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TSENG KWONG CHI

East Meets West
The Estate of Tseng Kwong Chi is pleased to announce a new solo show: Tseng Kwong Chi:  East Meets West, curated by Muna Tseng, at Galleria Carla Sozzani.

The artist’s first solo show in Italy will feature 65 photographs, comprised of two bodies of work. The first is Mr. Tseng’s famous black-and-white silver gelatin self-portraits, made from 1979 to 1989. This was the decade of his artistic tenure in New York, prior to his premature death in 1990 at age 39.  Dressed in his classic Mao Tse-Tung suit, dark glasses and ID badge, he became known as the “Ambiguous Ambassador,” and travelled the world photographing himself, juxtaposed with famous monuments, from the World Trade Center towers in New York, to the Roman Coliseum; as well as in extraordinary landscapes, from the Grand Canyon, Arizona to Disneyland, California. Always poignantly posed composed formally, these square-format photographs brings into playful questioning the role of tourist, issues of ethnic displacement, and the consumption of geography; while cleverly seducing viewers with the inarguable beauty of the photographs’ backgrounds and the rich lushness of an Ansel Adams-like black-and-white photographic print.

This exhibition also includes many of the seminal artists’ portraits Mr. Tseng captured during the 1980’s. His friends and colleagues were the “Brat Pack” of the downtown art scene, and included his best friend, Keith Haring, Jean-Michel Basquiat, Kenny Scharf, Grace Jones, Ann Magnuson, John Sex and others. These colorful photographs capture the scene’s fantastic energy and the effervescent bubble these “Jeunesse Dorée” thrived inside of, just before its burst, with the tragic losses of too many of the times’ vibrant artists. An excellent parallel show of the same era, The Keith Haring Show at the Triennale Museum is concurrently on view in Milan.

BIOGRAPHY
Tseng Kwong Chi (1950-1990): Photographer, performance artist, downtown personality.  When he adopted New York as his home in 1978, Tseng Kwong Chi had already led an international life, having moved to Canada from his native Hong Kong with his family in 1966 and attended art school in Paris, France at the ĽEcole Superior d'Arts Graphiques and L'Academie Julien. 

When he died in 1990 at age 39 from AIDS infection, he had evolved two major bodies of work during his brief career.  He developed an artistic persona in the late 1970s as a kind of Chinese dignitary or "Ambiguous Ambassador" complete with the classic Mao Tse-Tung suit, dark eyeglasses and an identity tag stamped "SlutforArt".  Travelling through New York and the world, he inserted himself in stereotypically tourist sites, from the Eiffel Tower to Niagara Falls, Statue of Liberty to the Grand Canyon, ricocheting between nature and culture to develop a now-famous massive series of self portraits entitled the Expeditionary Series or East Meets West.  These prints possess both wit and humour and great formal beauty in their investigations of issues ranging from the nature of tourism, tourist photography, and cultural identity.  

He settled in New York in 1979 in the East Village, and soon after met Keith Haring and other members of the East Village scene, which became central to his life and work. With best friends Keith Haring, Kenny Scharf and Ann Magnuson, Kwong Chi was a famous documentarian and denizen of the spirited New York downtown club scene.  He was Keith Haring's official photographer, created an archive of over 40,000 images recording Keith Haring at work on public art including the early subway drawings and later the large scale commissions.   Artists he chronicled in black and white as well as in colour, in candid and formal portraits, include Andy Warhol, Jean-Michel Basquiat, Julian Schnabel, Peter Halley and many others of the 1980’s art scene.

His work has been in many solo shows including a major retrospective at the Center for Creative Photography in Tucson which circulated to numerous museums. His work continues to be included in many solo, group and travelling exhibitions, including in Asia at the Shanghai Biennale 2004 and in Hong Kong.  US exhibits include The Smithsonian Institute, International Center for Photography, The New Museum, The Andy Warhol Museum, The Asia Society; as well as in Europe in Milan, Berlin, Amsterdam, St. Tropez and Madrid.

 His work is in many public collections, including the San Francisco Museum of Modern Art, New York’s Guggenheim, George Eastman House, New York Public Library, New School in New York, Museum of Fine Arts in Houston, Walker Art Center, Wellesley College Art Museum, Los Angeles County Art Museum, Hallmark Collection and the Rubell Family Collection.

In addition to his own art work, he also did extensive editorial work for publications including the Soho Weekly news, Vogue, Vanity Fair, and engaged in many performance art works. 

A hard-cover monograph, Tseng Kwong Chi: Ambiguous Ambassador was published by Nazraeli Press in 2005 and distributed in limited edition world-wide.
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