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Hung Liu: Happy and Gay 
 

Hung Liu, Street Library, 2013. Oil on canvas, wood shelf, and Chinese picture story books. 60 x 88 inches. Photo credit:
Vivian Marie Doering.
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Born in Changchun, China in 1948, Hung Liu experienced war, famine, and political turmoil
before emigrating to the United States in 1984. Coming of age during the era of Mao Zedong,
Liu was sent to the countryside, where she lived and worked on a communal farm for four
years for “proletarian re-education” during the Cultural Revolution (1966-76). Trained as an
artist in the official Socialist Realist style, Liu was accepted to graduate school in the Visual Arts
Department of the University of California, San Diego, but was denied a passport by the
Chinese government for four years. At UCSD, she studied with influential feminist art historian
Moira Roth as well as with conceptual artist Allan Kaprow, who invented “Happenings,” live
performances that combined elements of painting, music, dance, poetry, and theater. At the
time of her death in 2021 she was Professor Emerita at Mills College, where she taught for
twenty-four years.

Known for paintings based on historical Chinese and American Dust Bowl-era photographs, Liu
portrayed refugees, street performers, laborers, soldiers, prisoners and displaced women and
children. As a painter, she challenged the authority of archival photographs by cropping the
original compositions, enlarging them from handheld objects to monumental canvases, and
imbuing the images with color and texture.

Hung Liu: Happy and Gay, curated by Georgetown University Art and Curatorial Studies
graduate students in collaboration with Dr. Dorothy Moss, presents a selection of Liu’s works
from 2011-2013. In the series, Liu revisits cartoons of her youth that were published in
children’s books and primers (known as xiaorenshu ). Like the Dick and Jane readers
circulating in the United States during the postwar era, the illustrations were used in China to
socialize children by instilling values such as hard work, family unity, and patriotism. Liu’s
reformulation of this palm-size historic childhood imagery into large-scale, richly-painted
contemporary canvases not only turns mass-produced illustrations into paintings but also
raises questions at the intersection of ideology, propaganda, and education. Liu invites viewers
to think critically about the words and images that shape our collective identities, challenging us
to reimagine them, a form of rewriting history. As she often said, “history is a verb. It is
constantly flowing forward.”

​​​​​​Former Curator of Painting and Sculpture at the National Portrait Gallery and current Director
of the Hung Liu Estate, Dr. Dorothy Moss shares her excitement and connection to the work of
Hung Liu. “Working with Georgetown graduate students on Hung Liu’s Happy and Gay series
has led to new research about Hung Liu’s practice, especially her sourcing of archival
materials, from photographs to children’s books to ancient Chinese illustrations. It is a pleasure
to present this understudied body of work with the students and to offer new interpretations and
scholarship on this groundbreaking contemporary artist.” 
​​​​​​
The exhibition is on view at the Georgetown Art Galleries from January 17, 2025 through April
13, 2025.
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This exhibition is generously supported by Maria & Alberto de la Cruz. Curated by Brett
Everette Adams, Cindy Chen, Hannah Cunningham, Clare Daly, Catie Higgins, Amanda Jones,
Rosa Manuel, Ali Mills, Sara Miller, Maia Perry, Sambhavi Sinha, Morgan Stevenson-Swadling,
and Kaitlyn Wood.
 
Maria & Alberto de la Cruz Art Gallery
3535 Prospect St. NW Washington, DC 20007 
Hours: Wednesday - Saturday 10:00 AM - 6:00 PM; Sunday 1:00 - 5:00 PM 

​​​​​​Contact: GUartgalleries@georgetown.edu, or call (202) 687-1462
​​​​​​Website: https://www.delacruzgallery.org/
 
Hung Liu: Happy and Gay will tour to other venues. For inquiries and availability, please
contact emma.mcmorran@georgetown.edu
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