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Motherhood, Land, and Life:

An Interview
with Artist Labay Eyong

Hsu Po-Han(Assistant Researcher at Kaohsiung Museum of Fine Arts)

Mother is a producer, a maker,
A container that gives life,
And the land of her child.

Life and motherhood, in Labay Eyong’s artmaking, seem to be tightly woven
together. In Labay Eyong’s hands, this softest woven work is the fullest and
most powerful, representing the personal life experience of the artist and also
of any mother who gives birth. It resembles the land and water that have been
nurturing the Truku people from one generation to another, calling for the
spectacularity and mystery of the birth of life.

Labay Eyong’s artmaking can be traced back to 2008, when she obtained her master’s
degree” and returned to lhownang Tribe in pursuit of her sense of self. She opened a
wardrobe after another to go through gabang (woven throw) of her bubu (grandmother)
and other female Elders in the tribe, which inspired her scrap-fabric-made soft sculpture
work, Packing (2011), and her book publication Tminum Pdsun (dowry; 2012) co-authored
with Ro Hsuan Chen. She later brought in her educational background in metalwork,
elastic yarn weaving, and the use of old newspapers to complete the series My Traditional
Costumes Are Not Traditional (2011-2012). In this work, Labay Eyong as a daughter of a
Han mother and a Truku father dressed herself up in ‘untraditional’ traditional costumes
and returned to the east coast for photo shooting. She was facing the ocean with her arms
akimbo in one of the photographs where the audience could seemingly hear the artist’s
shout and feel her rolling energy within. After the shout, she found her roots back on this
land and vigorously struck them back into it.

—Labay Eyong’

In the Truku tradition, before a girl gets married, her grandmother and mother
would gift her handmade woven throws as dowry. And before the artist became
a wife and a mother, she was already, out of instinct, following the rhythm of
weavers and weaving looms to trace female elders’ life experiences and trying
to grasp that tough thread that belongs to tribal women. As Labay Eyong pointed
out that the Truku people were forced to relocate during the Japanese colonial
period, and that people had no choice but to leave most things behind except for
ubung (weaving loom). For Truku women, any material was ‘weavable. After the
Kuomintang government’s postwar relocation to Taiwan, they even unraveled
sweaters from the US military aid and remade them into beautiful woven
throws. However, this precious craft still failed to rival the passing of time and
the change of society, gradually fading into history.

After Labay Eyong became a mother in 2016, the strong and powerful nature of
motherhood has added even greater depth to her artmaking. The artist made a brave
decision to give birth at home, and the effortful process of squeezing the baby out through
the birth canal and feeding it transformed her into a real mother. The birth of her first
child coincidentally corresponded to her collaboration with 30 other weavers, Elug Tminun
(The Woven Path), which came in a shape of the uterus and the birth canal, marking
another breakthrough and new life of Labay Eyong’s artmaking. Her 2018 work Motherland
further gave a complete response to this transformation, constituted by a ‘Mother’ part
and a ‘Land’ part where she started with a blue ocean depicted by concentric circles
symbolizing the beginning of life, proceeded to a golden life and its corresponding black
death, and finally experienced the ‘delivery’ that gently wrapped the audience up and led
them out between a gigantic female’s legs. The ‘Mother’ part was inspired by the artist’s
bittersweet feelings about being a mother, and the ‘Land’ part embodied her empathy for
Land®.

Since then, Mother and Land have been the core themes of Labay Eyong’s artmaking.
She began Dungku Asang in 2021, with its setting in the 40-year-old Rui Hsin Serpentine
Mine located deep into the 1,200-meter-high mountain Dungku Asang. With a placename
meaning ‘hump,” Dungku Asang used to be part of the traditional territory of the
Takiivatan sub-group of the Bunun people. There, the audience walked all the way up
along the winding Ruisui Forest Road before they found themselves presented with this
severely scarred mountain by machinery as witnesses of the bare wounds.

In  Dungku Asang, Labay Eyong joined hands with other weavers to create a piece of
patchwork, with a hope to ‘wrap’ the mountain’s wounds up while reflecting the deep
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connection between weavers and the space (namely, the mountain), as well as the call
from Land towards Labay Eyong. Later, she extended her spirit of ‘mountain wrapping’ to
create My Body Is Half of a Mountain as part of the Pan-Austro-Nesian Arts Festival (2021)
by Kaohsiung Museum of Fine Arts to present the inner connection among Mother, Child,
and Mountain. At the center of the work were woven pieces of common objects, such
as a children’s highchair, a plastic chair, and a red round table, forming a silhouette
that resembled both a mountain and a mother’s body where golden breast milk gushed
out from a pair of breasts of the mountain and fed the concentric circular land and life
beneath.

Here, we were of great honor to have artist Labay Eyong share with us her creation after
Dungku Asang.

When you were working on Dungku Asang in 2021, you also had your new work My Body
Is Half of a Mountain exhibited as part of the Pan-Austro-Nesian Arts Festival at Kaohsiung
Museum of Fine Arts in the same year. Could you share with us the relation between these
two works?

I felt deeply connected to the entire mine when I was working on Dungku Asang,
and my art is also always about the connection between the human body and
nature. My Body Is Half of a Mountain was somewhat like a personification of the
mine, imagining the mine as a mother’s body. Or, to put it more simply, it’s the

image of Mother Earth.

Land has given us a lot of things, but people—even myself—are no longer
close to Land at this convenient time. If you already live close to Land... Say,
youre a miner. Your everyday work is mine, and your life is under certain risk
when you're mining. Or, if youre a hunter, you'll go on a hunt when you want
food, but you won’t know what you're going to see in the mountain. You could
also get attacked by a boar. So, this is an exchange of equal value. If you want
to take something, you need to make an exchange. But we’re living in modern
times where not many things are obtained in this way. Instead, we can easily
obtain them through making money and buying them with money. Because of
this situation, we’ve got farther and farther away from Land.

I think my life probably wants to bring me back to Land although I'd still go
get groceries at PX Mart (laughing). A lot of times, you’d think about how

this certain thing came about. Like, the Amis have to go fishing in the ocean

if they want to have fish. Such action would constantly remind us that we’re
taking something from Land and that we have to give something back. This
is a reciprocal relationship. My Body Is Half of a Mountain stemmed from this

concept, too.

The chair in this work is an important element; it's my kid’s highchair. This is
how it is to raise kids—you’d produce a lot of one-time trash. Now that my kid
has grown up and doesn’t need the highchair anymore, I started to slowly wrap it
back up by crocheting, hook by hook, like an act of atonement. Many of my works
that involved wrapping up found objects are essentially doing the same thing.
It’s like 'm making a good, ceremonial closure for this object with Land through

weaving.

Was that why you wrote a poem from the mountain’s perspective for this work? (See
Footnote 4).

Yes, I was imagining what I’d feel if I were that mountain. I feel like the
mother’s role is to be constantly giving, from breastfeeding at the beginning
to accompanying your child later on. That’s probably what we call ‘selfless’—
“Well, take it all” kind of feeling. But of course, if there’s debris flow, then that’s

another story.

I actually only officially moved back to my tribe last month (interviewed in
October 2023) and have my own house and home there. I was already slowly
preparing myself to move back when I was planning Dungku Asang in 2021, so I
also started to pay more attention to issues that were more relevant to the tribe.
This is the sort of connection between a tribal woman and Land.

When a disaster occurs... Well, all Indigenous tribes are likely to encounter
debris flows. There are a lot of places in the mountains growing betel nuts, like
the overcultivated land that belongs to the Seediq in the western mountain
range. So, every time a typhoon is coming, or the rainfall gets too high, our
cellphones will start to ring non-stop. It'll keep saying, “Warning of debris
flows. Warning of debris flows.” There are many factors out there that make us
always feel this sense of danger. Whether it be any Taiwanese’s life or a tribal
resident’s life, it all feels to be like a ball placed on something spikey—it has

this dangerous balance where it can fall apart anytime.
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Are you aiming to raise the audience’'s awareness of land development issues through
your work?

I actually didn't particularly intend to draw attention. I just need a way to
express myself; otherwise, it'd get too depressing. Urban space is mostly

planned; there are not many wild, natural areas, not even parks. But in tribes,

and do it. No site-specific limitations. I once submitted a project proposal to the
National Development Council, hoping to take in anyone who wanted to learn
weaving from across the globe. I held many workshops where learners started
to learn about weaving by learning how to make a weaving loom first. Many
non-Indigenous people were very interested. We’ve also trained a few non-

Indigenous weavers.

there are many unplanned or not well-planned places. That’s why we always
have issues like overcultivation in mountain areas or illegal extension of One of your earlier works, Packing, is collected by the Kaohsiung Museum of Fine Arts.
mining areas. Behind these, of course, underlie many dark sides of politics and When looking at Dungku Asang, | was constantly reminded of Packing. It feels like
economics. But even if we know all these, I still feel powerless. All I can do is some of your earlier creative ideas are now realized in the currently exhibit in a better-

just keep making art. rounded way, with a deeper connection. Is that correct?

In the co-weaving journal of Dungku Asang, you made new connections with different I kept thinking of Packing when I was working on Dungku Asang, too. Packing
people through weaving. It feels like weaving has brought its enthusiasts together. Could was about our (the Truku people’s) status of being relocated, and it only took

you please share more with us on this note? me three days to finish it... How I want to go back to a time where I didn’t
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Back in the days, weaving was something more personal and more community-
specific, but now because of the dislocation of this era, weaving has become
a cross-community common language. Some weavers are bearing ethnic
consciousness and a sense of mission on themselves, which I find very admirable
and heroic, but that’s less of what I want to achieve. I don’t think weaving
only belongs to women or to Indigenous people. Instead, if someone feels a
natural call from weaving, then s/he has the right to weave because weaving is a

wonderful form of culture in itself.

My journey of weaving is rather different from others’. Weavers usually follow
a master-disciple system or a community-specific line of inheritance. But that’s
not my approach. I'm just very fascinated by the action of weaving itself and I
don’t mind breaking the boundaries among different communities. When I was
inviting weavers to join Dungku Asang, 1 didn’t set specific limitations regarding
ethnicity. But of course, people I invited would have more similar mindsets to
mine so that they’d be more open to the idea of exposing their weaving works in
the outdoors. Because the range of the mine is too wide, I couldn’t possibly wrap
the mountain on my own. Those weavers are actually all my good friends that I

already knew. They just happen to come from different communities.

For me, the most fascinating thing about weaving is that we sit on the ground

have to crochet or weave so much! Packing was about a sense of urgency and
rushing. Its crafting wasn’t that delicate compared to my later works. My focus
used to be metalwork, such as My Traditional Costumes Are Not Traditional,
whose structure was more refined with a smaller size. Packing was probably
my first soft sculpture. I first tried to use scrap iron in Packing, so its structure
became larger. The part where I used recycled clothes was related to the
history of tribal women using unraveled sweaters from the US military aid to
weave new things. I used a lot of recycled clothes to create all the ‘flesh’ of the
sculpture. I think the structures of all my works are more like the ‘bones,” and

they only become something 3D in a later stage.
Lastly, please share more with us your direction in artmaking after Dungku Asang.

After Dungku Asang, my focus has shifted from mountains to rivers, then to
the ocean. Well, it’s actually the basin of Xiuguluan River. The river originates
from Dungku Asang and flows past Thownang. I always bring my kids there
to play in the water in summer, so I feel quite deeply about all the changes
of the river. Every time a typhoon comes, the river changes. Maybe where we
could swim before would be filled with debris now, and we’d have to move to
another pool. We’d see tons of debris when swimming or that the river would
bring more and more woods down. From Hongye River to Xiuguluan River,

then to the Cepo’ sub-group of the Amis, then to the ocean and back to the
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Austronesian region.

Now my entire project is relevant to this as well. It’s an ongoing project. My
work Seabathing for the 2023 South Link Arts Festival is also rooted in this
concept. The shape of the woven work looks like a breast bursting milk

upward. Well, the ocean is basically breast milk after all.

Weaving is a continuous endeavor. I've been weaving ever since my 2021
curatorial project Dungku Asang—it’s been three years. My creation likes to
present a sense of tension that comes from instability, but again, it’s woven. So,

I think I'll continue making art in this form!
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See “Aboriginal Mom” by Labay Eyong, National Cuture and Arts Foundation (NCAF) Granted Project Database,
retrieved from https://archive.ncafroc.org.tw/result?id=ce35d0da578b4éa18b348f37cc53abcsk#!

The artist graduated from Autonomous University of Barcelona, Spain, with a master’s degree in Temporary
Space Design.

See Footnote 1.

Labay Eyong wrote a short poem to accompany My Body Is Half of a Mountain: “The mountains accidentally
scooped up two sharks from the bottom of the sea / Although there were no dinosaurs in Taiwan / | imagine
them reigning the mountaintop / Then came the humans / The Dan people of Bunun Tribe passed this land /
On their way home / Then came the capitalists / They took the mountain’s body / With excavators, advanced
technology, and diamond blades / Then / The mountain, with half of its body gone, still wishes to embrace you /
Then / The mountain, with its sagging breasts, still tries to produce milk that becomes streams that nurture its
residents / My body is half of a mountain / Half of a mountain, oh half of a mountain.” The poem was originally
included in Art Accrediting No. 96 (Jun 2021), P. 107.
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