
Interview with Beth Grossman, 4 August 2017

Beth Grossman is an artist based in San Francisco, California. She participated in Keepers 
of the Waters (Chengdu) in 1995, collaborating with artist Christine Baeumler on Dreams for 
a Pure River, a floating sculpture and performance. The following conversation was 
conducted by Cici Wu on 4 August 2017 at Betsy Damon’s home in New York. It has been 
edited for conciseness and clarity.

Cici Wu: It would be great if you could tell how Dreams for a Pure River started.

Beth Grossman: Betsy invited about twenty artists to Chengdu to create environmental 
installations and performances about water along the Funan River in Chengdu, Sichuan. 
After Christine Baeumler and I arrived in Chengdu, we started our research with the 
assistance of the three dedicated and helpful interpreters. We were talking to local people, 
walking around the river, and observing what the other Chinese artists were doing. We 
asked local people what the river was like before and learned that in the past it was so clean 
that people could wash white silk in it. The Funan River used to be a healthy river and it was 
important for all Chengdu residents. 

In 1995, the river was very polluted. When it rained, the water would rise and afterwards 
when the waters receded, plastic bags and garbage would stick to the trees and bushes. We 
decided to address the problem of people throwing garbage into the river by giving people a 
sense that the river is important. It’s sacred; it’s a gift of nature; it’s special; it has a history; it 
has memories. With the assistance of our interpreters, we asked the people we met along 
the river at the teahouses about the memories they had of the river. We learned that people 
used to swim in the river when they were kids, and they used it in their households for 
laundry and various things, but they wouldn’t do that now. Our conversations led to 
questions like: “What’s your vision for this river in the center of your hometown? And what 
could we do to clean it up?” Without a sense of value for the river, people would continue to 
use it as a garbage dump. That is why we asked about people’s memories, encouraged 
them to imagine what the river could look like if it were cleaned up, and to think about what 
steps could be taken together as a community. We tried to create a sense of awareness, get 
a conversation going, and then inspire and motivate.
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CW: When you had this performance and sculptural installation, did the people you 
interviewed participate?

BG: After much brainstorming, we decided to make a big float. We collected local objects 
that were made of biodegradable materials. The value that Christine and I shared was that if 
we were making a project about the environment, we were going to use materials that would 
not harm the environment. Plastics were out of the question. In the local market, we found 
rattan baskets, twine, lotus flowers, and red ceremonial candles from local farmers and 
vendors. We were looking for natural materials, but also materials that might resonate with 
the local people as part of their culture in some way. We needed to learn the cultural 
significance of all the objects, especially when we were using something that was from the 
temple. We asked our interpreters to help us be very aware not to use anything that could be 
offensive, have bad connotations, or be lost in translation. That’s what makes creating art 
very interesting and challenging when I work in a foreign country. 

We invited an elder storyteller to help us open our street performance event. Then we 
offered lotus flowers to all those who wanted to speak about their dreams for a clean river 
and what they would do to accomplish them. The Chinese showed courage in speaking out 
as individuals publicly and many were eager for the opportunity. After speaking, they placed 
the lotus flowers into the baskets. A calligrapher transcribed their thoughts onto a large rice 
paper scroll, which was presented to the Environmental Protection Agency of Chengdu. A 
Chinese musician began our lighting ceremony and the crowd hushed. A dozen helpers then 
carried the lit sculpture in a procession along the river and through the nearby teahouses. 
We launched the floating lotus into the Funan River and the crowd ran alongside the 
sculpture as it was swept down the river. About a mile down, we retrieved it and talked with 
the crowd as the torches burnt down. The remnants of the sculpture were offered to any who 
wanted to reuse the materials. We were happy to see that by the next morning no trace of 



the sculpture was left. What remained was the memory of everyone coming together to 
celebrate their precious river and our plan to restore it to its former glory.
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CW: In the process of making the piece, did you discuss art marking with other 
artists? And in your perspective, what is the value of art for them?

BG: The process of making the art was very intense and we had limited time. I don’t 
remember a lot of interaction or involvement with the other artists’ processes. Christine and I 
went to all of their performances and their installations. We had some dinners with the other 
Chinese artists, but there was a big language barrier. With the help of our translators we got 
to know some of them. There was Datong Dazhang, with whom I spent a lot of time talking, 
as well as Yin Xiuzhen.

Betsy, Chris, and I were part of the International Women’s Conference in Beijing right after 
the event. We held a No Limits Workshop (No Limits for Women Artists) with about a 
hundred women from all over the world. That was really amazing. We also went to some of 
the artists’ studios in Beijing. But it was so long ago, it’s hard to remember specific 
conversations we had. But I will tell you one thing I remember in terms of a general 
impression: I was so inspired by what the Chinese artists had to go through in order to do 
their work performances. As I understood of the time, it was 1995, and the Chinese 
government did not allow artists to publicly do performance art. I remember I was really 
inspired by the will to create and to do whatever it took. I remember hearing stories about 
how they would find somebody who was willing to let them clear out their whole apartment, 
and then they would put up shows and installations in these apartments. The installations 
and performances would last for only one day because they didn’t want the authorities to 
know about it, but it was like a big, special event and lots people would come. Everything 
was carried by word of mouth. Underground events are exciting. I wish I could have been at 
one, but the artists shared pictures and stories.



CW: From your perspective, what was the art scene like at that time? Did you visit any 
art spaces?

BG: In 1985, ten years before I went to Chengdu, I studied in Tianjin. I studied Chinese 
painting, calligraphy, and tai chi there. The Chinese painting I studied was very traditional 
and there appeared to be three standard painting genres: flowers, landscape, and 
calligraphy. Of course, there was also Chinese social realism and revolutionary romanticism. 
When I was in Tianjin, I met a lot of artists, who were all traditional painters. I went to 
Hangzhou, Suzhou, Kunming, Dali, and Shanghai. I was fortunate to visit many of the art 
academies and artists’ studios. In 1985, some people were still wearing the green and blue 
jackets, though Western fashion was starting to come in. Back then, I don’t remember 
seeing art in any galleries other than in the traditional art academies and Chinese state 
museums. 

In 1995, the whole idea of performance art was radical in China. In Beijing or Shanghai, 
there may have been contemporary artworks on view in museums and galleries. But in a 
place like Chengdu, I don’t remember seeing any contemporary art in the museums there, 
other than the work that was done by the artists participating in the Keepers of the Waters 
project. I remember that the art was very traditional, extraordinarily skillful, and beautiful.

CW: Did you consider collaborating with the Chinese artists after the event? And how 
did you perceive the friendship among the Chinese artists?

BG: In 1995, email wasn’t common. Unfortunately, I didn’t keep in touch with the Chinese 
artists, and I regret that. My very basic Chinese was extremely limited, but I felt like we were 
connected when we were together. I did stay in touch with one artist, Xing Danwen, whom I 
met in Beijing and she came to visit me in San Francisco when she had a show there. 
Danwen documented many of the Chinese avant-garde performance artists that were active 
from 1993 to 2003. Many of her photos of these artists with descriptions of their work can be 
seen at this link: http://apersonaldiary.artmuseum.pl/#works. I recognise and remember 
many of these artists in the photos.

In some way, I think it was important that few Americans were part of the Keepers of the 
Waters project as guests. I know Betsy primarily wanted it to be a project of Chinese artists 
for China. And we were grateful to be part of that. And I think we made a beautiful project 
that the Chinese could identify with and participate in. It was a wonderful cultural exchange 
for all the artists to share how they worked and what they were doing as environmental 
artists. If it were to happen today, now that we are connected internationally and digitally, it 
would be much easier to stay connected.  

CW: How did you feel about the Chinese artists’ works in the event at that time?

BG: At the time, I think that Chinese artists were finding their voice. It felt like an important 
and exciting time. Some of the work I experienced was raw and authentic. Others were 
emulating a Western style. Since China had been closed to the West for so long, there was 
a fascination particularly among German collectors and art galleries, and it soon spread to 
the United States. I still remember being impressed every time Chinese artists put 
themselves out there to make performance art because they were really taking risks. I’m so 
grateful to Betsy for inviting me, because it was exciting to meet the artists that were starting 
a kind of new art movement in China. 

http://apersonaldiary.artmuseum.pl/%2525252523works


I don’t know how Betsy convinced the authorities to let twenty artists do performance art 
publicly in 1995. Betsy somehow assured the authorities that she was going to take full 
responsibility for whatever happened. Maybe the authorities realised that the environmental 
situation had gotten so bad, they decided to take a chance to allow the artists to do 
performance art along the river to help raise awareness. I know we all had to be sensitive to 
not to do something that would cross the line, because that would endanger the Keepers of 
the Waters project and the relationships Betsy had with the authorities. I felt that everybody 
was really sensitive and tried to create artwork that would be accessible to the public. We 
were not trying to anger the authorities or protest the restrictions on performance art. We 
were making a point about the environment and the river, stressing that we have to make 
some changes in our behavior now. Betsy managed to communicate this goal to all the 
artists and they responded well. Everything went pretty smoothly and all of the installations 
and performances provided opportunities for local people to participate in some way. The 
Chinese news even came by to interview the artists and share what was going on at the 
Funan River with TV viewers.

CW: How does your identity as a woman influence your work?

BG: Everything. I feel grateful to have grown up with being able to be sensitive, connect with 
people, look at things, and feel them deeply. I am also blessed to have the experience of 
being a mother and raise a son. Once I became a mother, everything I did had a different 
meaning, and a different motivation. Beyond my own son, I feel like I am connected with 
every mother in the world (including mother animals). This connection makes me love this 
world deeply and want to help leave it in a better state with environmental healing, justice, 
and equity for all beings on earth.  

CW: How do you perceive the connection between yourself being a feminist 
performance artist and the responsibility of dealing with the environmental issues?

BG: Everything I do is from a feminist perspective. I don’t perceive any separation between 
my feminist beliefs and my commitment to working with environmental issues. And I would 
add that when I became a mother, I felt a “Mama Bear” responsibility for our environment 
and for future generations.

CW: When you decided to participate in Keepers of the Waters, did you look at the 
participation as a continuous exploration of feminist identity? 

BG: Yes. I met Betsy Damon in 1985, when she was teaching a class called “Art and Action” 
at the Feminist Art Institute in New York. Then Betsy started No Limits for Women Artists. For 
over twenty years as part of that national network of artists, we explored many aspects of 
feminism and supported one another to envision and pursue large lives as artists. When I 
was invited to participate in Keepers of the Waters, I saw it as an opportunity to spend more 
time with Betsy, continue exploring my feminist identity, and work from my passion for 
protecting our environment. I consider Betsy to be a mentor and am grateful to her for 
holding out the possibilities of infinite different ways to create an artist’s and activist’s life 
(and be a mother too!). It was an amazing opportunity to work with her and all of the artists.


