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A series of black lines delicately hang from the
curved wall at the entrance to the gallery and
welcome the viewer into Beili Liu's site-specific
exhibition. Entitled Seep, the work curves
around the wall with an unclulating visual
tempo. Composed of reeds normally used for
basket weaving, Liu transforms the material
by moistening the reeds with water to stretch
and straighten them out. She then places the
bottom of the reeds into a container of salt
water and as the water evaporates, salt crystals
grow up the reed’s stem to create a crystalline
structure that acts as both a physical weight
and a ghostly residue that retains the memory
of the laborious process that Liu uses to
transform everyday materials into something
ethereal. The deliberate use of materials in
this work expresses the importance of process
in her worle, and the stark contrast between the
black reeds and the white crystals, as well as the
verticality of the black lines, visually orients
the viewer to fully experience the gallery’s
interior installation, The Mending Project.

The first thing the viewer notices as she
encounters The Mending Project is the cloud
of 1,500 scissors hanging from the ceiling by
fine lines of black J['ishing filament. Menacing
in effect, the scissors hang by their handles
with their blades pointing down to the ground

with a hovering fear of violence. The majority
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Detail of Seep, 2011, salt & ree(].s, dimensions variable.

Detail of Seep, 2011.

of the pairs are open as if about to make a cut,
althougl'l afew pairs are intersperse(l through—
out the installation with closed blades implying
thata cutting action has already transpired.
The scissors hang at around six feet off the
ground, which allows most viewers to cautiously
get very close to the scissors and even walk
underneath them, although a quicle look up
at the threatening daggers forces the viewer
back out to the sajfety of the work’s perimeters.
Elegantly shaped with soaring handles and
a simple, yet highly functional clesign, there
is an inherent Leauty to these ominous scissors
that seems foreign to western eyes. Sourced
from Liu’s native China, these scissors can be
found in most Chinese homes and Liu remem-
bers her family having one pair which was used
for all household cutting purposes, although
in more affluent homes, families had two sets
of scissors: one reserved solely for sewing and

one for all other needs.!

Beneath the looming cloud of scissors sits a
simple black table and chair upon which stands
a spool of black thread, a few
sewing needles, and a pile of cut
picces of thin white cloth. It is
at this workstation that the
mending implied in the title of
Liu’s installation takes place.
During the opening and for an
hour each week during the run
of the exhil)ition, Liu—in her
first public performance piece —
sat at the worlestation, dressed
in a simple black dress, and
quietly sewed together pieces of
white cloth cut by visitors to the

exhibition. With each performance, she slowly
mended enoug}l pieces of cloth together to
create a new swath of material that filled the
top of her workstation. Connected together with
an interlock stitch, Liu does not hide the
mending process, but rather highlights it with
her choice of black thread so the stitches take
on the appearance of a surgeon’s handiwork
and literally embody the idea of healing. These
new pieces of material are given structure by
the tension of the thread and become more
sculptural in dimension than their previous
incarnation as a floppy piece of cloth. Once
the sewing is completed, Liu adds the new piece
to a growing 1ayer of mended cloth on the floor
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Detail of The Mending Project, 2011.

that envelops the workstation and grows with
each performance. This ethereal landscape
functions as a study of visual and emotive
contrasts to the looming scissors hanging above:
white versus black, light versus heavy, innocence
versus violence, and fleeting versus permanent.
It is within this liminal space between these two
opposing forces that Liu inserts her physical
body into the installation as an intermediary.
By performing in the piece, Liu }Jrings into
the gallery her studio process of creating and
reveals it to the exhibition’s audience. However,
her presence in the piece is not so much about
her own identity explicitly, but rather a way to
call forth the action of mending itself and

the implications of what it means to mend.

A historical parallel to Liu's The Mending
Project is Yoko Ono’s seminal work Cut Prece,
in which the artist invited audience members

to come on stage and take a pair of scissors



lying in front of her to cut off pieces of her
clotliing. Tl'lrougl'lout the perlormance, Ono
sat in submissive silence while she was even-
tually stripped bare by the audience, who were
then invited to take their cut scraps of clothing
with them as a souvenir. First performed in
Kyoto, Japan in July 1964, Ono’s five original
performances of the score have been inter-
preted as a landmark feminist work of art,
which addressed issues of anger and violence
against the gen(lerecl l)otly of a woman? In
2003, Ono performed the score of Cut Piece
in Paris for the first time in tllirty—seven years:
Eschewing a strictly feminist-reading of the
work, Ono proclaimed that “Cut Prece is my
llope for world peace,” and asked that the cut
pieces of her clotlling be sent to someone who
the audience member loved in order to spread
the message of peace and llope.3 Ono’s state-
ment marks the act of cutting, not as a violent

gesture, but one rather imbued with a sense

of healing which Liu further explores in
The Mending Project.

Detail of The Mending Project, 2011.

Like Ono, Liu invites the audience to partici-
pate in her installation by asking them to cut
off two to ten inch-sized shapes of white cloth
that will then be sewn togetller l)y her and
become part of the mended cloth on the gallery
floor. Rather than provicle her clothes as the
material to be cut, Liu lmng a large sheet of
white cloth from the gallery wall as a part of
the installation. This sheet of material can
be read as a white blank page onto which

the participant can project any fears, anger,

or hatred while they cut their
fabric. The sheet of cloth be-
comes a record of this action
with it marking the process of
cutting by the random edges that
transpire from the audience’s
participation. Similar to Ono,
Liu provides only one pair of
scissors for participants to use,
the same kind as the Chinese

scissors hanging from the
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ceiling, which allows each par-
ticipant to feel the heaviness
of the iron scissors in their hand and to
perform the actual cutting action that the
hanging scissors only imply. The use of the
same pair among all participants and the
ease in which they fit in each unique hand
suggests a sense of universality and a way to
connect each participant under the larger
aegis of Liu's mending project. Liu takes this
idea to the next step by literally mending
the cut pieces of cloth with black thread into
a new configuration taking into
account the different e(lges and
sizes of the cut pieces by the audi-
ence, and the different fears and
anger of the participants.

It is within this act of mending that
Liu highlights the universal power
and energy to heal and make tliings
l)etter, which she situates as some-
thing specifically feminine through
the insertion of her body and her
presence when performing. Her
choice to use sewing as the physical
means to take olisparate pieces and make
one new piece better and stronger than it was
previously reinforces this idea. By using a
traditional woman’s endeavor often hidden in
the private spliere of women’s worlz, but that
which is exposed through her presence in the
galleries, Liu spotlights the persistent hard-
working energy of women as a positive force
in the world and the silent never ending power
of a stitch to connect and unite. This idea of

the feminine power and ability to heal is most
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Performance Detail of The Mena[ing Project, 2011.

apparent when Liu herself is in the galleries
calmly sewing under the cloud of scissors, but
more often than not (i.uring the lengtll of the
exhibition, the galleries were empty of this
perlorma‘cive aspect. Instead of a woman'’s
l)ocly standing in as a reminder and acknowl-
edgement for the world’s need for positive
cllange, the shadows cast l:)y the scissors on the
surrouml.ing gallery walls fill in this liminal
zone and can be read as a surrogate for the
artist and the feminine energy imbued in her
ritual sewing. Diffused l)y the ligllt, the shadows
l)ecoming flee‘cing fragments on the wall,
slii{ting in place as the scissors silently move
on their wires, and remind the viewer that
there are always powerful and positive forces
at work in the world, even if tlley are not always
rea(l.ily seen or are not what tliey migllt seem
to be at first glance.

Alex Codlin

Associate Director, Visual Arts Center,
Department of Artand Art History,
University of Texas at Austin

! Conversation with Beili Liu, March 21, 2011.

2 See Marcia Tucker, “Mother Laughed: The Bad Girls’ Avant-Garde,”
in Bad Girls, ed. Marcia Tucker (MIT Press: Cambridge, MA, 1994).

3 Michael Bracewell, “Yoko Ono: Cut Piece (2003): Théatre du Ranelagh,
Paris, France,” Frieze 79 (November-December 2003). For more informa-
tion on the later performances of Cut Piece and their relationship to the
earlier performances, see Kevin Concannon, “Yoko Ono's Cut Piece: From
text to Performance and Back Again,” PAJ: A Journal of Performance and Art,
PAJ 90, volume 30, number 3 (September 2008): 81-93.
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Known for its pioneering spirit, embrace

of artistic innovation, and commitment to
Texas audiences and artists, Women &
Their Work is now celebrating its 33rd
anniversary. Presenting over 50 events

a year in visual art, dance, theater, music,
literature, and film, the gallery features
on-going exhibitions of Texas women artists
and brings artists of national stature to
Texas audiences. Since its founding, VWomen
& Their Work has presented 1,852 artists
in 269 visual art exhibitions, 113 music,
dance and theater events, 14 film festivals,
23 literary readings and 445 workshops in
programming that reflects the broad diver-
sity of this region. Nationally recognized,
Women & Their Work has been featured in
Art in America, ArtForum and on National
Public Radio and was the first organization
in Texas to receive a grant in visual art from

the National Endowment for the Arts.
Women & Their Work reaches over 1,800
school children and teachers each year
through gallery tours, gallery talks with
exhibiting artists, participatory workshops,
in-school performances, dance master
classes, and teacher workshops.

1710 Lavaca St.

Austin, Texas 78701

(512) 477-1064
info@womenandtheirwork.org
www.womenandtheirwork.org
Mon. - Fri. 10-8 & Sat. 12-5
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