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Introduction:	The	Beijing	East	Village	Photographs	

From roughly 1993 to 1996, Xing Danwen (born 1967) and Rong Rong (Lu 
Zhirong, born 1968), two self-taught photographers from, Xi’an, Shaanxi, 
and Zhangzhou, Fujian, respectively, documented the major performance 
practices of Beijing Dongcun (East Village) – an artist community that 
existed briefly from 1993 to 1994 in Dashanzhuang (Big Mountain Village) 
on the site of today’s Chaoyang Park, between Third and Fourth Ring 
Roads.1 Photographs in their archives demonstrate their personal 
approaches to the ‘live acts’ that formed the Beijing experimental art 
canon of the 1990s; however, these images are more than mere 
documentation. Both Xing Danwen and Rong Rong had been present at 
the nude performance of Fen-Ma Liuming’s Lunch II in 1994 – Rong Rong 
caught the moment when Xing directed the camera at Ma Liuming (born 
1969), who was playing the role of his alter ego, Fen-Ma Liuming, an 
androgynous character with long hair and feminine make-up who 
exposed his male genitalia during performances.2 The resulting 
photograph affirms the witnessing of this live act by a woman who directs 
the camera at her gender other as object, or the mirrored self.3 The 
dynamic in the gaze seems to signify the traditional painter-model 
relationship. Yet the phallus that symbolises male painterly power creates 
tension by synthesising different sources of sexual and creative authority. 

The tension between the genders that underlies the East Village 
performances, however, has been ignored and subsumed under the 
power of nudity to challenge conventional art, social norms and 
censorship in the post-Tiananmen era. While Rong Rong’s photographs 
have been compiled into several catalogues with articles supporting his 



artistic contribution, little research had been done on Xing’s work until her 
solo exhibitions at the Red Brick Museum in Beijing (2017) and Museum of 
Modern Art in Warsaw (2017). When discussing the East Village 
photographs by Rong Rong, art historian Wu Hung remarks: ‘Although the 
authorship of these photographs was sometimes acknowledged, the 
images served mainly to illustrate the performances. Even today, 
historians of contemporary Chinese art rarely speak about the 
independent importance of these photographs.’4 Wu also fleetingly 
mentions conflicts over authorship among East Village artists: whether the 
works should be attributed to the performance artist or the 
photographer.5 In his discreet summary, Wu seems to avoid the dispute 
over the copyright for To Add One Meter to an Anonymous Mountain (1995), 
originally a collaborative work among ten artists, each of whom received a 
negative before the rest were destroyed by Lü Nan. Years later, it entered 
the canon of Chinese performance art, and other copyright holders 
became critical of Zhang Huan’s initial claim of having conceived the work 
by himself.6 

The second issue that Wu chose not to mention is why Xing’s role in 
creating the East Village canon is omitted entirely from many major 
publications on performance art in China.7 This article aims to fill that gap, 
and to explore Xing’s authorship, by comparing shots by Rong Rong and 
by Xing as well as by contextualising the significance of these photographs 
in Xing’s artistic trajectory. One possible explanation for the relative 
neglect of Xing’s work is that Ma’s nude act affirms the phallogocentrism in 
the history of performance art, which is still prevalent in the art scene in 
China. The making of body art in the East Village is not to be separated 
from phallic power. Most performance artists who worked on body art 
until the mid 1990s were male; the phallus is expressive of the power of 
performance, and as a revolt against censorship and the suppression of 
artistic freedom. The aforementioned act To Add One Meter to an 
Anonymous Mountain, a collaboration among eight male and two female 
artists, highlights the body as fundamental artistic material in a photo that 
is ultimately critical of living conditions in Beijing.8 The artists stacked their 
naked bodies in descending order of weight, from heaviest to lightest, to 
form a body sculpture one metre high. Immediately after, Zhang Huan 
spontaneously proposed staging another work on site called Nine 
Holes since all of them were already undressed. One of the artists, Zuoxiao 
Zuzhou, refused, because he considered it to be lacking conceptual 



purpose and aesthetic grounding.9 The remaining nine participants lay 
face-down on the ground. The seven males tucked their genitalia into 
holes they had dug, and the two females placed their genitalia on mounds 
they had built.10 This raw and straightforward body contact with nature, 
combined with the title, suggest that early performance art prioritised 
phallic power – it is the males who are able to infiltrate the earth with their 
sexual power. This resonates with the early body art canon's celebration 
of male supremacy. Male artists inherit the language through critiquing 
phallic power while also possessing it.11 Mutual affirmation of masculinity 
and artistic authority can be observed in body art by East Village artists, in 
which the phallus/artist equation is reinforced. The gendered nature of 
the making of these body works was critically reflected in Xing's 
photographic work throughout the 1990s as a revision of male-centred 
body art, which I will explore in the following. 

Liveness,	or	the	Photographer	and	Her	Model	

This article re-examines East Village performance art by analysing both the 
dialogue that took place through posed photography co-staged by Ma 
Liuming and Xing Danwen and their separate paths afterwards, in which 
both sought to subvert the gender stereotypes they represented in their 
collaborative practices. I first analyse the photographer-performer 
relationship, then detail the intersubjective dialogues that arose in the 
process, particularly how they reacted to gender issues and to the artists’ 
autonomy within their individual practices later on. The comparison is 
meaningful as it unveils Xing’s feminist awakening and explains the 
motivation and subject matter in both Ma’s and Xing’s practices – the 
cross-gender dialogue that formed the local canon of Beijing performance 
art. 

Performance theorists, predominantly in English-speaking academia, such 
as Roselee Goldberg, Amelia Jones and Peggy Phelan, have elucidated the 
gap between the documentation of performance and liveness. In recent 
years, art historians have re-examined the hierarchy between the two. The 
body has become central to many performance acts, its symbolic meaning 
often not dependent on the live act and thus better conveyed through 
photo-documentation. Further, some performance artists’ refusal to 
validate documentation as artworks actually reinforces the value of 
documentation. Comparing Valie Export’s documentation and different 



contradictory statements on Genital Panic in 1969, Mechtild Widrich argues 
that ‘ephemeral art practices create more than just one performative 
moment’.12 Widrich concludes, ‘photography must be seen as a privileged 
medium of performance, due to its dual capacity of acting as quasi-legal 
document of the past (applicable even when the photographs are staged) 
and at the same time as a persistent re-enactment’.13 In other words, both 
photography and personal accounts contribute to different performative 
moments rather than reinforcing the original authentic live event. In this 
context, Xing’s deep intervention in the creation of the character Fen/Ma – 
firstly as a witness on site, secondly as the photographer who composed 
the documentation, and thirdly as an artist negotiating with phallic power 
in her own conceptual work – should be seen as an authoritative voice 
that co-constructed the East Village canon. 

Xing acquired her first camera second-hand in Hong Kong in 1989 and 
became a self-taught photographer. She was inspired by Henri Cartier 
Bresson’s photography exhibition at the National Art Museum of China in 
the early 1990s, Wolfgang Tillmans’s album of youth and drug culture, and 
Sebastião Salgado’s work on gold miners. Moved by such genuine 
approaches to reality, she began photographing ordinary people on the 
street. Through a German friend, she started taking reportage 
photography about life in China for Stern magazine around 1992. In 1993, 
she shared a studio with another female artist in the East Village, which is 
how she came to know Ma and Zhang. 

Since the East Village performances were staged in intimate situations, 
few people could experience the scenes live; rather, the performative act 
has been analysed and disseminated through ‘sanctioned documentation’, 
and the selection of those images defines the interpretation and 
circulation. Xing photographed Ma’s performances from 1993 to 1995, 
which she included in A Personal Diary, a serial photo-installation 
comprised of her views of the living conditions of Beijing artists. To form 
various installations, she made multiple prints from negatives she had 
developed between 1993 and 2003. Each iteration is a unique version 
designed site-specifically for the museum collecting the works.14 The 
ensemble was influenced by photo-reportage, as Xing was photographing 
for several foreign magazines, including Stern and Geo; however, these 
images also function as an archive of a female artist’s practice. The 
photographed situations include artist studios, urban ruins, performance 
art scenes and social gatherings. Beyond serving as an archive of art and 



life in the 1990s, these works reveal her presence at the events and her 
corporeal relationship with her objects. 

For three decades, Xing avoided discussing her involvement in the East 
Village performance art scene – to deter accusations of capitalising on the 
fame of male artists. Based on their artist statements, and from the 
diversity of their approaches in the resulting images, it is clear that Rong 
Rong and Xing conceived the photographs as conceptual works from the 
beginning. According to Xing, there was no agreement over how the legacy 
would be shared among the artists, as none foresaw the success of those 
images in the international market. Xing considers the photographing 
process as a way to support her friends while also expanding her own 
practice. She processed the film in her own studio, selecting images that 
were representative of the performance on her own. The images were 
printed on eight- by ten-inch stock and given to the artists. She would 
make more prints to for curators or the foreign press upon request. Ma 
and Zhang, while designing the performances, were not involved in 
deciding which images were sanctioned for archival purposes. Xing 
mentioned asking the artists to give her proper attribution in publications, 
though that rarely actually happened. Rong Rong did not mention the 
authorship issue in his published diary, yet he sees photographing 
performance art as a practice in its own right rather than as merely 
documentation – though this hierarchy was not articulated explicitly by 
the artists at that time.15 

Rather than centring this article on accusations of male phallic power, 
however, I want to consider the photographing process – from Fen/Ma 
Liuming II (1993), Fen/Ma Liuming’s Lunch I (1994), Fen/Ma Liuming’s Lunch 
II (1994), through to The Third Contact (1995) – as an artistic dialogue that 
gave rise to two distinct bodies of work: one by Ma, from posed 
photography to live art and thus the dissolution of the photographer’s 
authority, and the other by Xing, from documentary photography to 
staged situations empowered with feminism. It was through gendered 
coding and the artists’ intersubjective relationship that both Ma and Xing 
established their individual paths: towards performance art and 
conceptual photography respectively. Ma, in his early phase, relied on 
Xing’s photography to adjust the presentation of his androgynous alter 
ego. An image in the Personal Diary shows how photo prints of the staging 
of Fen/Ma Liuming were hanging in Ma’s studio: he had carefully studied 
them in order to become more fully aware of his poses and their effect on 



the audience; in order to choreograph new projects. This was, of course, 
before the proliferation of digital cameras; Ma could not see the live effect 
during or immediately after the performance. Instead, he had to wait 
several days for the film to be processed. By studying the documentation, 
Ma inadvertently absorbed from the photos the craft of narrative which he 
integrated into his other performances later on. 

In reconsidering the voice of the photographer, I am not suggesting that 
we view Xing as the deprived one whose opportunity was usurped by the 
performance artists – their practices are just fundamentally different.16 My 
intention is to examine how the voices of two autonomous creators – a 
female photographer and a male performer – together transformed a live 
act into representative images. The process involves negotiations between 
the two genders and between liveness and documentation. I do not see a 
hierarchy between the artist and her model, or between the performance 
artist and his photographer; rather, both established their artistic identity 
by challenging and affirming the authority of their mirrors/others. My aim 
is to analyse the subject behind the camera, which dissects and 
reconstructs gender in the process. Considering the Butlerian notion that 
the body and its gender are constructed through repetitive performance, 
we can view the photographing process as an act of engaging or inventing 
feminist discourses that take their point of departure from how Xing 
positions herself in the photographs in relation to the heterosexual or 
trans-sexual bodies. Because the photographer’s eye did indeed play a 
role (particularly in shaping the gender representations in Ma Liuming’s 
performance and in critiquing patriarchal exploitation of the female body), 
Ma eventually came to resist her intervention by taking over the 
camerawork himself in later performances. 

Xing	Danwen’s	East	Village	

It is crucial to compare various shots of the same act by Rong Rong and 
Xing Danwen, as the images reveal alternative perspectives of the same 
scenes. In the case of Fen/Ma Liuming’s Lunch II, the canonical shots of this 
performance were photographed by Xing and one of them was recently 
acquired by Tate Modern, although the work is solely attributed to Ma 
Liuming.17 Sanctioned as performance documentation, these photographs 
depict bodies in a manner that is sculptural and frontal. Other renderings 
of the same act, included in A Personal Diary, deliberately avoid frontal 



views and sculptural qualities, and candidly catch even trivial moments 
from the midst of the performance, including minor actions such as 
cooking or taking off earrings. These candid shots also reveal the 
relationship between performer, photographer and audience. They better 
present the living conditions of East Village artists with realistic details of 
the courtyard and art gatherings among an intimate group. 

This was already the fourth staging of Fen/Ma Liuming. The Chinese 
linguistic structure of this name imitates the translation of European 
names into Chinese, where an interpunct ‘.’ is added between a given 
name and surname. The character Fen 芬, which literally translates as 
‘fragrance’, a typical Chinese woman’s name, is attached before the artist’s 
birth name, ‘Ma Liuming’. ‘Fen’ is also a homophone of ‘part 分’, which is 
considered a pun on ‘dividing’ the genders in Ma. As he was often 
mistaken for a girl due to his feminine beauty and slim body, Ma makes 
use of his looks to create the alter ego Fen/Ma – with make-up, long hair, 
and a woman’s dress that contrasts with his male genitalia. The staging of 
androgyny relies on phallic power, as the female part is absorbed by 
masculine sexual characteristics and played by a straight male. In the 
following, I will sometimes refer to Fen/Ma as Ma Liuming’s androgynous 
alter ego. More often, however, I will refer to only the character Fen, the 
feminine part of Fen/Ma, that is revealed by Xing’s camera. Xing and Ma, in 
their interviews, talked mostly about this character. Instead of just serving 
as an abbreviation of Fen/Ma that involves both genders, ‘Fen’ highlights 
how the masculine attributes enable the artist to exploit the feminine 
character in the androgynous body – as a lack that needs to be 
supplemented by the phallus to become a complete transgender body, 
thus inscribes gender hierarchy. 

Based on the detailed description published by Lü Peng and Ci Yuejian, 
the performance Fen/Ma Liuming Lunch II can be reconstructed as follows. 
In the courtyard of Ma’s studio, he undressed and cooked potatoes in a 
pot, along with some fragments of his paintings, his watch and his 
earrings – all without a word. The performance was low-key. Occasionally, 
he would pick a leaf from the courtyard floor and toss it into the pot. After 
twenty minutes or so, he buried the cooked items under a tree in the 
courtyard. The act of cooking nude is undoubtedly erotic. It extended 
upon Ma’s first lunch act of cooking fish, at least twice, and on fish as 
bearing erotic connotations. In ancient Chinese poetry, fish (specifically 
carp) were used to carry love letters.18 In ‘Ballad of Watering Horses in a 



Ditch by the Great Wall’, the protagonist discovers a love letter while trying 
to cook a carp. The act of cooking – not for the sake of consuming food – 
fulfils the desire of two genders in Fen/Ma’s body. The potatoes reflect his 
living conditions as a poor artist as do those in social realist paintings, 
such as Van Gogh’s series on the potato eaters; here, they become a 
signifier of poverty within a live act. 

The atypical views caught by Xing’s camera, I suggest, expose another 
facet of the performance art archive. These images are not only creative 
artworks in their own right, they also record tension between the 
performer, who is using his nudity to exploit the female gender, and the 
female photographer, who disavows such an approach. First, only the 
photographs (not sanctioned as official documentation) by Rong Rong 
depict the male genitalia in prominence, whereas in A Personal Diary they 
are attentively blocked, artistically cropped out, castrated. Even more 
revealing, in one of the images, the phallus is hidden behind a pot handle. 
This also happens in Fen/Ma Liuming’s Lunch I, in which the artist performs 
oral sex on himself by connecting his mouth and penis through a 
tube.19 As the phallus plays a prominent role, its elongated form through 
the tube is depicted in a prominent position in the official and canonised 
image that circulated as performance documentation, whereas the open 
area is cast in shade in another image that was reserved for A Personal 
Diary. To catch an elevated angle, Xing’s camera looks upward from below 
through a glass table, making Ma’s upper body and face blurry. The artistic 
intention is not to cite the castration complex literally, yet the images 
show how the photographer expresses, at one and the same time, unease 
at gazing at her male peer as he uses the phallic weapon to stage 
femininity or androgyny, and her own resilience: she is clearly much more 
interested in unusual angles than in depicting the power of a masculine 
nude body. This is unlikely to be an over-interpretation since the final 
prints in A Personal Diary were carefully selected from multiple negatives in 
her archive. Neither was censorship an issue, as these photographs were 
shown at the Red Brick Museum in Beijing without any official 
intervention.20 

In contrast, Rong Rong’s published photographs are shot from 
spontaneous angles that do not omit the phallus.21 Xing’s photographic act 
of castration is a neurotic response to phallogocentrism, which was the 
background for the emergence of such an image, a dominant logic in the 
artworld that has always limited the practices of female artists. For Amelia 



Jones, masculinity is ‘a condition whose significances and radical or 
regressive effects are contingent on the contexts in which it is produced 
and in which it is read’.22 There is an affinity between how Ma employs the 
phallus to create the transgender identity of Fen/Ma and how white male 
artists align their phallic heterosexual power with creativity in Jones’s 
analysis. In the East Village, the phallus is deployed by males to represent 
artistic freedom; a radical tool to revolt against boundaries and 
restrictions in the particular social context of Beijing. Artistic genius is 
secured through attributes innate to masculine bodies. A woman artist 
like Xing, however, is not only unable to take advantage of a similarly 
powerful tool but is also muted by it. Xing describes how most women in 
the gang were male artists’ girlfriends. She was able to maintain a working 
relationship with the men thanks to her identity as a journalist who had 
married a foreign husband.  

The	Gendered	Intersubjective	Relationships	in	Third	
Contact	

In this section, I would like to further elaborate on how the posed 
photography of East Village performance art emerged through the gaze of 
the other sex, and through intersubjective relationships, by discussing 
selected images from Third Contact (1995) in the personal archives of Rong 
Rong and Xing. After the performance Feng/Ma Liuming II in June 1994, Ma 
Liuming and Zhu Ming were detained by the police for two months for 
public nudity.30 Landlords in the East Village refused to lease space to the 
artists, and the community moved north to Anjialou. Third Contact was 
performed in this context, and the witnesses included two photographers, 
one videographer, and Boriana Varbanov Song, who provided her one-
bedroom apartment in Chaoyang District as the site for the event.31 Rong 
Rong, Xing Danwen, Ma Liuming, and Zhang Huan were caught on Xing’s 
camera through the mirror’s reflection. In this intimate set-up, Ma wears 
make-up and long hair; he bends over Zhang Huan, who sits on the toilet 
and shaves his head. Rong Rong’s diary provides accounts of the scene, 
about how Zhang Huan examined himself in the mirror while Ma brushed 
his teeth again and again – acts to ‘purify’ themselves. Zhang sat on the 
toilet to shave his pubic hair. Ma shaved Zhang’s head with a razor. Both 
stepped into the bathtub. They touched their own bodies as piles of the 
hair they had just cut were dumped in the tub.32 After the sensual bathing 



scene, they lay in the bedroom, with a dreamy look as if intoxicated. Rong 
Rong photographed the two classic images of Zhang and Ma in the tub, 
which are more upright, sculptural, and focused on the actions, while the 
photographs that depict the same moment by Xing were taken at oblique 
angles. In one of those photos, Zhang dramatised the scene by directing a 
violent look at Xing. Sitting on the toilet, he holds his phallus and looks 
aggressively into the camera. Xing’s depiction of Fen/Ma – often from a 
distance or in close-up, does not prioritise masculinity. We are almost sure 
that this is a womanly figure as the private area is out of focus or cast in 
shadow while the focus falls on the tender facial expression. Xing, in turn, 
assumes the position of voyeur. She catches the moment as Fen paints 
the edge of her lip, the chin slightly raised. Her lens is closely directed at 
the left cheek, in an intimate position. The shadow below the left 
collarbone emphasises the shoulder and other curves with a sensual 
ambience. Rong Rong stands at a further distance and catches a similar 
moment as the two performers both gaze into the mirror with a much 
more straightforward narrative about the happenings on site. By contrast, 
through the gap in the door panel, Xing catches the moment of Fen 
examining her mirror image, slightly turned towards the camera and 
noticing herself being photographed. With this moment, the genital area 
again hidden beneath the sink and the angled view showing one third of 
the pictorial space, with the rest completely dark, Xing transforms Fen into 
an object to be viewed, like nude figures in the European painting 
tradition. 

These images not only demonstrate how differently Rong Rong and Xing 
approach their objects but how the performers reacted to each 
photographer’s gaze. Such is the potential of the ‘liveness’ that relies on 
participation on site, which can still be read in the images. At the height of 
the performance, Zhang and Ma soaked in the bathtub, in what became a 
widely disseminated image. The hair clippings were spread over the water 
and on their bodies. Showing a non-hygienic, risky and sensual moment, 
this action seems to indicate a kind of intercourse between masculine and 
feminine figures. While Rong Rong’s depictions of this scene are sculptural 
and strictly aligned with the horizontal structure, Xing manoeuvres the 
shadows on the performers’ bodies to create a sensual scene, 
emphasising the intertwined limbs and flesh. 

If we compare Third Contact with the first staging of Fen/Ma Liuming in 
1993, we can clearly appreciate the transformation in Ma’s presentation of 



the fluidity of gender: the feminine aspect has parted with the 
androgynous character due to Xing’s critical participation. Fen/Ma Liuming 
Says is the first staging of this androgynous character: Ma at first 
presented Fen in drag with make-up, posed with a seductive look for the 
camera, and undressed to unveil his phallus. The performance culminated 
in Fen/Ma lying on a sofa, masturbating, and drinking the sperm with a 
small audience around him. In this case, Fen was stripped bare and 
completely assimilated into Ma’s body, and both characters united in 
intercourse within a single corpus, leading to the consumption of the 
heteronormative binary before the group. The creation of Fen/Ma thus 
conforms to the heterosexist patriarchy and narcissism symptomatic of 
body art. Rather than being a picture of gender fluidity, the androgyne 
character is built on the notion of the female body being insufficient and 
vulnerable, thus easily subsumed. The staging produces a feminine 
alternative that is exotic and most effectively transmitted via photography. 

As noted earlier, Xing often decided to tone down the masculine part of 
Fen/Ma and focus on just the character Fen, an approach that can be 
interpreted as a critique against the instrumentalisation of femininity 
through the male body. Androgyny, as discussed by Lacan, is a fluid status 
with multiple sexual possibilities. Yet the co-existence of the two sexes 
that form transgender identity, according to Julia Kristeva, involves 
privilege. Kristeva criticises androgyny as the phallic co-option and 
dissolution of femininity, ‘absorption of the feminine by man, veiling the 
feminine in woman… the androgyny is a phallus disguised as a woman not 
knowing the difference, he is the silent masquerade of a liquidation of 
femininity’.33 This aptly describes Ma’s gendered performance based on 
phallic privilege, and Xing’s resistance to it. 

In Xing’s images, Fen’s feminine character is reinforced by the subtlety of 
the shots. In Third Contact, she catches the moment that Fen peeps 
through the bathroom door, which evokes the depiction of the discovery 
by men of women at their toilette found in European oil paintings. In this 
development, there is a contrast between how the artist practises phallic 
power through total naked exposure before a group, and then later 
presumes a subtler self-disclosure through the voyeur-object effect. From 
this we can infer that Fen only fulfils her femininity in front of the female 
photographer’s camera; Xing’s gaze brings out and reinforces the drag 
Fen’s affinity to femininity. In other words, Fen is created when Fen/Ma is 
stripped bare and castrated by the female artist. 



Ma	Liuming:	The	Performer	Becomes	Photographer	

Ma Liuming’s performance career starts with self-commodification and 
ends with a conscious decision due to the ageing and deformation of the 
body, as well as awareness of how an art practice such as his prompts 
criticisms about gender. He first encountered performance art when 
studying at Hubei Art Academy. In 1988, he performed in his teacher Wei 
Guangqing’s Suicide Project, a series of posed photographs in which Ma 
was covered in white cloth and performed suicidal acts, such as lying 
down on a railway track. Ma moved to the East Village where he became 
acquainted with Zhang Huan in June 1993. After meeting Gilbert and 
George at their exhibition at the National Art Museum of China in 1993, he 
invited the British duo to his studio and performed Dialogue with Gilbert 
and George in September 1993. Ma stood shirtless on a table and tucked 
his fingers into a crack in the ceiling, as red paint started to drip on to his 
body. The performance, with its existentialist ambience, lasted three 
minutes, as Pink Floyd’s The Wall played in the background, a soundtrack 
expressive of the political interests, living conditions and vulnerability of 
the East Village artists.34 After the debut of this intuitive act, the East Village 
community agreed that it seemed to be a new art language and Ma 
continued the exploration. At first, the presentation of Fen/Ma through 
posed photography focused on exhibition of the body, but Ma gradually 
started performing symbolic acts. In 1996, Fen/Ma took a shower with live 
fish hanging in the bathroom; the fish were struggling for oxygen, which 
signifies Ma Liuming’s experience of being detained in jail for two months 
after the naked performance in 1994.35 

Since 1995, Ma Liuming has participated in performance art festivals 
internationally, beginning in Canada and Japan. In those cases, he 
performed in staged situations (sometimes in a black box theatre) for a 
foreign audience. He also turned photography tools into a device for 
interacting with the audience, to reclaim the autonomy of his 
performance. Ma’s performances after 1995 were no longer ‘documented’ 
by photographers, due to intermittent arguments with friends: Xing 
particularly felt that Ma and Zhang had started taking her help for 
granted. The photo prints she had provided for them quickly ran out, and 
demand only increased with the sudden international interest in 
contemporary art from China. Being aware of the empowerment of the 
photographer and the work as a shared legacy, Ma started to appropriate 



the action of photographing on site during his own performances. His self-
portraits with the audience were a way to assert control over authorship 
of the visual by-product. At the exhibition ‘Another Long March’ in Breda 
(1997), Ma used a remote control to activate the shutter, and shot thirty-
six pictures of himself with different audience members; after the roll of 
film was finished, the performance ended. The sound of the shutter was 
amplified to emphasise the studio nature of the performance situation. 
Here, Ma took control of the camera and the medium of photography in 
order to instigate liveness. 

When performing overseas, Ma also toned down the femininity in the 
Fen/Ma character, which seemed to come from an intention to prioritise 
masculine authority. ‘I reduced the character Fen, put on less make-
up.’36 Here, femininity and masculinity are less about binary opposites 
than about achieving an estranged and exotic body for an international 
audience. Staging ‘differences’ became key to understanding his later 
performances. 

Starting with a performance at the Gwangju Biennale in 2000, Ma went 
further and took sleeping pills to become inactive in front of the audience. 
The act of sleeping turns Fen/Ma into a passive object, and yet the artist 
ensured that he maintained control of the whole scene through careful 
choreography of the details. The audience could customise Ma’s pose and 
photograph themselves with him, and thus the power of creating the 
tableau was passed to the participants. Audience members took turns to 
approach the stage, and then sat next to Ma while triggering the shutter to 
take their own picture with the naked and unconscious creator of the 
event. On the wall behind his sleeping body hung two paintings of Ma as 
an infant. 

In Fen/Ma Liuming in Lyon (2001) at the Polysonneries Performance Art 
Festival, audience members found themselves staring into their own 
reflections in a large mirror in front of Fen/Ma on stage, his back turned to 
the room. Ma’s appropriation of the Lacanian mirror stage was no 
coincidence; the mirror is a device for creating a painterly effect and for 
reinforcing participation.37 The mirror in the performance highlights the 
power relationship of looking and being looked at, turning from the 
creator as the sole object on display to society as spectacle.38 Here, the 
power of gaze is shared by performer and audience. Not only has the 



photographer disappeared, but the role of photography has been made 
subordinate. 

Ma Liuming had already started painting self-portraits in 1993 and has 
produced them in great quantities since the 2000s. In 2004, however, he 
completely gave up nude performance because he considers his ageing 
body no longer aesthetically pleasing. During this time, his first child was 
born. He turned to creating repetitive depictions of babies of neutral 
gender, possibly as a way of parting with the androgynous Fen/Ma – often 
the genitalia are not depicted in these works. In one of the images, a 
short-haired baby of uncertain gender stares at its mirror reflection, who 
is the infantile Fen with long hair.39 Finally, then, Ma Liuming parted with 
Fen through a visual allusion to Lacan’s mirror stage; he not only split Fen 
and Ma but castrated both in order to bid performance art farewell. 

The	Artist,	Her	Model	and	Her	Self-Image	

After the East Village community dissolved, Xing’s main exploration for the 
next two decades has been the struggle between her autonomy and the 
phallic power structures of the artworld. Ma’s exaggerated self-
eroticisation is not practicable for Chinese women artists, whose urgent 
need to be visible in the artworld outweighed their feminist activism. I Am 
Woman (1994–1996), a series of monochrome photographs compiled 
during the same period as the East Village performances, contains Xing’s 
reflections on how female identity and labour affect creative practice. In it, 
Xing depicts girlfriends from unconventional and intimate angles. Whereas 
Ma rarely looked into the camera when Xing played the role of voyeur, the 
female artist in I Am Woman initiates a dialogue with her female models, 
catching them at ease in various spontaneous moments. The characters 
do not represent ideal beauty, and again, the genitalia are out of focus, 
blocked or in shadow. Xing makes use of medium long shots, close-up 
shots, overhead shots – all of them on canted angles. In one of these 
images, the medium long shot depicts a pregnant woman blocking her 
face. Her standing body in a bathroom enters into dialogue with her 
shadow on the wall. In another scene, an overhead shot catches a 
pregnant woman recumbent on a crumpled bed sheet. She might be 
compared to classical depictions of a nude figure with a flirtatious look. 
Yet her gaze is absent-minded, and she does not consciously adjust 
herself for the camera. Xing’s approach to these bodies appears to be 



more personal. It rejects the instrumentalised version of ideal 
womanhood or woman as the object of desire. 

  

It was not until the 2000s, after studying in New York, that Xing started 
positioning herself as an object for viewing in her tableau photography. 
In Urban Fiction (2004–2020), Xing photographed architectural maquettes 
into which she had inserted tiny figures who act out dramatic scenarios. 
Merging the constructed urban scenery with fantasies drawn from 
popular media and sci-fi movies, she depicts herself in the tableau as a 
femme fatale in a fight between couples and in a murder scene, in an 
attempt to embody generic male desire as represented in contemporary 
media culture. However, since these scenarios are deliberately 
miniaturised and submerged into the cityscape, her ‘cosplay’ self evades 
complete objectification. In another video and photo installation 
series, Wall House (2007), she embraces her subjectivity as a contemporary 
woman empowered with creativity and femininity. An image depicts her 
from behind in an urban household setting. Details such as a cup and cell 
phone indicate that this space belongs to an independent contemporary 
woman. We follow her meditative gaze towards the urban landscape 
through the window in a manner reminiscent of the solitary figures 
viewed from behind in German romantic landscapes, further directing us 
to the presence of the photographer’s gaze. In the second image of the 
series, multiple temporalities are collaged into one picture: the first is a 
cityscape with a building under construction seen through the left 
window; the second is her own reflection in the mirror; and the third is the 
bathroom setting. The mirror image, of a stylish but rather neutral type, 
with greyish hair and pink T-shirt, applies lipstick and returns the gaze of 
the nude subject, who is the femme fatal, again depicted from behind. 
This scene uncannily repeats Fen in Third Contact, but Fen’s mirror image 
is in focus, whereas Xing’s is blurred: this hints at the reversal of subject 
and object, as well as how Xing’s neutral self resists being caught on 
camera. Wall House ultimately presents a distanced and estranged view: 
the long hair of the nude prevents us from unveiling her. She is stripped 
bare and being gazed at by herself in the mirror. The distanced image is a 
statement of her artistic economy without avoiding her femininity. 

In creating the character of Fen/Ma Liuming, Xing and Ma both underwent 
a stage of infantile transitivism, defined by Charlotte Bühler as how the 



internal psychic system and the environment are linked, and reinterpreted 
by Lacan as the process of identifying the other through observing the 
mirror image. It is through the gaze of a woman that the femininity in the 
persona Fen/Ma could emerge. By co-creating the femininity of Fen, Xing 
was gradually repositioning her identity as a woman artist. Both Ma and 
Xing see part of themselves reflected in the Fen/Ma character; thus it 
functions like a mirror image of both creators and instigates reflections on 
their subjectivities and genders that are mutually dependent in creating 
the East Village canon. The Fen character emerged after her bachelor was 
castrated by Xing’s lens. A reversal of the Oedipal complex takes place 
here: Xing has feminine perspectives that Ma failed to achieve in reality, 
which in turn makes Ma’s practice ethically and conceptually problematic. 
Facing the crisis of sharing authorship with the ‘photographer’, Ma can 
only secure his phallic power by reclaiming the camera. The live selfie with 
the audience allowed him to play the role of both photographer and 
model and retain total authority. In those later performances, Ma let the 
androgyne persona fade away, emphasising the masculine part. In the 
resulting photographs, his make-up is downplayed and his genital area is 
depicted prominently. This diluting of femininity was a conscious decision 
to part with Fen – who embodies Xing’s autonomy. After practising this 
mode of performance for a decade, Ma finally bade his performance alter 
ego farewell; its infantile form is sealed in the baby paintings that replaced 
his nude performances. 

Xing spent years adjusting her approach to femininity and self-portraiture. 
The progression from A Personal Diary to Wall House shows the female 
artist’s struggles to find a balance between autonomy and femininity while 
battling patriarchy. The way femininity is instrumentalised in Ma’s nude 
performance propelled Xing to embrace the sentiment and desire of 
woman. She maintains and accepts her female identity as self-contained 
without co-opting the patriarchal gaze, which has posed an obstacle for 
global feminist discourses. In her seminal paper on Asian women’s art, art 
historian Joan Kee engages with the question of whether contemporary 
Asian women’s art is feminist in nature.40 Kee argues that the issue lies in 
the logic of interpretation rather than in how they identify themselves as 
feminists as per Western standards. According to Kee, the notion of 
‘contemporary Asian womens’ art’ can reinforce authoritarian power as 
reflected in the role of the nation-state in mega exhibitions. While 
principally white women in the Western context during the 1960s only had 



to challenge modernism as the dominant paradigm for artistic practice, 
Asian women struggle with other layers of patriarchy, including feminism 
as a Western invention. Particularly in the Chinese context, the priority of 
female artists is to make their artworks visible, rather than engaging with 
women’s rights. Facing various demands from Euro-American feminists 
and the Chinese patriarchal system, women artists of Xing’s generation 
often sought to de-feminise their works, as feminist critique homogenised 
and obscured the political positions and autonomy of their art. In socialist 
China, women’s rights have long been overshadowed by the state’s 
instrumentalisation of the image of motherhood and strong women, who 
are supposed to make sacrifices for the nation.41 Further, there is little 
promotional value to the label ‘feminist art’, due to the patriarchal 
structure of the artworld. Many artists look down on this label because it 
represents European logocentrism. There is a tendency to use ‘women’s 
art’ as a substitute for ‘feminist art’, mainly because the former sounds 
neutral whereas the latter is demonised. 

These authoritative narratives ultimately became burdens for Chinese 
women artists and burdens that Xing had to bear in the course of her 
artistic trajectory. The Fen/Ma persona represents the gendered power 
that hindered feminist narratives and subjects. Its assimilation into the 
Fen character was a result of negotiation between Ma and Xing; it can be 
considered a visual text of psychoanalytic feminism. The co-creation of 
Fen is the starting point from which Xing position herself as both subject 
and object in her later works – while avoiding complete passivity as an 
object and thus refusing to be assimilated into mainstream feminist 
discourses. 
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