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LIN TIA

WITH A RETROSPECTIVE AT THE
ASIA SOCIETY AND A CHELSEA
GALLERY DEBUT, ONE OF CHINA'S
LEADING ARTISTS RETURNS IN
TRIUMPH TO NEW YORK, THE CITY
THAT FIRST NURTURED HER ART

BY MADELEINE O'DEA
PHOTOGRAPHS BY JUDY ZHAO

90

I ARRIVE AT LIN TIANMIAO’S Beijing studio to the whine
of power tools and encounter a scene of ordered chaos
in the courtyard. Works from the past 17 years are being
packed for shipment to New York, where Lin’s
first museum retrospective in the United States will
be presented at the Asia Society Museum from
September 7 through January 27. Everywhere are
wooden crates in different stages of construction, the
completed ones off to the side, hammered shut,
and emblazoned with a photograph of the work within.

Itseemswrongtosee Lin’sartconfined to these
slab-sided boxes. Hers areemotionally powerful pieces,
tactile and dramatic, created over weeks of handwork
reflecting the artist’s particular focus and intensity. Some
embody a femalenude explodinginto cascades of wound
thread and hair. Othersare synthetic bones or tools
encased insomany lavers of silky thread thacthey have
become fetishes. Still otherslook like garments for the
denizens of a mutated world. Many serve ascomponents
oflarge-scaleinstallations, which oftenincorporate video
orsound and demand space to be experienced properly.
Yetforallthisvariety, the works evince a remarkable
conceptual unity that derives from the basiccrafratthe
heartofLin’s practice: theact of winding thread.

Before machines took over, cottan thread didn’tcome
onspoolsbutinskeinsthathad to be wound by hand
into balls before work could begin. Linlearned to do this
from hermother. Shelearned, too, the precarious nature
of thisseemingly simple process: Only if the thread is
wound correctly canitbe unwound again for use. Even as
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FromLin's Badges,
2009, right, one of
severallarge embroi-
dery hoops with words
that contain the
Chinese character for
“woman” and signify
astereotypicalfemale
role. The Proliferation
of Thread Winding,
1995, below, comprises
20,000threaded
sewingneedles that
converge onamat-
tressalong witha
video monitorin the
pillowcase that shows
the artist'shands
winding balls of thread.
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vouare windingup the thread, youare establishing how
itwillbe unwound again. Each ballisthe product of labor
expended and the promise of labor to come. A central
clementof Lin’s practice since herearliestdays asan artist,
these ballsof thread have become emblems of the relent-
less concentration that her work demands.

Fundamental to the power of Lin’swork is the sheer
perseverance that brings them into being. The British
curatorand critic Karen Smith, who haswritten frequently
aboutLin, observedina 2003 commentary that “the
mind-boggling effortinvolved issimply commensurate with
the mesmerizingeffect.” Thefirst work Lin showed publicly,
inanopenstudioathercourtyard homein Beijingin 1993,
givessomeidea of the painstaking process herartentails.
Titled The Proliferation of Thread Winding, the installation
centersonabed. The mattressis pierced by 20,000 sewing
needles, somany that fromadistance they look like the fur of

astartledanimal. Around the bed are scattered
anequalnumber of balls of thread. Fromeach,
athread hasbeendrawn and passed through
theeye of one needle. The thousands of needles
standasif poised to beginsewing, while at the
head of the bed, beneath a sheer pillowcase, lics
avideo monitor playingatapeof Lin’shands
winding ballafter ballof thread.

It wasaremarkable debut, notjust for the
power of the work itself butalso, in retrospect,
forhow clearly it pointed to the work that would
follow. Perhaps that was because of Lin’s
maturity (she was 34) and the time she had spent
contemplatingthekind ofartistshe wanted
tobe. Bornin 1961, Linstudied oil painting at
Capital Normal University in Beijingin the early
1980s. One of her professors was the now-
acclaimed video artist Wang Gongxin. By 1986
they weremarriedandlivinginanold courtyard
houseinthecenter of thecity. While Wang
kepthisuniversity job, Linjoined China’s new
breed ofindependententrepreneurs who were
exploiting every fingerhold of opportunicy
created by the economicreforms of Deng
Xiaoping. Linand Wang quickly became part
of Beijing’s burgeoning bohemia, with their home
apopularmeeting place forartists. Lin laughs
whensherecallsthatshe once fed 20sittings of
theirartistfriendsinasingle day.

In 1987 thecouple journeyed to New York.
Wang had been offered a one-yearstintasa
visiting scholaratthe State University of New
Yorkin Cortlandand Albany. Theyended up
stayinginthe U.S. for nearly eight vears, settling
inthe Williamsburgsection of Brooklyn, where
theyrented aloftinanartists’ complex. Wang
devoted himselftoart,and Linsoon found her
métierasa textile designer. By the time they
returned to Beijingin 1995, Lin had established »
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asuccessful design business, with more work
thanshecouldhandle. Shealsohad developed
adeepunderstandingof textiles, refining
theeyeand feel for materials that distinguish
her work today.

Isitwith Linin her loungeroomasshe
grinds through the paperwork involved
inshipping her artto New York. Twenty-
nine pieces have beenreduced to data—
dimensions, condition, weight, and value—
and shesigns offoneach. Linand Wang
designed every detail of their home, from
thegardenand pondtothelargestudiosin
which they work. Wang’sstudiohasa
soundstage where he shoots increasingly
elaborate videos; Lin’s includes a spacious,
window-lined area where she works with
herassistants and a separate room for storing the bones,
tools,and other objects destined to playaroleinherart.

Lin tells me that the physicalactivity of makingartis
vitalto bringing herideasto the surface. She neverstarts
witha plan. “Itisinthe process,” she explains, “thatlittle
by little my idea becomes clear.” She beginsa piecein
solitude and finds her way instinctively. Once the course
isclear, she works with a group of women, sometimes as
many as 30 butroutinely around 1o. Lin describes how
peaceful she finds this cooperative labor. In fact, the sense
of artistand assistants workingin harmonyisone of the
things she likes mostabouther practice.

When she moved back to Beijing from New York, Lin
wasstruck by how rapidly daily life was changingin China,

Lin's assistants
at work in her
studio packing
The Golden Mean,
2012, for shipment
to the Asia Society
in New York. The
fourth panel of
the piece is in the
background. The
detail below shows
synthetic bones
and implements
wrapped in gold
thread and applied
to golden fabric
embroidered with
skulls, bones, and
flowers to suggest
a memento mori.

and how objects once treasured were being thrown away
inpursuit of the new. She set out to memorialize these
castoffs by binding them in layers of thread. Starting with
simple domestic objects (8co of which populatethe 1997
installation Bound and Unbound),Lin moved on to
discarded machines. She covered old bicycles,and then,
sensitive to the degradation of the urban environment,
shebound upthetrunkand branchesofafallen tree.
When she beganthiswork inthe late 1990s, Linused
white thread, giving the objects a ghostly, shrouded
appearance, as with the bicyclesin her 2002 exhibition
“Focus™ atthe Courtyard Gallery in Beijing. Since then she
hasintroduced strong colorsand luxuriousgold thread. In
abravurafour-panel piece of 2011, The Gold Sameness, »
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Here?Or There?,
2002, created
incollaboration
withtheartist
Wang Gongxin,
Lin's husbhand,
asshown at the
Shanghai Art
Museumduring
theFourthShang-
haiBiennial,
2002-03.The
pieceincor-
poratesnine
figuresdraped
infabricand
thread, with audio
and projections.

showninamajorexhibition at the Beijing Center for the Arts,

Linscattered synthetic bones bound in gold thread across
agoldengroundembroidered with plantsand skeletons.
Lengths of lapis-colored thread placed across the bones
accentuate the sensation of looking into anancient tomb.
Asecond four-panel work, The Golden Mean, 2012, has
been created for the Asia Society exhibition.
Evenonadayashecticasthisone, quict prevailsinside the
studio. Here, everyoneisengaged incompleting the pieces for
Lin’sfirstshow at Galerie Lelongin New York (October 25—
December 8). Thus far, her mostsignificantsoloshows have
beenin China, though Linhasappearedinimportant group
showselsewherein Asiaaswellasinthe U.S. and Europe.
Some of the assistants meticulously wind colored thread
around strange hybrid objects—oneappearstobea bone
inthe process of becominga propeller. The women encase
eachoneuntilallare mummified. They seem to be conjuring
artifacts fora futureinventory of the present day.
Elsewhereinthestudio, an assistantsits quietly embroi-
dering. Sheis working on the latestiteration of the “Badges™
series. Linrejectsthe label of feministartist, but thisseries
engages quite directly with the position of women in Chinese
culture. Threeyearsago Lin begantolistall the Chinese
wordsshe could think of thatcontained the ideogram for
“woman.” Inthe processshe created amenu of whatr—
inthe Chineselanguage, atleast—are deemed intrinsically
female roles. Linembroidered the words in pastel hues on

white satinstretched in large stainless steel embroidery
hoops. Suspended from the ceiling and turning freely, the
hoops became the installation Badges, 2009. Thereis
something wonderfully absurd aboutthe ensemble, which
presents neutral words and insults alike as gigantic
samplersandrevealsthe sense of humor lurking behind
theartist’s intense demeanor.

In2or1oLinprinted the words on metal badges, which she
heapedonatableand presented in the group show “Jungle:
A Close-up Focus on Chinese Contemporary Art Trends”
at Beijing’s Platform China gallery. Onopeningday a scrum
of women quickly formed when they realized the badges
could be taken away. The only challenge waschoosing which
role towear: Witch or courtesan? Weaver or taxi dancer?
Virginorgoddess? In the currentinstallation of Badges at
Lelong, Lin hasinserted embroidered English wordsamong
the hoops with Chinese characters.

Lin tells me she believes artis the most powerful form
of expression, and that by workinginstinctively one can
developa practice capable of conveying anyidea or
emotion. “Sometimes,” shesays, “Ifear thatmy feelings
willdry up, willdie.Ineed to be careful of this, because

lalwayswantto besurethat my work comes from my own
experience, thatitisauthentic.” Perhapsitisthe desire
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to be certain of herauthenticity that makes Lin return
repeatedly to the techniques thatare most basicto herart,
towind and unwind, to catch atthe thread of life. F
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