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Introduction
The son of exiled Chinese nationalists, Tseng Kwong Chi (1950 -90) produced a large body of intelligent, dynamic,
performance-based photography that captured both the pivotal downtown Manhattan art scene of the 1980s and
reflected on the world’s increasing globalization. Born in the British colony of Hong Kong in 1950, Tseng Kwon Chi
immigrated with his family, who fled Communist China years earlier, to Vancouver, Canada at age 16. He briefly
attended the University of British Colombia prior to leaving for Paris’ prestigious Académie Julian in 1974. After
receiving formal photography training abroad, Tseng moved to New York in 1978 and began crafting the
performative self-portraits that form the backbone of his artistic practice.
During his career in New York, Tseng traveled extensively and his constant movement greatly impacted his work as a
commercial photographer. In his landmark “East Meets West” series, which he began in 1979—and which evolved
into “The Expeditionary Series”—Tseng adopted the identity of a visiting Chinese official, wearing a deadpan
expression and a “Mao suit.” Describing himself as both an “ambiguous ambassador” and an “inquisitive traveler,”
he assumed the role of a dedicated tourist crisscrossing the globe, always an outsider in a foreign land. As a
Hong-Kong born, Paris-trained artist living in New York City, Tseng viewed himself as a citizen of the world and
eschewed labeling himself or his art as "Chinese." Simultaneously mindful of his art historical predecessors and
vastly ahead of his time, Tseng photographed “selfies,” in front of tourist destinations and in natural settings, far
before the action even had a name. Though Tseng is, of course, present in his self-portraits, he appears as
somewhat of an enigma, directing the viewer’s focus on the complexities embedded in his backdrops. Tseng's
photographs not only satirized relations between the United States and its emerging rival, China, but also
broadcasted his freedom of movement, as the artist was determined to find and identify what was quintessentially
American.
In fact, Tseng is perhaps most well-known for his ability to maneuver between identities, political and social,
insinuating himself with equal poise in nightclubs and in the presence of national landmarks. He was an eager and
reliable witness to his time, documenting not only his friend Keith Haring’s subway drawings but also New York’s
lively art and nightclub scenes of the 1980s. Like his dear friend Haring, Tseng became known as an activist for his
ability to capture the nation’s political temperature through his art. Yet, Tseng, above all, was a performer. With the
unique skill of performing specifically for the camera, his photography provides a permanent record of all his
creative endeavors. In fact, during his brief but prolific 10-year career, he created over 100,000 vibrant color and
black-and-white photographs of his contemporaries and provided a rich historical archive of the decade. In 1990,
Tseng died at age 39 from complications related to the AIDS virus, leaving an enduring body of work, whose
complexity is belied by its humor and grace.
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A collection of works from Tseng Kwong Chi’s “Expeditionary Series,” this book pairs his iconic photographs with
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