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Interview with Betsy Damon, 27 March 2017

The following interview with Betsy Damon was conducted by Petra Poelzl on 27 
March 2017 at Betsy Damon’s home in Brooklyn, New York. Betsy Damon is an 
artist and environmental activist who has visited China many times since 1989. In 
the mid-1990s, she organised a festival of art and performance to raise 
awareness about water pollution. Named Keepers of the Waters—after a non-
profit organisation based in the US that was founded by Damon in 1991—the 
festival took place in 1995 in Chengdu, Sichuan, and in 1996 in Lhasa, Tibet. 

Petra Poelzl is a researcher based in Berlin, and the recipient of an Asia Art 
Archive Research Grant 2017, who studies performance art in Sichuan and 
Wuhan during the 1980s and 1990s. As part of her research, Poelzl interviewed 
participants from the two Keepers of the Water festivals, including Betsy Damon. 

Joining the 27 March 2017 interview with Betsy Damon were AAA’s Jane 
DeBevoise and Cici Wu. The interview has been edited for clarity.

Petra Poelzl: Betsy, thank you very much for your time. Let’s start with a 
chat about your background. 

Betsy Damon: I was in Germany from 1966 to 1968, and I actually showed at 
Haus der Kunst as a young artist. When I came back, I was pregnant. Shortly af-
ter, I got pregnant again with my second child. I definitely didn't want to give up 
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my art career. My mother literally told me that you can’t be an artist, a mother, 
and a wife at the same time. And I said, well, I will give up being a wife. Indeed, 
that's what happened. 

It is ginormous to have been born in 1940, and to want to have an art career in 
1963. There was no agenda for me except to get married. I’ve met 
Alice Aycock and she said that her family fully supported her. She didn’t get mar-
ried until she was forty. They fully supported her to be an artist. I always thought, 
“Wow, how great! How would that have been?”

At that time, I wasn’t living in New York City. I was living in Ithaca, where my hus-
band got a job. First, we were living in Vassar College in 1968. There, I took part 
in several exhibitions. I showed works with artists like Frank Stella and my work 
was bought by Vassar. At that time, I really wanted them to go to New York. But I 
got pregnant again. 

�
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Image: Betsy Damon, Blind Beggar Woman, 1979, performance, New York.

So, by 1971, after going through all that, I felt I didn’t know what I was doing as 
an artist, that I had lost my way. At that time, I visited an opening at Woman 
House, where I got in touch with the Woman’s Art Movement (and the importance 
of being female). Later, I also organised the very first women in the arts festival at 
Cornell. It was a three-week festival of women artists. 

What I was working on around that time were huge paintings of roses. My 
grandmother had a very spectacular rose garden. I decided to just produce art 
from and about whatever my unconscious coughed up, and it coughed up this 
image of myself covered with bags. If I remember it right, the image came to me 
in 1973, but it wasn't until 1976 that I found myself on the streets of New York 
performing the 7000 Year Old Woman. 

�
Image: Betsy Damon, 7000 Year Old Woman, 1977, performance, New York.
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Around that time (1976), I moved to New York and met artists such as Mierle 
Ukeles. At the first performance event in Soho, Lesbian Art and Artists Heresies 
(1977), Donna Henes and I were the only female performance artists. At first, I 
thought there were going to be many women, but it turned out that Donna Henes 
and I were the only women out of a hundred performers. A lot has been pub-
lished about that and I have digitalised everything.

Anyways, I went on and did Blind Beggar Woman. In that performance, I asked 
the question: who are the female Homers, the female storytellers, who were the 
containers of history and memory? On the street, I begged for stories from peo-
ple’s lives, while my eyes were covered with these very obvious patches. I prac-
tised with a friend of mine who was blind. People started saying that I was the 
multi-breasted female goddess and stuff like that, but that was not the origin of 
this piece. May Stevens got it right—she was the first to recognise that the work 
was also a mutilation image. “Some saw her as the multi-breasted powerful God-
dess…I saw her as everywoman, my grandmother, mother, sister. Years later I 
discovered she was all of the above, both powerful Goddess and self-mutilating 
woman.”  All these things I could talk to you about for hours. I have a tape of the 1

whole thing filmed by the Experimental Intermedia Center.

But quite truthfully, it’s probably both. It’s a very complicated story, but I definitely 
didn’t think I was being a goddess. I refused to be in books about goddesses, 
even though I led rituals and I was good at that. I was good at collective energy 
forms. I can say that honestly now. 

PP: What did you do between the mid-1970s and 1989, when you first went 
to China?

BD: I was a performance artist pretty much until 1985. I was working on the Blind 

 Betsy Damon wrote in the wall text of an exhibition in the show Claiming Space at the Katzen Center at American Uni1 -
versity in 2008. 
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Beggar Woman during that time. 

Then I started to rethink my practice and took my children on a seven-week 
camping trip across United States. I went across the States with them in 1983, 
and I saw all these dry riverbeds. We lived in a tent every night. When I came 
back to New York City, I cried every morning. I was like, why am I crying, why am 
I unhappy? Then I realised, there are no trees. There are no trees, and I couldn’t 
smell the earth. So I decided to start something called “No Limits for Women 
Artists,” which became a national organisation. I started it in 1980. I wanted to 
see what happened if women artists fully supported each other, instead of sitting 
in their kitchens complaining about oppression, which is what we like to do, right? 
I organised small groups of people, and everyone in their group was doing some-
thing within six months they never thought they’d do in five years. 

I led this organisation till 2000. Some people still carry it on. 

PP: How did you develop such a great interest in water? 

BD: It’s because I saw these dry riverbeds. I was at a conference in Canada 
where there were a lot of paper-makers. I’d been working with paper-makers, 
making these paper installations. I’d been experimenting with paper. I don’t know 
if they are stored in my storage unit or if I threw them out, but I was trying to cast 
stones. I’d put stones out in the earth and dirt, and put paper on top of them, and 
things like that. Also, I made bag prints which I’ll show you. Those were from the 
7000 Year Old Woman. 

PP: What would you call this kind of art? Do you refer to it as socially en-
gaged art?

BD: I don’t like categories. Everybody wants to pin labels on things so they either 
know how to identify you or talk about you, rather than talk about the systems in 
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which we work, or challenge the systems in which we work. I don’t like the term 
“social practice.” Most social practice is done on the heads of the experiences of 
other people. It’s not with them; it’s for that artist to say they do “social practice.” 

Anyways, I’m riding with these people from the conference in a car, and I ask 
them, “What would you do if you had all the money you wanted, and all the time 
and resources?”

PP: Who were you riding in a car with? 

BD: With the paper-makers. Across Canada there are huge highways, so you 
can arrive really fast. They all answered me, one by one, and then they turned to 
me and said, “Well what would you do, Betsy?" First I said, “Oh, I can't do it.” And 
then I said, “Well, I’d cast a 250-feet of dry riverbed with hand-made paper.” They 
brought the car to a screeching stop, and the person in the front seat turned 
around and said, “You can do that and we’ll help you!” So, I wrote grants and I 
got one, not a lot of money, but…all these people came and worked with me for 
free, for the fun of playing outdoors in nature for five weeks in Utah where I had 
found a site. 

So when I came back from Africa, where I participated in a women’s conference 
in Nairobi, I flew out West to find a place where there was a dry riverbed. It still 
needed to be dry in September. I found this place in a valley in Utah where peo-
ple could also live cheaply. There was a developer trying to develop Castle Val-
ley. I could have gotten a plot of land for $9000 back then. I could really kick my-
self for not doing that, because it was stunning. Anyhow, there we all were. We 
collected things to make paper and we pounded them. I also brought some pre-
pulped paper. We all worked together beautifully for a month. 

PP: This was in the mid-80s, right? 
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BD: Yes, 1985. I called the piece A Memory of Clean Water, because all the wa-
ter in the area was polluted. All day you’re sitting there and putting the pulp on 
the riverbed, patting it and pouring it over every rock, and making sure it covers 
everything. So you’re in this intense relationship. Somebody is near you mixing 
the thing you need next. Everybody is in a rhythm, like an orchestra…

One day, after doing that for about ten hours, when the others were having a 
break, I looked up at the sky and thought, “Oh my god, the Milky Way. It looks 
just like the stones in the river.” And then the next day I learned that the native 
people call the Milky Way “the river of stones.” I began thinking that the whole 
universe is patterned by water and I didn’t know anything. I felt so dumb. So, I 
decided to give my life to water. 

PP: In 1991, you started Keepers of the Waters. Did this sense of responsi-
bility for water start from the moment that you just described? 

BD: Yes, it started at that moment.

 …

PP: Water and China, how did these come together? The first time you went 
to China was in 1989, right? 

BD: Yes, the first time I went was in 1989. I was there during the Tiananmen In-
cident. 

PP: You wrote in an email that you flew to Beijing on 25 May 1989. 

BD: Yes, exactly. There were fires in the street. There were only seven people on 
my jumbo jet, including myself and my two children. We missed the people from 
the Chinese tourist bureau, who were supposed to meet us at the airport. So we 
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took ourselves to the Friendship Hotel, which was at that time on the outskirts of 
town. We rented bikes and ended up in Tiananmen every day. There were many 
newspaper people around, as they were all living in the big hotel next to the 
square. 

From there we flew to Chengdu, where there was a really big demonstration. We 
stayed at Jinjiang Hotel and the demonstration was right down there at the Mao 
statue. Right in front of our hotel. There, I also bought these amazing woodcut 
prints from the revolution that people were selling at that time. They are still in my 
storage. Chengdu was just so interesting for us. 

Later, we flew to Kunming and from there we took the bus up to Dali where we 
saw soldiers marching around and heard the news on the radio. Everyone said 
that we should leave the country. At that time, I just didn’t know what to do, as we 
were already on our way up to Lijiang where people were still living very tradi-
tionally, and women were in charge. But we ended up going back to Kunming, 
and then to Hong Kong. The plane for Hong Kong wasn’t even full. When we fi-
nally got into Hong Kong, we were greeted as if we had survived the most awful 
thing in the world, which wasn’t true. 

PP: How long had you been in Mainland China? 

BD: We’d been in Mainland China around three weeks. 

PP: Why did you choose to go to Chengdu? Did you have any special in-
terest in that area? 

BD: I always want to go off the beaten track. You know, Xi’an will always be 
there, so why don’t we go to Chengdu? I just chose that. If it would have been 
possible, I would have loved to lose my tour guides. 
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JDB: You went with your son who was studying Chinese back then, right? 

BD: My son was studying Chinese language at St. Ann’s School in Brooklyn. 

JDB: Was he in a Chinese programme in China at that point? 

BD: No, I just took him. I had promised him, and I didn't want to go back on my 
promise, so I had to go. Even my dad begged me not to go and John was also 
dragging his feet. I said, “What’s wrong John?” He said, “I don’t believe we’re re-
ally going to go!” I said, “We’re really going!” I just couldn’t cancel the whole trip, 
but a few years later I thought, gosh, I must have been really crazy. 

PP: For him it must have been very exciting, right? He studied Chinese 
language for several years in school, and then going there for the first time
—how was that? 

BD: He loved it. He fell in love with China. He was a different person there. I said, 
“John, what’s up?” He answered, “Hey, this is the first time I know something you 
don’t know.” Also something his older sister didn’t know. At that time, he could 
speak a little bit of Chinese, but he got better at it. Later, he decided to go to Bei-
jing University. 

PP: Which year did he decide to go to Beijing University? 

BD: He went in 1991 and I went to see him and travelled with him. Again, we 
took off from Chengdu, but we got stuck there. You couldn’t get on a train or bus 
or anything. The infrastructure at the time was really horrible. Actually, we had 
gone to Shanghai, where it rained all the time, and I said, “We have to get out, I 
can’t stand it.” That when we flew to Chongqing and then took a train to Cheng-
du.
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PP: At that time had you already connected with the art scene? 

BD: Not yet. But one day in the summer of 1991, we were walking down the 
street in Chengdu on a hot and steamy day and somebody tapped me on the 
shoulder and said, “Would you like to speak English with a group of professors? 
We’ll take you to lunch and we’ll show you open heart surgery, a mental institu-
tion and a dental clinic…” So, I said yes! We said yes! I mean, we must have 
been really bored at that time. 

So we went with that group of people and watched open heart surgeries through 
the dirtiest glass. Actually, I think the electricity had gone out in the hospital. The 
mental institution was kind of interesting; it wasn’t unkind, although it was very 
basic. I don’t remember much about the dental clinic, but I ended up talking with 
somebody who had been a guest professor in the US. He was being funded to 
research something called “God Water.” He was trying to figure out if this water 
really had medicinal qualities. We were talking about it, and I told him that I 
wanted to go see it, and he said, “Oh no! You can’t go. It’s way too far.” I think at 
that time tourists couldn’t go there. I also had a feeling that he felt as if he had 
revealed things that he shouldn't reveal. So he said, “Oh no, don’t go there! It’s 
muddy and hard to get to.” 

When I went back to the US, I wrote a grant application for a Jerome Foundation 
Travel Grant to go to find the God Water.

PP: In 1993 you managed to go to the God Water site, right?

BD: Well, in 1993 I received this grant from the Jerome Foundation and that was 
when I wrote in my diary that I felt as if I had come home. That was in September 
of 1993. My son had agreed to travel with me. By then he was speaking Chinese 
very well. We had to go find this business, which was in a back alley in a grungy 
little store in Chengdu. They were so fascinated by these two foreigners that they 
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offered to drive us to their factory. What they had was a 1940s Jeep with no 
springs.

Jane DeBevoise: Hold on, so this company was a water bottling company? 

…

JDB: And how did you find the water bottling company? 

BD: Well, from the professor (I don’t remember his name) at Sichuan University. 
Back then it was called Western Medical College and is now part of Sichuan Uni-
versity; it used to be separate. I met him in the summer of 1991. He was learning 
English at a language workshop I accidentally participated in, too. He wrote a 
paper on his research about God Water…

JDB: And this professor led you to this company, which was bottling this 
divine “mineral” water? 

BD: Yes, we got the address from him. At the same time, I was hanging out in 
Chengdu, and I wandered into a modern art exhibition and that’s where an artist 
called Li Jinyuan (李金远) found me. You know, it’s such a small world there, and 

somehow he had heard that there was this American woman artist in town and 
that she was interested in water. Li Jinyuan was at the Academy of Social Sci-
ences at that time. As I remember, he was a painter or his brother was. Li told me 
about the Environmental Conference in Chengdu. Qigong masters and engineers 
from China, Japan, and other places attended the conference. And that’s where I 
met Zhu Xiaofeng (朱小丰). 

PP: You met Zhu Xiaofeng at the conference of engineers and Qigong Mas-
ters? 
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BD: I did. That’s where I met him. I don’t think I met him in the museum. It was 
this other guy Li Jinyuan who found me in the museum and asked me to that 
conference.

PP: Okay, now I understand. First you went to the museum and then to the 
conference. Do you remember anything about the exhibition?

BD: Nope.

JDB: Do you remember which museum it was or what was being shown? 

BD: It was a museum that’s not there anymore. And no, I don’t remember what 
was on exhibition.

PP: That’s probably the Chengdu Exhibition Hall on Tianfu Square, right? 

BD: Down near there, yes. It was a modern art museum. I don’t remember a 
thing about it. So there I am, the only foreigner, and I end up talking with some-
body in the museum who was going to this conference or knew about the confer-
ence, and he got me invited. At the time I was planning to go up to this God Wa-
ter site and they were taking all the attendees of this conference to Jiuzhaigou. 
The God Water site wasn’t that far from Jiuzhaigou. It was over on the other side 
of the mountain. So, John and I went up to the God Water site, and we were dri-
ven by that company. Now you can get there in six hours, but back then it took 
nineteen hours. There were mudslides and a big boulder nearly fell on the Volk-
swagen in front of us, and a bus leaned over and fell on the car…

The location of the God Water site was and still is only accessible by a dirt road 
slashed into this mountain. Now the whole area is parkland and most of the Ti-
betans have been moved to a different kind of housing. So, we went in and there 
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was the water bottling factory. You know, it was small and covered with timber. It 
was a concrete structure but they think they’ve done it ecologically by covering it 
with timber. We ate outdoors underneath towering pines. They took me down this 
ravine, just rhododendron and ferns. It was gorgeous, but there was a barbed 
wire fence around the whole site, and a new, badly built Chinese pagoda at the 
source where they had capped off the spring. You can help yourself with a dipper. 
There was a pipe from down there and it was surrounded with broken glass. 
They said, “See, now the Tibetans can get their water for free!” But there was all 
this broken glass. What had happened was, they were trying to transport the wa-
ter down the mountain in glass bottles, but filled-up, and the bottles were too 
heavy to carry down the mountain. They had to abandon the glass and replace it 
with plastic, but water doesn’t survive in plastic for more than twenty-four hours. 
So, they were going broke. They were hoping we would buy the factory. In fact, I 
would’ve bought the whole thing if I had been in those circles…The place should 
have been a healing spa, or something like that, with all the great medical tradi-
tions like Ayurvedic, Chinese, and Tibetan. 

The next day we took a horseback ride, and I went and talked to the Lama. I 
have that on tape, but it’s never been translated.

In my research of the sacred water sites around China that I did fifteen years lat-
er, I would meet people who were sourcing their water and they would say, “Well, 
the Lama told me to drink this water for a year, and while I had tried to get well 
other ways, now I’m actually getting well.” Water is really that good; there’s prob-
ably nothing more healing than super good water. We are just so removed from 
that reality.

PP: Did you publish this research on the sacred water sites from China? 

BD: I haven’t published it yet. That’s my next book. Do you want to help?
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PP: Yes, why not. I’m really interested in the power of water. 

BD: So, we left and we went to somewhere that’s twenty kilometres west of 
Songpan.  It’s part of Ngawa Tibetan and Qiang Autonomous Prefecture in 2

northern Sichuan. When we left the God Water site…we went way up into this 
mountain. We stayed in a newly made Tibetan house. In the morning we got cold 
water and splashed our faces and then we’d go down and they would make us 
breakfast. Later, we’d hike to the pools. It was so extraordinary. Apparently the 
Long Marchers had gone through there, so the upper pools were dry. There were 
tales attached to all that. We stayed four days and that was considered so long 
that the security police came to find out who we were. 

Now, this place is almost destroyed. Some years ago, I went back and they have 
built big roads, hotels, and inns—and the whole area is basically nothing like it 
was. But the God Water site is still there. The Tibetans fought to get it back. The 
Chinese had done something illegal, so after ten years they actually got it back. 
At least when I was last there, nothing had been done to it. The factory was in 
decay, but the same guy, the man who was taking care of the place when I went 
the first time, was there. We even recognised each other. We sat and chatted. I 
went back thirteen years later. I just had to go back. I was working in Beijing at 

the time and I said to myself I have to stop; I have to go back.  

PP: So in 1993, you stayed there for some days and went back to Chengdu, 
right? 

BD: Yes, then we went back to Chengdu for the conference. 

PP: Which is, as you told me before, a conference for the environment or-
ganised by Engineers and Qigong Masters. 

 Songpan; former Songzhou, is a county of northwestern Sichuan province, Chi2 -
na. 
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BD: Yes. There was a guy from Japan that was some kind of healer. He focused 
on some form of Japanese Qigong and Tibetan Buddhism. Very famous Qigong 
people are almost like physicists… 

PP: Where did this conference take place? 

BD: It took place in Chengdu but not at the University. Zhu Xiaofeng was there as 
a translator. That’s where I met him. He would remember. Finally, after two days I 
got my courage and said I wanted to speak. I talked about my water projects in 
Minnesota. People were fascinated, I mean, fascinated. Then the whole conver-
sation changed to water. The best water for your heart is in the middle of the 
bamboo. The best water for your skin is on the full moon in June. I wish I had 
been able to write faster. Their knowledge of water was so profound and so 
deep…

Also, at this time I was thinking about giving up my work on water in Minnesota, 
because I was going broke. No one in the US understood when I said “living wa-
ter” and anyway, the projects I could have gotten, they were always given to 
men…

So, it was this experience, and when I drank the God Water, that made me re-
alise finally that I couldn’t give up my work on water. I said, “I cannot give up my 
work on water.” It happened like that. It happened as fast as looking up at the sky 
and realising that I didn’t understand how the universe was organised. No, I can't 
give up. You’re not allowed to give up, I thought. 

PP: So, the trip in 1993 was basically the foundation for Keepers of Waters 
in Chengdu, right? 
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BD: Oh, yes. It was at that conference that we planned a project on 
the Yangtze River called “Living Yangtze.” Part of the plan was to team up differ-
ent towns on  the Yangtze with different towns on the Mississippi. I shared that 
idea with WWF and you will see that they have a Living Yangtze program now…

PP: Zhu Xiaofeng told me that the original plan was to start a whole project 
in Qinghai. You had been traveling to Yangtze River together and then you 
came back to Chengdu. You wanted the project to start at the source of the 
river and then travel further to Chengdu, Chongqing, Nanjing, Wuhan, and 
Shanghai. Then you also wanted to make it a global project. 

BD: We did! We had that dream! We definitely had that dream. 

…

PP: In 1993 at this conference, it seems like Zhu Xiaofeng and you immedi-
ately clicked, and developed this idea together. 

BD: We did. I really clicked with him. But when I came back in 1995, communica-
tions made it difficult. I was staying at the Traveler’s Hotel. I told him I was going 
to be there, but he didn’t show up. He didn’t show up for about five days. On day 
six we finally connected. I was almost ready to give up. I had broken my wrist, I 
had $24 in a money bag around my waist, and a tourist visa. 

JDB: But you just went and… 

BD: All my friends, Chinese and American, all told me not to go. “Do not go to 
China. You cannot do anything in China."

PP: By then you had already obtained the funding. 
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BD: Yes, I had funding in 1995.

PP: Zhu Xiaofeng told me that you developed this plan in 1993. You were 
traveling together, and you had this big idea. Then you realised that the 
money you have might not be enough. Then you went back to America to 
get the funding and you kept sending him—and what he said was kind of 
sweet —"Betsy kept sending me faxes every second day. They came out of 
the machine. She was telling me all her ideas and it was so good; and we 
felt that we are going to make something big together.” Do you still have 
that correspondence? 

BD: I don’t think so. I don’t know. I did have a computer and fax machine, and I 
was living in Minnesota. You know, the Living Water Garden just took over my 
life. I didn’t plan that. I planned to just design it with them and leave. That wasn’t 
how it worked out. 

But in 1994 I got anonymous phone call from a woman. She didn’t tell me who 
she was or why she had called me. She just said, “I’m thinking of funding you.” 

PP: You got that phone call in… 

BD: In Minnesota where I was living. I was like what? Who are you? But I didn’t 
ask her, you know. Then, I just spilled to her this idea for China. She said to me 
“How much money do you need?” I said $15,000. I had written grants for 
$30,000, none of which I got, because it was China. But I wrote good grants. So 
she said you got it. And my friends raised me another $9,000. That’s how I got 
the money.

PP: That was in 1995? 

BD: I raised the money in 1994 and went to China in June 1995. The beginning 
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of June, I had broken my wrist roller blading. 

PP: When you do such projects, you have to connect to the local scene, 
you have to gain the trust of people, you have to find the right people to 
work with. As an American woman in China, what strategy did you apply to 
become part of it all?

BD: Well, first of all, I would never have gotten a visa if I had explained what I 
was going to do. So I applied for and got a tourist visa, and asked a young 
woman to go with me as an assistant… 

PP: Whom did you ask to go with you? 

BD: Kristin Caskey. She is an artist in Richmond, Virginia. I had actually gone to 
a psychic and asked whether should I go, and she said, “Oh yes, the angels are 
all there for you and all doors will be opened.” Now I can’t tell anybody that, 
right? But she was right. You know there’s no logic in it. I had one contact. That 
was Zhu Xiaofeng. And the brother of the guy [Li Jinyuan] who introduced me to 
the conference, a TCM healer. So I contacted him. I can’t recall his name at the 
moment. I have to ask. Zhu Xiaofeng would remember. Anyways, he brought his 
brother to massage my arm…

So we flew to Hong Kong and from there we had to get to Guangdong, and then 
to Chengdu. There, I was helped by this older man who looked at us, me with my 
brace and everything, and probably thought, “This woman is out of her mind. She 
has no idea what she’s doing.” He helped us out. Then I moved to the Medical 
College foreign guesthouse. And Zhu Xiaofeng started introducing the idea of the 
project to people. I just met with people one by one. It turned out that Chengdu 
City was in the middle of a five-year plan to restore the river. 

PP: That plan had started in 1993 already, right? 
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BD: Yes, it already started, but they were in a lot of trouble. They didn’t know 
what they were doing. They didn’t know how to inspire people. My timing was 
very good. Secondly, Sichuan has these five great water projects. They are part 
of the history of Sichuan and people are very proud about that. Dai Guangyu was 
one of the first artists I met. He wasn't afraid to talk with me and to talk to his 
friends. 

PP: Did you not meet him through Joan Lebold Cohen? 

BD: No, I didn’t know Cohen.

PP: Dai Guangyu (戴光裕) told me that Cohen had told him about your 

project already, before you came. But you actually met him through the 
American embassy. Cohen had been in China to interview him for a book 
about art in Yunnan. 

BD: That’s interesting. I don’t remember meeting Joan Cohen. 

PP: Joan told him about your idea of doing this project in China, so he was 
already in the loop… 

BD: I don’t know how she knew because I wasn’t living in New York back then. I 
was living in Minnesota. Well, Zhu Xiaofeng introduced Zhang Xuehua to me, 
and Xuehua introduced me to a woman named Lin Shaohan [who was a retired 
advisor for the city government.] She was the aunt of my now daughter-in-law 
Zhang Xuehua. The mother of my daughter-in-law also knew Zhu Xiaofeng. 
[Xuehua’s mother He Wanrong introduced her colleague friend to Xuehua and 
Jon (Betsy’s son). They introduced Keepers of the Waters to the head of the City 
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Propaganda Bureau who later approved it.]3

PP: Xuehua had been working in the library of the university, right?

BD: Yes. Xuehua had a dead-end job testing water quality. She had learned 
some English. Not very much. The city environmental protection bureau ordered 
the city environmental monitoring center to pull her out of that job to help me. So 
Xuehua, Kristin, Zhu Xiaofeng, and I went down to Huanglongxi.  They were pre4 -
serving this town. I think I even have pictures of us. Zhu Xiaofeng or Xuehua 
would remember that. There is a confluence of rivers and it’s a seventeenth cen-
tury village. 

JDB: Is the preserved town still there? 

BD: Yes. It’s even more touristy now, but back then they hadn’t built hotels out-
side the town. You just stayed in people’s houses. We all went down there and 
we sat under this huge tree on an island, where there was a little boy, trying to 
shoot birds. We were drinking tea, and we were imagining ourselves in the Tang 
Dynasty. 

PP: That was before you carried out Keepers of the Waters, right? 

BD: Yes! It was the very beginning; we asked each other, how are we going to do 
this project? We sat there talking…

I love the Tang Dynasty. I had studied Chinese history, Chinese religion, and Chi-
nese art with Carrington Goodrich, as well as with other people. I had quite a 
deep education in Asian culture. I didn’t have any plan in my mind, except that 

 Information collected from Zhang Xuehua’s email to Betsy Damon.3

 Huanglongxi is a historic Chinese town located about fifty kilometres from 4

Chengdu in China’s Sichuan Province. The town is over 1,700 years old. 
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when I was five years old, I knew that if I could swim the Bosphorus in Turkey, I 
would get to China. I always wanted to go to China. When I was at ICU [In-
ternational Christian University] in Japan in 1960, I wanted to go to China, but 
you weren’t allowed. So, what John, my child, did was actually awaken my 
dreams of going to China. My son did that. My great-grandmother’s grandfather 
had been a sea captain and her house was full of beautiful things from China.

JDB: At that time in this idyllic setting—drinking tea and dreaming in a 
pavilion—was Dai Guangyu there as well? 

BD: No, just Zhu Xiaofeng and Xuehua, who is now my daughter-in-law. 

PP: And Kristin was there as well. So, it was the four of you. How did you 
go on from there? 

BD: Well then, I started having meetings. All our meetings took place in parks, as 
I had no permission to do anything. I couldn’t; no institution was hosting me. 
Kristin Caskey, John, and I were all staying in one room in a guesthouse for nine-
ty yuan per night. 

PP: But didn’t you also have meetings at the university, at the Academy of 
Social Sciences, where Zhu Xiaofeng was working? 

BD: Eventually we did. But the first thing I wanted to do was to go to the headwa-
ters of the Yangtze River. Did Zhu Xiaofeng tell you about that? That was some 
fantasy I had. I really wanted to go to the headwaters of Yangtze. My son had not 
joined the project yet, but he agreed to go to the headwaters with me. And then 
he planned to climb a mountain with a friend of his and come back to Chengdu. 
So, we went up to—where is it again?—Lanzhou, in the North. Then we had to 
take the train to Golmud. I got really sick, I was running a fever. As we arrived in 
Golmud, we realised there was nothing there, absolutely nothing…I wish I could 
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remember more clearly… 

Anyway, it took a long time to get the permissions, and there were a couple of 
false starts. It’s Zhu Xiaofeng, John, Kristin, me, and this other guy, and all our 
supplies, including bedding and tents and everything. But eventually we could 
leave town…

Then the next day after some very rough travel, we finally got to a town. It’s a tiny 
Tibetan village, from which you could go off-road to go to the headwaters of the 
Yangtze. It’s three days of driving over tundra. We headed up to the headwaters 
at 17,000 feet. The driver was constantly telling me that I was going to die. I had 
a cough and they really got scared. They said somebody had just died, and if I 
got sick up there, I might not get down fast enough to live…I didn’t take the last 
500 steps to the source because I was very sick, and it looked like a storm was 
rolling in, but the others went on. I decided to find my way back myself, which 
was kind of crazy. I came face to face with a white yak. I don’t know who was 
more scared, the yak or me. 

When we finally got back to where we went off road, Zhu Xiaofeng said, “Let’s go 
to Lhasa!” And I’m like, “What? You’re crazy!” He forged the permission slip, be-
cause although we had permission to go to the headwaters of Yangtze, we didn’t 
have permission to go to Lhasa. Lhasa was on the slip, but they hadn’t signed it, 
so Zhu forged it. Because the buses were all full, and you would have had to 
stand up the whole way anyway, he got us on a brand new truck, the kind that 
has two drivers. Kristin and I shared the front seat and Zhu Xiaofeng was in the 
back seat with the other driver. We traveled illegally…The driver would have 
been jailed, and I would have been deported, if we were caught. We went up 
over the highest pass in the whole world. The truck had to stop frequently to bal-
ance the air pressure…

Then the drivers wanted to drop us off way outside Lhasa, but Zhu Xiaofeng re-
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fused to pay them unless they would drop us closer. They did drop us closer and 
nobody got upset; nothing bad happened. 

We ended up in a Tibetan inn, where I said, “Let’s go find some artists.” So, we 
went down to the Potala Palace, and there were all the artists. We found five 
artists who wanted to come to the project in Chengdu and four of them actually 
came. One of them was a young guy, whose family had been brutally treated by 
the Chinese. He flipped out, though. First of all, he got drunk, then he got 
robbed…so we had to send him back to Lhasa. He couldn’t stand it. He was 
freaking out so badly. The other three Tibetan artists stayed, and that’s where all 
the paintings in Keepers of the Waters (Chengdu) came from. They did all those 
paintings of fish.

JDB: When you say you just found them at the Potala Palace, they were 
just standing there? 

BD: No, they all had shops. Zhu Xiaofeng could talk to them. We talked and chat-
ted, and stayed friends for a long time. I did a painting with one of them, which is 
still in my storage—a mandala we didn’t finish—based on a living water drop. I 
would love to go back and finish it or find a Tibetan artist and try to finish it here.

PP: So then you came back from Tibet…

BD: By the time we got back, all kinds of artists had assembled in Beijing. Also, 
there was somebody from Shanghai that Zhu Xiaofeng knew who wrote for a 
magazine. There were also some people from Chengdu, and now these guys 
from Tibet. So then we had to find a place and a way to meet. The initial meet-
ings were at the Academy of Social Sciences. Zhu Xiaofeng must have talked 
them into it. Later, we ended up in the vacant offices of the EPA, the local Envi-
ronmental Protection Agency.
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At first, none of these groups of artists from different locations would talk to each 
other. In fact, if I asked them to do something other than say their name, they lit-
erally wouldn’t do it. 

I also brought with me a scientist and a biology person, who led a couple of initia-
tives on how you find out the health of the river.

PP: Her name was Ann Pilli? 

BD: It was Ann Pilli and Jill Jacoby. Those two together. They were a couple at 
that time. I paid for them to come. In a way, they were my calling card to legitima-
cy, because the Chinese are practical. Ann and Jill brought kits to measure water 
quality and taught people in small groups. It was very hard to get people to actu-
ally do things with us, because you were forbidden to do anything with foreigners. 
But we ignored that, and just kept going.

Anyhow, the initial meetings went like this. The group from Shanghai was in one 
place, the group from Tibet was in another, the group from Chengdu was in an-
other, and the group from Beijing in yet another. They didn’t talk to each other.

PP: Why? 

BD: I didn’t ask. I don’t know. So I was like, what am I going to do? They needed 
to be able to brainstorm this project, together, not individually. So what I did was I 
said, “You know, it’s very curious, when you walk into a room, you don’t talk to 
anybody, you just go to your seat, you don’t look right or left, you don’t say hello, 
and when we’re done, you leave. Well, when you go to a meeting in United 
States, you say ‘hi’ and people hug each other,” I lied. Then everybody wanted to 
hug me. Really! Seriously! And so finally, we’re all hugging and everybody’s gig-
gling, and my son says, “What about me?”
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PP: That’s a funny picture. Your son is also a really tall guy, right? 

BD: He was tall, handsome, and twenty-five or twenty-six years old. All the girls 
started laughing. We had translators from the Western Medical College who were 
learning English. So that broke the ice. After that we went on picnics and we 
even taught people how to swim. The American Consulate invited us to their 
swimming pool one time. Then we went down to a lake. Jill and Ann wouldn’t go 
in, but the rest of us did. They were convinced it was polluted. They were proba-
bly right, but nobody got sick. Then everybody started eating together, because 
what I was saying to them was: “Meet somebody you don’t know.” But at first 
they wouldn’t do it. They just would not do it. You could have cut the tension in 
the room with a knife.

PP: What I don’t understand is how the artists from Beijing and Shanghai 
got involved. We know you met the Tibetan artists yourself. The Chengdu 
artists were introduced to you by Dai Guangyu, but how did the artists from 
Shanghai and Beijing find you?

BD: I think Zhu Xiaofeng put the word out. Also, I think Dai Guangyu may have 
connected with them, too. Yin Xiuzhen and Wang Peng came from Beijing. And 
the woman from Shanghai was a journalist. Yin Xiuzhen and Wang Peng were 
conceptual artists, part of an underground group of artists in Beijing who would 
go out to the countryside, do what they wanted to do, photograph it, and send the 
photos out of the country. Also, these two were definitely the best artists. Dai 
Guangyu was good, too. 

The others didn’t hold the candle conceptually to those. They really didn’t. I made 
them learn some of the science and history of the river, like that there were fifty-
four different kinds of fish. A group of artists researched this and then made fifty-
four different kinds of fish that they had laid on those nets…
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The whole event was up for a couple of weeks and the artists actually slept with 
their pieces. 

�  
Image: Cai Jian, Xu Hongbin, Yin Xiaofeng, Yang Qi, Yang Lijun, and Zhong Bo 
(蔡健、徐洪彬、尹晓峰、杨奇、杨丽君、钟波), Living Water Environment, 1995, 

Chengdu.

JDB: So, you don’t know how Yin Xiuzhen and Wang Peng got there? Zhu 
Xiaofeng is not an art world person, right? 

BD: No, but he’s an intellectual and cultural person. He knew the journalist who 
was one of the more radical minds publishing out of Shanghai. 

PP: Yu Lieqing (俞雷庆), right? 

BD: Yes.
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PP: Zhu Xiaofeng said that at the time he was well recognised, because he 
was an acknowledged professor who also published books, right?

BD: Yes, he wrote books. When the Cultural Revolution came along, his father 
told him to run. He ran to other family members. He hid for ten years. During that 
period of time he taught himself how to read English. He taught himself every-
thing he needed to know to pass the exams. He passed the exams to get into 
university with higher marks than anyone in the country. So everybody knew Zhu 
Xiaofeng. There weren’t that many educated people in the country at that time…

PP: What about the brothers, the guys you mentioned before, whom you 
met in a museum?

BD: I have to tell you something about these brothers. When I first started, they 
were like, “We know the perfect place for you to do an environmental art event.” 
You know where they took me? To an animal farm where they source bladder 
and penises and that kind of thing. And it’s near Dujiangyan. Qisha came with 
me, a translator from the medical college.

PP: The translator Qisha’s English name was Helen, right? 

BD: Helen, yes…She later went to University of Minnesota to get an advanced 
degree in environmental education. Helen was the translator and we had lunch 
there, with the head of the place. Then we did a tour to Dujiangyan and then they 
brought me back for dinner. But I could not stomach it…I mean I couldn’t stand it, 
and I don’t think I was very polite to the man, the social scientist, who took us 
there. It was like what were you thinking? It was so upsetting that I was physically 
sick…Anyway, that happened in June—visiting those places. Afterwards, I was 
like, “God, what am I going to do here? What can we do?” 

I believe the government was watching us all the time. I think they may have 
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even had somebody come to every meeting, I don’t know, but eventually the EPA 
gave us a room so we finally had a real place to meet. It wasn’t really legal at the 
Academy of Social Sciences. The young man at the EPA was very interested in 
this. So was the director. What they told me afterwards was they figured, “You 
came just to do something really good and you brought the money to do it. Why 
would we say no?” But they also watched me very carefully. What I was also told 
by a leader was that he had never seen someone with as high level of passion as 
I had. He said it matched his passion as a leader. We had to write up every sin-
gle art event, and submit them to the government. The government didn’t say 
any of them were bad.
 
Xuehua’s mother He Wanrong figured out who to ask for permission. [Xuehua’s 
mother He Wanrong introduced her colleague to Xuehua and Jon. They intro-
duced Keepers of the Waters to the head of the City Propaganda Bureau who 
later approved it.] In the end, we got permission about forty-eight or twenty-four 
hours before we were about to quit. But then you could see the sky lift. What 
happened is that the city subsequently joined in the effort. Teenagers helped 
make things. Helen actually married one of them. (Laughter.) Also, people loved 
that we were this mother-son combination. They loved that. It was something 
people trusted. I am also sure they researched me. My father was a diplomat, 
and I was a civil rights activist and a feminist organiser. A successful organiser. 
They could easily have done some research, but at the end of the day, they were 
like, we want more of this spirit. They loved the spirit. How can we make this spir-
it permanent? 

So it happened that while I was working with the artists, the government contact-
ed me and asked if I’d come see their plans…They picked me up and took me to
—Do you know that old replica street, with pagoda at one end? [Qintai Lu] Ka Lu 
[the Tibetan shop] is on that street, and so is the Flower Hotel. And there’s an old 
pagoda were the rivers come together. That’s where they rolled out their plans for 
the city, right on the pavement.  They had designed all the parkland around 
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there…It was a beautiful plan. I looked at the plan, and said all these good things 
about it, and then I said something like, “Why don’t you make a park to teach 
your citizens about water and how nature cleans water.” And they said, “Can you 
do that?” I didn’t say, “Well, I've never done it.” Instead I just nodded. They talked 
for two more minutes and then they said to me, “We want you to do that.” I said, 
“Well, I’ll think about it.” What they wanted me to do was to stop the public art 
project and work on this park instead. 

�
Image: Map of Chengdu.

JDB: Did they say that to you directly? 

BD: Yes, they did, so I said, “Well, I’ll have to think about that.” I went back to the 
place I was staying and was out of my mind, jumping around and yelling. What 
was I going to do? This is my dream! I’d been dreaming about doing a living wa-
ter system forever. I’ve been talking about it in Minnesota. But no one in Min-
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nesota understood the term “living water.” But the Chinese totally understood the 
idea of “living water.” You know, it’s like “living brain”…It’s something very deep 
that we Americans have eradicated from our consciousness in this country. The 
English understand it, the Germans understand it, the Bulgarians, the Afghans, 
the Russians do, too. They all understand it. But the Americans don’t. Not only 
that, but these countries understand the medical value of “living water.” And you 
can go to conferences about it. There will be one in Bulgaria next fall. People 
come from all over the world to share their knowledge. You cannot get a dime in 
United States to do that research, much less to talk about it. I couldn’t get any-
where in the US on this subject. 

But the next morning, I told them, “We have to finish this project,” and I was so 
right.  Completely right. I said, “The money is for this project. We have to finish 
this project,” and they said that they were sorry to hear that, because they 
thought that performance art and public art was a waste of time and money, but 
they said, “We will watch you very carefully, and if we like what you do, we will 
invite you back.” That’s exactly what they said. I remember it very clearly. I think 
we were ten days away from the planned start of the project when they decided 
to give the permission to go ahead.
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�
Image: Making banners, Ang Sang, Tsering Lhamo, and others, in Chengdu, 
1995.

We painted these banners that said “Keepers of the Waters” in Chinese. Well, 
the hot water pipes in the foreign guesthouse where we were staying had broken, 
and we hadn’t been able to have a shower for a while. They would take us over 
to the old residence house, which was also a guesthouse where we couldn’t stay, 
but where there was a bath. So when they saw us leaving the campus with those 
banners, I got a call from them, asking, “Are you mad at us? We saw you march-
ing down the street.” They thought we were mad about the hot water. I said: “No, 
our march has nothing to do with that.” 

PP: Dai Guangyu also discussed that banner situation to me. He said that 
not only was the guesthouse irritated, but also the government. He said 
they sent plain clothes police, who were standing around, not knowing how 
to deal with the situation. 
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BD: They all stood on the bank of the river and watched us, washing the silk. 
They loved it. They were cheering! Cheering! 

Oh, and the other thing the psychic had said to me was my main job was going to 
be to talking to the press, and that would be hard for me. And she was right, be-
cause I can’t stand talking to the press. When I cast the dry riverbed in hand-
made paper, I had a photographer there and she said, “There’s nobody harder to 
photograph than you. The minute you sense the camera, you turn away.” In 
Chengdu, everyone was asking how come Chengdu? Why was I doing this here? 
The very same questions over and over again.

PP: I have one of the newspaper clippings here. It says “New Art Earth-
quake in Chengdu.” I have another question. I guess you knew there was a 
ban on performance art and installation art after Tiananmen Square. 

BD: I heard that, yes. 

PP: You were there in 1995. You were working with the government and 
with the media. That was brave at that period of time. Also, Dai Guangyu 
played an important role, and the artists and the people of Chengdu were 
motivated to join the project. As Dai Guangyu described, at that time the 
artists in Chengdu were looking for a kind of new artistic language, but 
didn’t really know what to do and how to do it. 

BD: Well, his bulletin board project was fabulous. The piece he made there was 
fantastic. And when one of the high-up people in the government signed it, we 
knew we had won. We knew that we had done something important. 

JDB: The artists had to submit their proposals to the government?
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BD: Oh, yes. 

JDB: How did they submit them?

BD: It was a written proposal, which meant the title of the piece was the most im-

portant thing. We had to do that in Lhasa, too. When Song Dong (宋冬) submit-

ted his stone throwing piece—he was planning to throw a stone for every year in 
the history of Tibet, in other words a stone for each year from the founding of Ti-

bet to the year of his performance piece was being made—the government 
thought that he was saying that Lhasa would no longer exist. So we had to 
change the title of his piece, but he didn’t change the action.

PP: There were also some projects that could not be realised. I think Zhu 
Xiaofeng told me that Li Jixiang (李继祥) handed in a proposal where he 

wanted to use a water pump to extract mud out of the river and then throw 
it into the air or something like that. 

BD: Oh yes? I didn’t even know about it. 

PP: Who handled all of the approvals—was it Zhu Xiaofeng again?

BD: In Lhasa he handled the interchange between the government and artists.

PP: He said it was much harder to get the permission in Lhasa…He said 
that it was easier for him in Chengdu, as he knew the people and the peo-
ple knew him. In Tibet, he mentioned that he had to fight hard, but in the 
end, they said, “Okay, we’ll give it to you this one time, but next time you 
need an approval from Beijing.”
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BD: Aha. Yes, that was a lot. I knew I had to cut short the whole thing. The Chi-
nese wanted me to keep it going, but I said no, only three days. 

JDB: So, the Lhasa event was only three days long. 

BD: Yes.

PP: In Chengdu? 

BD: Chengdu was a couple of weeks…I mean we spent three weeks total in 
Lhasa, but that included the organising. There were three days for the perfor-
mances. 

PP: Let us go back to Chengdu because you said it took several weeks, 
and I still don’t understand how this whole thing worked—the workshops, 
preparations, the final exhibition…How was it structured? 

BD: Everybody had to meet, once or twice a week, as a group; and during that 
time, everybody shared their ideas. Their ideas evolved, and there were some 
ideas that were expensive. So I made them all decide together, which pieces 
would get funded. For example, there was a piece that was going to take up half 
the total budget. Everyone agreed, “No, that was just too expensive. You don’t 
get to do that.” I also said to them, “You cannot use me to say ‘fuck you’ to your 
government.” I said it like that. John probably translated it, or somebody else 
translated, in a kinder way. But what I meant was, this was not the opportunity to 
stick it to the government. This was an opportunity to do something creative that 
will show people what’s going on with the waters of the rivers. It was an opportu-
nity to invite people to think about the situation. Once we started, I tossed out 
ideas, like the idea for the mirror on the walls, that was my idea. Yin Xiuzhen 
picked up on that. 
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PP: Yin Xiaofeng (尹晓峰) told me that you kept on calling Liu Chengying 

( 刘成英) the duck man. 

BD: Yes. He and John are still friends. Well, you know, how I was going to re-
member twenty-four different names? I had to have nicknames for people. Wang 
Peng was easy to remember, but all the others? 

The artists then got into a roll…like the temple with the teacups, the ice, the rafts, 
the pots hanging from the bridge (they got these pots for free and had to return 
them afterwards). The Chinese knew how to work their own social collective sys-
tem. They figured out among themselves, how to share this money and how to 
help each other out. That amazed me. That kind of thing didn’t happen in Duluth, 
Minnesota.
 
PP: What fascinated me also was, for example, that Zhang Hua (张华) told 
me that he had submitted a proposal but it didn’t work out. It wasn’t ac-
cepted. But he said that this did not matter to him. He participated anyway, 
supporting and helping the others. It wasn’t something about one’s own 
artist ego. What seemed more important was being part of this project. 

BD: Yes, there was very much a collective spirit. People joined very easily. You 
cannot have that happen in the US now. It did happen somewhat in the late 
1960s and early 1970s during the Women’s Movement, but never as smoothly as 
in China. 

I’m sure there were many things I didn’t understand. There were a few translators 
from the University, and one was quite knowledgeable in English. Together the 
artists sat down every night and figured out whose turn it is, and how to support 
that person, and what was needed in way of translation and how to share every-
thing. I saved a little bit of money to pay the translators a bit more, but they got 
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mad at me when I gave it to them. They said, “No, you don’t have to do that. We 
love this project. This project is our heart.” So when I insisted on giving them a 
little more money, it was almost as if it took away that connection. It was a mis-
take of mine. I was like oh, ouch. 

The translators became part of the intimate team and without them, many things 
could not have happened.

PP: One interesting point is also how this whole process was quite new to 
the artists. I was told by some of the artists, that in the beginning, they 
didn’t really understand what this was all about. They asked themselves, 
“What does she want from us? Is this art? What is it?” In the interviews I 
did, I often heard that they went to ask Dai Guangyu, whom they all trusted. 
Then they saw it growing and becoming a collective activity and they were 
so happy that they had joined. But in the beginning,  it was a completely 
new idea that you introduced to them. They were like, why are we here, 
what is the aim or goal of this, what does Betsy want from us?  

BD: Well, I also think the whole idea of taking responsibility for the river or for the 
environment was new. I mean, people were tossing their garbage off the bridges.

PP: Yes, I saw those pictures. In 1960s and 1970s, people used to bath in 
there... 

BD: It got more and more polluted. Oh yes, back then it fed people’s lives. There 
were these wonderful steps where thousands of feet had worn the stones down. 
Oh, it broke my heart when they took them away for the renovation.

JDB: Perhaps we could go back to the art project. The artists submitted 
their proposals, you stood by your promise, and the project continued for 
over several weeks…
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BD: We did a month of planning. I arrived in early June. Then there was that trip 
to the source of the Yangtze at the end of June till about 5 July. Then people be-
gan to arrive in Chengdu in the beginning of July, and that’s when we really start-
ed to get organised. I guess they all talked among each other to understand. 
Maybe the blank stares I got were more like, really? Like really?...And then they 
had to get their pieces described and to figure out the cost. This all took three 
weeks, until the end of July, and then the whole thing happened the first two 
weeks of August. I think that is about the right timing. I’ll have to look in the cal-
endar to tell for sure. The process was intense community building through con-
versations.

JDB: Did you give them prompts? Did you show them pictures? 

BD: I showed them some pictures.

JDB: Of your work or other artists’ work? 

BD: Well, I hadn’t done that much. I’d cast a dry riverbed. I did clean-ups on the 
Mississippi River. I taught art and activism. I had a lot of that, and I’m a good idea 
machine, and I don’t claim the ideas as mine. I’m just like, well, let’s think about 
this: There are twenty-four kinds of fish, what can you do with that? There’s fish-
ermen fishing there, so we can’t really get into the river…Then we learned of the 
whole bright white silk thing. You can see all those ideas in their works, right?

PP: You keep mentioning those different kinds of fish. Yin Xiaofeng was 
part of that work with the pottery. When he made it, he had to stay there for 
three nights. He mentioned that it was so complicated to produce and the 
guy who helped him did not really seem to understand. He was so motivat-
ed to make these pottery fish and turtles that you introduced to them, and 
have them in his work. 
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BD: Yes, they made all those different clay things—little clay fish and turtles and 
all those other things. They had to learn how to do that. They had to go and work 
with this guy who had a kiln and clay and everything. Then they made those 
sculptures of the old guys. I never quite understood that work with all the fish-
nets. But Dai Guangyu’s piece with our heads in the dirty water, and our faces on 
a bulletin board, using the tradition of the bulletin board—I understood that work. 
He researched water information and wrote up a petition which you could then 
sign. 

JDB: Yes, how did Yin Xiuzhen (尹秀珍) come up with the ice blocks? 

BD: I don’t know, but it is one of the best pieces, I think.

JDB: I think it’s one of the best pieces in Chinese art, frankly.

BD: It’s a brilliant piece. It completely responds to the environment and initiates a 
conversation. People were standing around and commenting. Some old people 
said, “You’re wasting ice! I want to take that home to cool my environment.” And 
the children asked if they could eat it, so we had to have a guard there. All twen-
ty-four hours, we had to guard it. People came and they became poets. They just 
stood there and pontificated or read literature. I don’t know whether they were 
making it up, I don’t know what they were saying. I introduced them to the con-
cept of “living water”…I had a whole vocabulary about “living water” and about 
how your body is water. I had developed this by 1991.   

JDB: Yin Xiuzhen has done a lot of work outdoors. Song Dong and her 
work often engage in a constructive and seamless way with nature and the 
environment. While much work by Chinese artists is about conflict and vio-
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lence, even a certain brutality, these two differ in their approach to their 
work and to the environment. There is a comfort level. 

BD: Well, you’ve been to their house. It’s all natural materials. It’s as if you en-
tered a sculpture. 

JDB: Did you speak to Yin Xiuzhen about her work? 

BD: I don’t remember talking to her hardly at all. This piece by Yin Xiaofeng, Yel-
low Basins, using traditional basin-stands, was also very creative—and here we 

have Wang Peng (王蓬) putting bags of water around the trees…

�
Image: Yin Xiaofeng, Yellow Basins, 1995, Chengdu.
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�
Image: Wang Peng, Heavenly Water, 1995, Chengdu.

PP: The pieces by Dai Guangyu, Yin Xiuzhen, and Yin Xiaofeng were highly 
participatory. People would pass by and ask, what are you doing there? 
People were invited to participate. 

BD: Oh, the people loved the work. They loved this whole thing. The city loved it. 
We were on national television every day, for hours and hours. It got to the point 
where even people in Beijing recognised me. 

PP: Well, Betsy, it has been several hours, so I think we have to stop here. 
But thank you very much for taking the time to talk to us. It has been very 
interesting.
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