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Action, intervention, and connection are strategies that have always figured prominently in
Chen Chieh-Jen’s contemporary art practice. His representative 1983 Dysfunction No. 3 is an
early performance art piece that he staged using guerrilla tactics to actively provoke authority
during Taiwan’s cold war, anticommunist, and martial law period (1949-1987).

At the time, Chen was 23 years old and had just finished his military service, and on the heels
of similar experimental works—Transformation Process, Dysfunction No. 1 and Dysfunction
No. 2—which he performed in his studio but never formally presented to the public, he chose
October 20 and the bustling Wuchang Street in Taipei’s Ximending district for his first public
performance. At this politically sensitive juncture during a supplementary election of members
of the National Legislature, Chen and four of his young friends donned red hoods and black
blindfolds, wrapped their feet in bandages, and walked in a line hand to shoulder from the
Wuchang Cinema like convicts to execution. After about 200 meters, they shouted loudly,
squatted on the ground, and struggled in agony while beating the pavement—and ultimately
were interrogated by the garrison command and police. In this impromptu performance, Chen
used his body to directly test the limits of freedom under a high-handed regime during martial
law when public assembly was prohibited and all streets were constantly surveilled by plain-
clothes police. Placing his body beyond the boundary of the law tested national surveillance
mechanisms, sounded out potential gaps in authority, and sought the release of the power
and voice contained in one small individual. Moreover, this performance revealed the inner
censorship of the domesticated body during the martial law period and presented individual
imagination as resistance to an authoritarian society.

In this newly restored version of Chen’s 8mm, 10 minute and 19 second film, we witness a
courageous cry of protest, which was rarely heard in that now distant martial law era. Film
documentation and still images have been the only references for those wishing to know
more about this spontaneous event since it passed. For Chen, these mechanically produced
images only show the external actions of the performers and the reactions of spectators, but
fail to show his changing mental state. This has motivated Chen to continually explore how the
presentation of inner feelings might be revealed in film.

The street action Dysfunction No. 3 indicates a turning point in Chen’s artistic career and
embodies his core thinking. As for intervention, this small action was lodged into the martial
law system and opened a small crack even though it was impossible to announce the event
beforehand or publicly exhibit it afterwards, and no one beyond that small group of spectators
knew about it. Consequently, the significance of the action has been formed through rewriting,
re-narrating, and by making new connections. When looking back at the development of
contemporary art in 1980s Taiwan, it can be seen that Chen Chieh-Jen’s performance linking
body and image not only reflects the profound influence of individual creation, but also is an
important thread in the history of performance art in Taiwan. (Hsu Hui-Chi)
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HERERRKRE =R
Dysfunction No. 3
1983

B 8mm B DVD (¥ « % ) Super 8mm film transferred to DVD (color, sound)
10'19"
BfE Purchase 2018.0011.001
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