


Downtown Manhattan, 30th September 1978. Tehching Hsieh, a young Taiwanese 
artist, begins to make an exceptional series of artworks. Working outside the art 
world’s sanctioned spaces, Hsieh embarks on five consecutive yearlong performances. 
He starts each work by releasing a statement: a strict set of rules that will govern his 
behaviour for the entire year. These performances will be unprecedented in their 
use of physical difficulty over extreme durations; they will also be unyielding in their 
conviction that art is a living process.

Doing Time exhibits two of Hsieh’s One Year Performances together for the first time, 
assembling his accumulated documents and artefacts into detailed installations.  
In One Year Performance 1980-1981, Hsieh subjected himself to the dizzying discipline 
of clocking on to a worker’s time clock on the hour, every hour, for a whole year.  
In One Year Performance 1981-1982, Hsieh inhabited a further sustained deprivation:  
he remained outside for a year without taking any shelter. Each work convenes 
different methods of documentation, challenging what it might mean to archive a 
life. Together these monumental performances of subjection mount an intense and 
affective discourse on human existence, its relation to systems of control, to time and 
to nature. Hsieh’s fugitive presence – traced throughout – speaks both of the abject 
conditions and ingenuity of survival for those who have nothing. During the course  
of his One Year Performances Hsieh was an illegal immigrant.

The final room of Doing Time takes us back to three of Hsieh’s previously unseen 
works: short performances and photographs, all made in Taipei in 1973, before his 
emigration. At the close of the exhibition a documentary, Outside Again, returns Hsieh 
at the age of sixty-five to the original sites of his performances in Taipei and New York, 
making a meditation on the resonances of these far-sighted works.

Tehching Hsieh, One Year Performance 1981-1982. ‘Life Image’. Performance, New York.  
© Tehching Hsieh. Courtesy of the artist, Gilbert and Lila Silverman and Sean Kelly Gallery. 1
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To realize his long investigation of time and labour, Hsieh installed a worker’s time 
clock in his studio, and facing it, a 16mm camera suspended from the ceiling. He shaved 
his head and published a declaration of intent. For an entire year he would attempt to 
punch in, on the hour every hour, twenty-four hours a day. At each punching he would 
shoot a single still image on 16mm film. Hsieh’s life during the year was regulated by 
this recurring act: he had consigned himself to highly restricted conditions of movement 
and interaction, and a continuous state of physical alteration. Sleep deprivation was 
pitted against the demand to appear: to be upright and visible. Hsieh’s ordeal resulted 
in a singular, uncanny artefact: a six-minute film of his tremulous body floating beside 
the whirling clock, wracked by the rapid passage of an immense wave of time. Each 
day is radically condensed into a second of film. The performance and its archival 
mechanisms were stringently verified and analysed: throughout Hsieh was unable to 
perform only 133 of the possible 8,760 punch-ins. Hsieh’s work evokes the disjunction 
between the lived perception of time and the social construction of clock time. But its 
prescience rests in its understanding that the technologies of capitalism would capture 
and accelerate life itself, turning sentient experience into productive labour.

One Year Performance 1980-1981 

Performance, New York
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Tehching Hsieh, One Year Performance 1980-1981. Performance, New York.  

© Tehching Hsieh. Courtesy of the artist and Sean Kelly Gallery.



Five months after completing the ‘Time Clock Piece’, Hsieh set out on a new 
durational course that would take him beyond the bounds of the studio, into the 
streets of New York. In his typed and signed inaugural statement, Hsieh testified 
that he would spend a year outdoors without taking shelter of any kind. In effect, 
he committed himself to a condition exceeding homelessness: a sustained elemental 
exposure. He carried with him scant provisions in a single rucksack: a sleeping bag, 
a camera, a torch, a radio and a few changes of clothes. His yearlong travail was 
meticulously documented in hand-marked daily maps of his wanderings around the 
city, by a thirty-minute Super 8 film, and with a collection of photographs showing 
the solitude of life on the street. Hsieh’s preoccupation with freedom and constraint 
intensifies in this ‘Outdoor Piece’. His ability to roam freely comes at the cost of 
continuous vulnerability, physical degradation, and threatening encounters with the 
violence of the law. The performance questions the necessity of shelter, its relation to 
home, and the desire to belong somewhere, made manifest in movement itself.
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Tehching Hsieh, One Year Performance 1981-1982. ‘Life Image’. Performance, New York. 
Photograph: Tehching Hsieh, © Tehching Hsieh. Courtesy of the artist, Gilbert and Lila 
Silverman and Sean Kelly Gallery.



Leaving his initial practice of abstract painting behind, Hsieh began to make artworks 
with his camera. He wandered the streets of Taipei, searching for instances where the 
simple task of repairing holes in the road had led to striking compositions in spilled 
tar. Hsieh’s camera reframed these accidents – derived from the commonplace labour 
of others – giving them artistic force. He became concerned with serial photography, 
repetition and difference. Hsieh’s commitment to the value of mundane, seemingly 
valueless activity, the ‘little nothings’ of life, proceeds from this point.

Road Repair  

Photographs, Taipei, Spring 1973
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Tehching Hsieh, Road Repair, 1973. Photograph: Tehching Hsieh,  
© Tehching Hsieh. Courtesy of the artist and Sean Kelly Gallery.



Hsieh’s interest in serial images and everyday acts takes a new course: into filmic 
documents of simple actions. In 1973, he used a Super 8 camera to record one of 
his earliest performances. Wetting the ground before him, he laid out one hundred 
pieces of Kodak photographic paper – ten pieces in ten rows – exposing them to 
sunlight. Each page gradually darkened as the process developed. After one hundred 
papers were laid out, Hsieh returned to the first row and then systematically flipped 
each piece, revealing a contrast between the still darkening photosensitive papers 
and their untreated white backs. The repeated captures of accidental spills, present 
in his early photographs, turn into a deceptively blank meditation on the nature of 
records. Orderly straight lines of ‘photographs’ are set in a continuous tension with 
the excessive force of the organic, the fluid and the elemental. Hsieh lays down a new 
ground that briefly becomes an image in which water and sky meet. The dialogue 
that Hsieh initiates here, between the durations of photography and film, will 
forcefully recur in his ‘Time Clock Piece’.

The original film of this performance was lost. For Doing Time Hsieh returned  
to Taipei in 2016, forty-three years later, to re-do the work on camera.

Exposure 

Performance on Camera, 20 mins (loop),  
Taipei, Spring 1973 & Autumn 2016
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Tehching Hsieh, Exposure, 2016. Video still of performance, Taipei, 2016.  
© Hugo Glendinning & Tehching Hsieh. Courtesy of Tehching Hsieh.



Hsieh’s questioning of the relation between an event and its capture intensified.  
He jumped from the second floor window of his house, recording his leap on Super 
8 film and through a series of photographs. Hsieh dropped approximately fifteen 
feet onto a concrete floor, breaking both of his ankles. He subsequently destroyed 
the film of this singular, unrepeatable act, but its serial photographs remain. 

At the time, Hsieh was unaware of Bas Jan Ader’s now widely known Fall 
performances (1970-1971) and Yves Klein’s infamous photomontage Leap into 
the Void (1960). Klein’s manipulated photograph was a theatrical evocation of 
momentary freedom. In contrast, Hsieh’s fall is not imbued with the ecstatic 
possibilities of flight or transcendence, but traumatically resonates – through his 
life and ours – with the brutal facts of gravity, concrete and splintered bones.

Jump

Performance on Camera, Taipei, Autumn 1973
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Tehching Hsieh, Jump, 1973. Performance, Taipei. Photograph: Teh-Shin Hsieh,  

© Tehching Hsieh. Courtesy of the artist and Sean Kelly Gallery.



Outside Again is a short documentary on Hsieh’s performances, made by 
photographer Hugo Glendinning with writer and curator Adrian Heathfield, and 
shot in Taipei and New York. Returning to the original sites of his performances 
many decades later, Hsieh momentarily relives their sense. Some locations have 
transformed beyond recognition, some have remained relatively unchanged, and 
others have fallen into dereliction. The occasion of these returns prompts Hsieh  
to articulate his thoughts on art and its outsides, long durations, and the testing  
of human limits.

Outside Again

Adrian Heathfield and Hugo Glendinning 
HD Video, 20 mins (loop), 2017
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Adrian Heathfield and Hugo Glendinning, Outside Again, 20mins, 2017. 
Production still, New York. © Hugo Glendinning. Courtesy of the artists.
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