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Hung Liu's paintings are filled with the contradictions that mark her personal story. When she was an
infant, her father was imprisoned under Communist rule. Caught in the Cultural Revolution, she was
sent away at 18, and ultimately studied art in Beijing. She immigrated to California in 1984, but China
remains the territory she mines.

Ambivalence, uncertainty and stoicism mark Liu's transformation of ordinary people into near-mythic
figures. Working from photographs, she activates her large surfaces with bold colors, layers of pattern,
drizzles of linseed oil and occasional objects. Circles float in backgrounds as a leitmotif — emblems of
perfect form and unity. She scatters them freely, as though celebrating her ability to do so.

"Refugee-Opera" exemplifies Liu's vision. Mother clutches
baby to her breast. Figures huddle nearby. The canvas is
streaked with red, decorated with a flurry of birds and
circles, lit by a pale yellow sky. Color drips from hair, mouths
and fingers. Expressions show no breaking point, but the
painting itself seems to weep.

Liu's China seems stripped of sentimentality, deciphering
little for the Western eye but evoking much. Faces rarely
reveal or explicitly conceal — placid and ghostly in her
exquisite "Five Eunuchs," invigorated with thick impasto and
colliding colors in her "China Mary" paintings.

Subverting the social realist style in which she was trained,
she achieves a complex and intriguing mix of traditional
motifs (birds, dragons, flowers), popular culture and gestural
technique, heightening the mystery in her images.
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Bottom line: Monumental paintings offer
insights into contemporary Chinese
experience



