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Hung Liu is primarily known for paintings based on historical Chinese photographs. Her newest paintings, however, are based upon the Dustbowl and Depression era photographs of American documentary photographer Dorothea Lange, whom Liu has long admired. 
At first, the shift from Chinese to American subjects may surprise Liu’s audience. Having grown up in revolutionary China, however, she is familiar with landscapes of epic social struggle and displaced humanity. In her paintings for the Walter Maciel Gallery, Liu focuses primarily on migrant children posing for Lange’s camera, often large closeups, and sometimes holding puppies or kittens, cradling something more vulnerable than themselves. They pose at a crossroads where childhood ends too early and adult responsibilities begins too soon. Remarkably, these are unsentimental portraits in which the frank photo-journalism of the image – as captured by Lange in the 1930s – is reinvented by the artist’s hand as an “unthinkable tenderness.” 
For her Lange-inspired works, Liu has developed a kind of topographic painting technique in which she maps an image with colored lines, the richness of which belies the real-world poverty of her subjects. She then paints within and between the lines until the overall image emerges. In this, the new paintings are woven to Lange’s photographs while also releasing the energy of color like a radiant of hope from beneath the grey-tones of history. 
The common connection between her Chinese and American subjects is their commonness; anonymous individuals and families, they are caught in the epic currents of historical and environmental change, whether famine, drought, or the hot political winds of their times. In this sense, Liu’s paintings from Lange’s photographs – roughly 80 years ago – are strikingly relevant for Americans today.  Looking hard at Lange’s photographs has changed Liu’s painting, allowing her empathic sense of touch, and her deeply intuitive knowledge of color as a liberating force, to make contact with the human stories underlying their surfaces – stories which, whether Chinese or American, continue emerging like hope for all who still seek a place in history.
Hung Liu was born in Changchun, China in 1948, growing up under the Maoist regime and eventually studying mural painting at the Central Academy of Fine Art in Beijing.  In 1984, she immigrated to the US to attend the University of California, San Diego where she received her MFA. Liu currently lives and works in Oakland and is a professor emeritus at Mills College. This fall Liu will be honored at the San Jose Museum of Art at their Wonder Ball gala. In 2021 she will have a solo show of her portrait paintings curated by Dorothy Moss at the National Portrait Gallery in Washington DC.  Her work is included in many major museum collections such as the Los Angeles County Museum of Art, Whitney Museum of American Art, San Francisco Museum of Modern Art, Walker Art Center, Kemper Museum of Contemporary Art, Dallas Museum of Art, de Young Museum and the Oakland Museum of California.  Liu was awarded a 160 foot glass window public art commission at the Oakland International Airport in 2005 followed by a large public commission painting at the San Francisco International Airport in 2008.  She is the recipient of many awards including the SGC International 2011 Award for Lifetime Achievement in Printmaking. 

Hung Liu

My Secret Freedom

1972-1975

In 1972, while attending Beijing Teacher’s College, Hung Liu would slip away from the campus almost daily and - hiding a small paint box and brushes beneath her coat - walk throughout the local countryside seeking picture-perfect moments of daily Chinese life to paint on tiny canvases. While it was the Chinese Communist Party’s policy that artists should document (that is, idealize) the lives of farmers, soldiers, and workers, Liu carried with her a different intent on her off-campus sojourns. And that intent was radical in China at the time (and dangerous) - to paint not in the service of state ideology or party dicta, but simply to paint. While she painted one each day for over two years, hiding them under her bed, most were lost or destroyed. Only thirty-six exist today. Liu refers to them as her “Secret Freedom Paintings.”  
There is expressed in these landscapes a desire to get closer to the everyday character of China while getting away from the revolutionary fervor of its people. While they may seem bucolic, serene, even lighthearted to us today, the artist was plucking these paintings, like stubborn little flowers, from a toxic ground. When you understand these little paintings in the context of utopian correctness, you can see how much bigger than themselves they actually are. Like the times in which they were painted, Liu’s Secret Freedom paintings were epic – not because of everything they allowed in, but because of everything they kept out: melodrama, hero worship, clichés, proper technique, official subjects, the party line, patriotism … propaganda. 

In Maoist China, the revolution had highjacked art. With a quiet determination to paint for the sake of painting, Hung Liu took it back and brought it here. Her freedom is no longer secret.

