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Artist’s Preface

My Journey
Oil on canvas, 60” x 80”

My stories, along with my art, are a narrative of Chinese culture and
society beyond what standard historical accounts can provide. They
are a very personal window into an artist’s heart and her place in the
world.
Throughout history, painting has been used as a visual narrative
of religious and social stories. Paintings, in conjunction with writing,
can provide a kaleidoscope of emotions and meanings. The combined
modes of visual and verbal means of communication are the most
effective way to tell a story.
As an artist I have felt compelled to tell my story in a series of
paintings that act as familial record, historical accounting, therapy,
persuasive storytelling and perhaps even social and economic
expression. My story starts with the art. Within my process, I found
myself identifying with and incorporating romanticism and the
styles of realism, expressionism and surrealism to communicate my
intentions. My intentions are not only to create aesthetically pleasing
paintings, but to tell a story of hunger—both for food and for freedom.
My Journey
All my life I have wanted more.
That yearning has had both literal and figurative meaning in my
journey.
After Mao Zedong came to power, China began calling itself Xing
Zhongguo, the “New China.” Posters exclaimed that sunshine and
flowers would surround those born to the New China. As it happens,
though, I came into this world surrounded by clouds and mud.
The Xiang River in my home of Changsha, Hunan Provence,
flooded every year. It was not uncommon for my family to move
to the second floor of our modest home for a few days during the
times of rising floodwaters. However, in 1954, the year I was born,
the Xiang contributed to what was known as the hundred-year flood.
Generations of Chinese people living in Changsha at the time had
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There are six figures (self-portraits) in “My Journey.” The one in the foreground
is me as I am painting my story at my studio in Paducah, Kentucky, with my
memories around me. The one on the ground expresses the many hardships and
humiliations I have endured. The one kneeling on the right side expresses my
feelings of hope. The one on the left, flying into the sky and looking up at the
Statue of Liberty, represents my desire to escape to America. The small figure in
front of a door on the left represents my exit to a new life. The small figure on
the far right represents me at thirteen, when I began to work in a church that
had been turned into a factory. This was such a bad experience that it drove me
to yearn for another life. I used this combination of styles to try to provide more
than just an account of the events. I also wanted to give a sense of the intense
emotional and personal impact the events made on me.

Winter 2014

85

BiLan Liao

never seen or even imagined such a flood. My mother gave birth to me
as muddy water ebbed and flowed through her house. I was delivered
by my father, which was one of the few times in life we were lucky he
was a doctor.
Ironically, my family’s hunger and strife during the hundred-year
flood (just four years before China’s Great Famine) was in part due to
drought. Mao’s “Great Leap Forward” failed to produce the sunshine
and flowers he promised for the New China. Similarly, I failed to
conform. Still, perhaps because my parents and grandmother were
determined to provide us a loving home with hopes not tied to the
New China, I allowed myself to yearn for a better life.
As it was, the first days of my existence were indeed muddy. My
mother could not breastfeed me, presumably because she was weak
from years of malnutrition and hard labor, which damaged her health.
My grandmother, who lived with us, fed me by cooking rice until it
was very soft. She put the rice into a small cloth bag and shaped it,
fashioning a breast to feed me.

The Feast
Oil on canvas,
40” x 30”

The Feast
My grandmother was adept at finding ways to feed us. By 1960
when the Great Chinese Famine was in full swing, millions of
Chinese people had died from starvation. The natural disaster was
compounded by Mao’s insistence on collectivization (a Stalinist theory
of industrialization that forced peasant farmers from individually
owned farms to join large collective state-owned farms focused
on production for the greater industrial good, which often led to
consumer goods shortages). We would often go for months without
meat or any kind of fat for cooking. My grandmother and mother
often went without food, so my brother and I could have what little
bit there was to have. This was not an uncommon story among the
Chinese people. However, my grandmother’s humor and my mother’s
unending commitment to peace still stood out.
For instance, after one particularly long stretch of meals without
meat, my brother and I sat down to a bowl of cooked food. And
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Here my grandmother is sewing while my brother licks his bowl and I ask my
grandmother for more food. My mother is shown in the background hanging a
poster that says “peace” on the wall in the kitchen. During this time, my father,
a doctor and capitalist before the New China, was in prison for having naively
offered a suggestion when government officials asked for ideas for improving the
economy. The banner represents my mother’s quiet battle to maintain the concept
of peace while surrounded by Maoist government banners. Phrases on the banners
on the wall around the door include: “Communism is Chinese ideal heaven” (to
the right of the door), “Determined to follow socialism” (to the left), and “rich food
and rich clothes” (above the door).
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miracle upon miracle, the bowl was not just rice, but meat! We ate
with great intensity. After finishing my helping of the deliciously
smoked meat that tasted like bits of bacon, I stretched out my bowl
toward my grandmother and asked for a second helping. She told us
there was no more.
“Why isn’t there anymore, grandmother?” I asked.
With a wry smile on her face my grandmother replied, “ Because, I
only caught one mouse!”

Selling Beans on the Street
Oil on canvas, 30” x 24”

Selling Beans On The Street

Using an old photo of my brother GuoQiang and me, I put us in the
streets of the market where we tried to sell beans to get food for our
mother and new baby sister. Individual free enterprise was illegal in the
New China, which is represented in the poster on the wall behind us. It
reads, “Destroy the free market.”
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Besides catching mice, my grandmother was ingenious when trying
to feed her grandchildren, if not always successful.
Before the New China, my father was a successful doctor and a
capitalist, but Mao’s communist regime was threatened by capitalism
and the successes it engendered, so free enterprise was frowned
upon, and imprisoning former capitalists was the new societal order.
When my father was jailed a second time, our family was without any
income, the country was in the middle of the Great Chinese Famine
and my baby sister had just arrived.
In order to fortify my mother and feed my siblings and me, my
grandmother borrowed some broad beans from neighbors and cooked
them. Instead of eating them, though, she sent my brother and me to
sell them in hopes of getting enough money to buy enough rice rations
to feed us all. Before we left she warned us to be secretive, because
selling was considered free enterprise and under the Maoist regime
that was illegal.
My brother held the beans in a bamboo shoot, and we tentatively
asked people if they wanted to buy them. I remember being scared
to ask, because we knew from experience that selling was a difficult,
dangerous and illegal job. As we walked through the streets of the city,
we tried to ask the people with kind faces. The humiliation and the
fear of this search for the right buyer were so overwhelming we did not
see the men in armbands coming toward us. They were called the red
cadres or guards. We tried to run, but it was too late. They grabbed
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us, and our beans scattered into the crowd. The men pulled us by our
arms into a very large room, where we saw many other people who had
been caught practicing capitalism. We were there for many hours, but
perhaps because we were so young they just lectured us to stay away
from capitalists and capitalism. They told us that if they caught us
selling again they would send us to jail.
When we got home we were still panicked, especially my brother
who seemed to have a better understanding of what had happened.
My grandmother was stricken with fear, regret and anger that we had
to bear political pressure at such a young age. After that, she never
asked us to sell anything ever again. Even now, when I try to sell my
paintings I remember those times. I am very uncomfortable when I try
to sell my work or anything else!

Exchange
Oil on canvas, 30” x 40”

Exchange
My brother and I were not the only reluctant entrepreneurs in the
family. Many Chinese people were desperate to collect ration tickets to
trade for rice. The government expected farmers to follow new ways of
farming connected to Soviet tenets of collectivization. The new ways
of farming—combined with government expectations of grain yields
to be returned to the state as well as unusually dry weather—meant
there was no rice left over to eat. It’s not that there wasn’t any rice,
but that the rice was mostly reserved as a kind of tax to be returned to
the government. So, rice rations were more important than any other
food.
My cousin and her son had eggs, which were perfectly acceptable for
eating. However, because the rice kept the Communist government off
her family’s back, my cousin would try to sell her eggs in order to gain
the rice tickets. I related to my cousin’s hardship of yearning to eat the
eggs, but instead having to spend his days at his mother’s side trying to
exchange them for rice he most likely wouldn’t be eating, either.
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This painting depicts a strong memory of mine. I designed the woman in the
composition from my memory of my distantly-related cousin, and the boy is her son.
The boy’s face looks very tired and hungry. He wishes he had an egg to eat, but his
mother needed to exchange the eggs for some rice ration tickets both to feed her family
and to fulfill their annual rice obligation to the Chinese government. The painting
includes five banners. The banner in the foreground reads, “Cut the tail of capitalism.”
The banner located slightly left of center encourages farmers to farm in accordance with
a legend, in which a unit of land was able to produce much more grain than thought
possible. This unattainable expectation, applied to farms assigned to produce for the
state, meant there was very little left over for families to eat. The poster on the pole on
the left reads, “Focus on grain.” The long white poster reads, “Long life to the success of
the Chinese Cultural Revolution.” The long red poster at the top means “Hold high the
flag of Mao Zedong’s ideology.”
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My One-Dollar Dream
Just as my cousin yearned for eggs, I continually daydreamed of
finding a great sum of money and thought of many ways to spend it. I
had lots of time to think about this as I helped my family wash rags for
a local factory.
After my father was released from prison, he found work washing
dirty machine rags. He secured the job by promising a quick
turnaround for the clean rags. They had to be washed and dried
within a day. In order to meet his deadlines he enlisted the help of the
whole family. He, my mother and the neighbor would boil the rags in
water and a very caustic soap, similar to lye. Then my brother and I
would rinse the rags in the river and my sister and grandmother would
guard the rags as they dried in the sun.
My brother and I really had the easiest part. Washing the rags in the
heat and soap in the kitchen was grueling work. Ironically, though, the
toughest job was that of my sister and grandmother. They were pushed
around and sometimes beaten up by thieves who tried to take the rags
as they lay drying on rocks by the river.
To keep myself from being too scared for my sister and grandmother,
I would try to keep my mind occupied. As I rinsed the rags and beat
them with a mallet to get them clean, I would dream of finding money
long ago hidden under the bed or tucked inside a folded rag. One day
as I was rinsing the rags I saw a paper floating toward me on the river.
As the paper floated closer, I saw that it was a dollar! My heart nearly
stopped, and I could not breathe. Could I be lost in one of my dreams
and imagining it? No! It was a real dollar! I was frantic! I thought if
I could only reach this dollar, I could buy anything I ever wanted in
the entire world! I swiftly, but gingerly, walked out into the river and
then carefully reached out with a stick to close the space between me
and my dream. With the precision of a surgeon, I extracted my prize
from the river before anyone noticed! I hid the dollar in my pocket,
checking on it often. Usually after a long day’s work, I was exhausted
and hungry, but on that night I was not, because I had a dollar and an
idea. I could not tell anyone about the money because it was “found
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money,” which meant it belonged to the government. I didn’t want
any more guards coming to the house or my father going to prison
again—or at least this is what I told myself to justify what I did with the
money.
The next day, I made my excuses and went to the store alone and
spent the whole dollar on candy that I ate in hiding and immediately!
Afterwards I felt so guilty that I hadn’t shared my candy with my
hungry family.

My One-Dollar Dream
Oil on canvas, 40” x 30”

My brother, sister and I often did
our best to help our family with
what little work they were able to
obtain. “My One-Dollar Dream”
is a realistic painting of me at
the river rinsing rags for a local
machinery factory and finding a
surprise floating by.
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Artist’s Afterword
While I was growing up, my mother said she had noticed that my
personality was different from that of my brother and sisters—I was
more of an adventurer, which occasionally would cause me trouble.
My mother was right.
I began to paint the story about my family’s difficulties during the
Chinese Cultural Revolution—the New China—after I arrived in the
United States. Now that I have shown my work and am ensconced
comfortably in my studio in the Lowertown Arts District in Paducah,
Kentucky, I can look back at the series and see that the story has
themes beyond the hardships of being poor. While I was often hungry
as a child, the hunger created in me a yearning to be free politically,
emotionally, socially and artistically. I carry my memories of the past
with me.
This is my second life. Coming to America meant giving up the
status and the good financial situation I had gained in my adulthood
in China and starting as a child would, learning a new language
and unfamiliar customs. People now tell me how brave I was. All I
knew was I had a fire in me. My mother called it an adventurous and
somewhat stubborn spirit. It was a desire to have the freedom to travel
everywhere and to paint whatever I wanted and to experience a life
that is authentic and doesn’t have the duality between inner and outer
selves I experienced in Hunan Province, China.
I guess you could say I wasn’t just hungry for food, but I was
hungry for freedom. The mouse meat, broad beans, eggs and candy
all represent milestones on my road to the United States. They are
experiences of hunger I want my daughter and grandson, who now live
in Atlanta, to know only in the abstract.
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Window
Oil on canvas, 40” x 30”

I am the central figure in the painting, as I am now and as I
began to conceive of this series of paintings depicting my life and
the lives of my family during the Chinese Cultural Revolution.
Many photographs of my family are posted on the walls. On
the table is an open book, in which there are photographs of
Chairman Mao and Vice Chairman Lingbiao, who betrayed Mao
during the Chinese Cultural Revolution. The painting is meant to
represent windows to the past.
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