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Li Binyuan: Give Back opens on Feb. 25, 2024 at MANGROVEGALLERY. This is the first time in three years that the artist 

has put together and presented to us his recent works in a solo exhibition. Li selects from the collection of works 

completed between 2022 and 2023, including experimental film Trace, commissioned by Public Art Norway (KORO), and 

Performance on the Windowsill, as well as accompanying photos of the performance. Also on show would be two videos 

made in 2015, Rising, and Sinking. 
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In recent years, through performances that push his body to the limit, he turns his inner endurance into physical imagery 

of the human body, into a Sisyphus that throws himself to the muddied ground, repeatedly, to interrogate this land with a 

mortal soul. The body is the absolute protagonist: it confronts. It falls. It struggles. It rises. It stagnates. And it degenerates. 

We can hardly remove our eyes from the flowing imagery created with a body, which is aphoristic like an aphorism, and 

electrifying like an electric current. Seeing becomes witnessing. 

 

But there is another Li, who sometimes retreats from the center of our vision, or deliberately draws our attention away to 

somewhere else. As a result, perhaps, this plot line may often stow away behind the most scintillating and riveting 

performances. That does not mean it is somehow lesser. One typical example would be Rising and Sinking, completed 

around the same time as Freedom Farming. Two complementing monochrome videos, in which we see Li from behind 

facing the same patch of sea, one during the rising tide and one during ebbing. He is almost completely immobile, with 

movements imperceptibly slow. He strains to remain standing against waves of wind and sea, the laughable umbrella in 

his hand quivering like a wilted lotus leaf. Meanwhile, the overpowering visual effect comes more from the towering sea 

waves that keep surging up over his shoulders towards us. In the scene where the tide is receding, his body is reduced to 

a point at the center of the frame, moving further away into the distance as the sea retires. Twilight, shadows, beaches, 

and the glimmering sea obscure the tiny human figure. Here, the protagonist is not so much him as the wind, the rain, the 

sea, surging or calming, the shadows of the cirrus, the bouncing light on the beach. Perhaps that is what he wishes us to 

see? 

 

Then he went into films. He first appeared in Ju Anqi’s work. Later, he played a part in Hu Bo’s feature. He traveled 

extensively with the crew, and with the experience accumulated during filming, he was drawn to another possibility. In 

2019, he produced the debut experimental film One Man’s War, in which he sits in the middle of a stage in the spotlight, 

and smashes one hammer with another, until all three hundred and one are broken. It is done using entirely 

cinematographic language, with all the camera movement and editing techniques to shape, accentuate, and expand on 

those “Decisive Moments”. His subsequent short films, Building A Museum (2020-2022), and Aphasia (2023), can also be 

seen as continuations in the same direction. In particular, these two films come with narratives and evocative plots: they 

loosen up and take off. If his body and his actions had been the absolute center of his previous art, now it is the image 

about the body and the actions, and some additional images: images that are universal. 

 

In the winter of 2023, the experimental film Trace was completed. In the initial concept, Li himself was going to be the 

object of the tracing. His journey would take him across Europe, and from the northernmost to the southernmost part of 

China. He would physically interact with different environments and integrate into various types of scenery. The first phase 

involves only the footage shot in the border regions between China and Russia. There, he used multiple ways of transport 

— by car, by horse-drawn carriage, by foot — to move from one place to another. He shook down the snow on every tree 

he happened to pass by, triggering miniature avalanches. In the snow field, with only himself and the leverage of a tree, 

he stopped a car that moved in the opposite direction dead on its track, which was a wrestle game that was almost 
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stationary. He dropped a rock into a calm lake, and let the ripples set a storm. Only that this time, they are far from being 

all that there is. 

 

At the start of the hour-long video, a close-up shot of the artist’s face occupies the frame. Behind him is the blueish gray 

of the northern sky, the horizon, and a winding river. Eyes covered with both of his hands, he lifts up his face, and removes 

his hands, as if he is looking at this world for the very first time. The air is tranquil, interspersed with birds’ chirping. 

Following Li’s line of sight, we watch the sky, the bleak and scrawny treetop, and then, the snow-covered mountain slopes, 

forests, symmetrical sandbanks in the middle of the river. Then the snow, the rolling and undulating snow, and the wind, 

howling and ruffling the trees as it wreaks havoc, then the snow-covered villages, and the hills that slowly rise up. It is as 

if we are following him here, and become stranded in this no-man’s land, which happens to be everyone’s world. And the 

artist's act is but one thing that happens in this very earth and sky, in no way different to a sudden gust of wind, an avalanche, 

and a bird’s intermittent chirping. The snow wipes everything from the surface of the earth, as if nothing has happened. 

 

In Trace, Li puts on a white jumpsuit, and blends into the shade under the trees when he appears in the snow - covered 

clearing in the middle of the forest. His performance — let’s use this word for now — moves from one place to another, 

creating a natural rhythm, dividing the video into fitting chapters. During these intermissions, we see from Li’s sight again, 

as if we ourselves are the ones who lie on the wobbling trolley as it moves forward. Some mountains draw away, while 

some others inch closer. A little puppy catches up with the trolley, gets left behind, and then catches up again. Trace is 

filled with scenery shots and similar scenes, with which Li seems to be saying, look, they are the real protagonists — the 

silent slopes of mountains, the dotted lines of snow falling across the frame, the tranquility of forests immobile in the mist, 

the takeoff of birds, the turn of horses’ eyes. We are often mesmerized, until when the lighting changes, or when a car 

engine comes roaring back, reminding us of the time that has passed while we are oblivious to it. We remember that Li 

used to mark time with performances, in Until the Bridge Collapses, and It Rains Today. Now, the notion of time has 

become entirely an inner experience. Would it be wrong, therefore, to suggest that Li, as he merges with the vast whiteness 

of the world, is more inclined to feel rather than to express, more to experience than to act? As he says in the monologue, 

tracing is to gather the energy hidden in four seasons, in a variety of natural environments. He wants to become part of 

nature, and gain strength from it. Those wrestling games he used to play against the fierce currents, the climbing he used 

to do up on the mountains, are perhaps not to test his strength or to prove his existence, but to become the river, to become 

the sea, to become the mountain. Isn’t that so? 

 

The footage that fails to make into the video later becomes a separate piece, Performance on the Windowsill, in which Li 

extends his body in his hometown, at the foot of the mountains, in the fields, and on the cement window lattice. If his body 

and his ever-changing movements are the brushes he paints with, the scenery of his hometown would be the canvas he 

paints on. This painting is more like an impromptu song, and what is driving it is the deepest, most natural emotions. Li 

oftentimes switches to the profile of the village, and the close-up of animals — chickens, a cow, naturally the real 

protagonists of the video. In Three Pieces of Bread, Li just pulls himself out of the picture completely, and turns the camera 

over to a flock of pigeons pecking at some bread, and the audience watches the whole thing as if from the bottom of a bowl. 
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The audience is guided to bend, adjust and reposition their bodies. For the moment, they would have to abandon their 

identity as civilized people — who stand, who walk, who observe, who appreciate — and attempt to look at the world like a 

rock, a flower, a blade of grass. For Li, the world is that important, and his art will be devoted to this deeply felt love. He 

once said, he would never forget the magical sweetness that filled his mouth, when as a little kid living in the countryside, 

he tasted the nectar from the camellia. In Give Back, he replicates the scene by connecting himself to the camellia with a 

bamboo cane. Nothing is more befitting as the conclusion of this prologue than his own words, ‘If the camellia once 

nourished me (or still), I will give back to it with my emotions, my spirit and my art. The sweetness and purity of the camellia 

nectar is a gift from the land to humanity, and I cherish it with the highest respect.’ 


