made of each of
the photos that he took every hour.



He couldn't travel further than 29 minutes away, because he had to be back in time to
punch the clock and take the picture. And he could never sleep more than 59
minutes at one time.

This is a work that profoundly reminds me that time is always passing, whether we
pay attention to it or not. How we use that time is our choice, but always there is less
and less of it.

This piece also operates conceptually. Even though | did not actually see him do it, |
can imagine the task of taking my picture in my studio every hour, every day and
every night for a year.

WHY MAKE PERFORMANCE ART
Why do artists make performances?

It is an opportunity to step outside of daily routine, to experience living in the world in
new ways.

Itis a chance to demonstrate something that one understands, to make an
observation or to share a feeling.

Itis also an opportunity to allow oneself to experience something that is physically or
psychologically challenging.

It demands that one fully engage in the moment and experience a period of time with
heightened awareness and heightened senses.

Itis also an art form that keeps one humble.

Itis a reminder that we are limited finally by our own bodies and our short time on
earth.

We are not making these works for the future, but for the people who are with us now.

It is about a moment of communication, a sharing of the world as we know it and as
we imagine it.

e





