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A Theater 
Of Singular 
Possibilities

By Ian Findlay

Both animation art and cartoons inform the art of 

the young Taiwanese painter Liao Yu-An. But behind 

the humorous surface of his paintings there is a 

serious narrative, one of self-exploration and self-

discovery that speaks to a generation of youth who 

have embraced the anonymity of the digital age. 
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Above: Liao Yu-An, Love Bitting 03, 2007, acrylic on canvas, 162 x 130 cm. Above right: Liao Yu-An, Bored to Death 02, 2007, acrylic on canvas, 162 
x 130 cm. Previous page: Liao Yu-An, Confusion at the Corner 02, 2007, acrylic on canvas,162 x 130 cm. All images: Courtesy of the Artist and Asia Art 
Center, Taipei.

The great diversity of artistic 
voices in contemporary Taiwan 
art is quite remarkable. These 
have developed rapidly, par-
ticularly since the 1980s and the 

lifting of Martial Law in 1987. In Taiwan, 
as elsewhere in the art world, countless 
academic and art critical discourses have 
been developed to consider art, its mean-
ings, and its place in society. Many such 
discourses have widely conflicting theories 
on, for example, the practice of art, cultural 
politics, and post-colonialism. For many 
artists such things mean very little. For 
others such discourses are essential to their 
artistic identity. For some others, however, 
it is the personal, private discourse that 
comes before all else. Such artists struggle 
with their art as a means of self-expression 
without heed to the framework of critical 
discourse. It is only over time, and through 
the understanding of their art and their 
place in society, that their art practice 
moves beyond self and into a larger social 
and political context.

Over the past three decades, the 
content of Taiwanese artists’ works moved 
gradually from personal statements into 
a broader, more dynamic arena that em-
braced substantial social, political, cultural, 
and identity issues. After decades of re-
pressive government policies and cultural 
censorship, people were able to speak 
their political minds and artists began to 

equally visceral. Neither an abundance of 
bright colors nor dark humor can lighten 
Huang’s insightful work.

Taiwanese artists of the 1980s and 
1990s, through their struggles with political 
and social change, from an agrarian society 
to an industrialized culture, opened the 
doors to experimentation for others com-
ing after them. The generation of artists 
at the beginning of the 21st century has 
a much easier time. They have inherited 
an entirely new world. Their politics are 
those of a multi-party democracy; their 
visual cultural influences are global, and 
their freedom to express themselves in 
whichever way they like is almost infinite. 
And they possess almost limitless resources 
through which to make art that was but on 
the tip of people’s imaginations just over 
a decade ago. The digital age, with ever-
faster computers and programs that almost 
make the art for one, is the world in which 
the young Taiwanese painter Liao Yu-An 
(b. 1981) lives and works. 

The digital age has changed ev-
erything for artists who can, at any time, 
access any kind of imagery that they desire. 
For Liao Yu-An, however, the making of 
art is a deeply personal one. It is also an 
aesthetic experience that is enhanced by 
the physical effort he needs to expend to 
make it. During the past decade, Liao has 
set about making art that began as a voyage 
of self-exploration and self-discovery and 

reflect more fully the impact of the lifting 
of Martial Law on their work. The general 
impact on artists was profound: now they 
were free to change the content of their 
work to suit their ends and by doing so they 
changed the face of Taiwanese art forever. 
Who could not but be impressed, moved, 
and repelled in turns by Chen Chieh-Jen’s 
extraordinarily potent and brooding laser-
photographic series Revolt in the Soul & 
Body (1990–1996) of real and imagined 
scenes of carnage and living hell from 
Taiwan’s history, for example? Chen, who 
has always been a determined outsider, 
speaks with a voice of righteous anger, but 
it is one that Taiwanese people needed to 
hear, for the realities of their history were 
hidden from their eyes for so long. Chen’s 
work was described succinctly as a “visceral 
discourse” by the critic J.J. Shih, in 1999. 
Compare this to the elegant, iconographic 
works by Huang Chin-ho from the early 
1990s. Huang’s works were often monu-
mental metaphors on Taiwanese society’s 
colonial history. Marked by strong colors, 
a quirky narrative, a dynamic new figura-
tion, woodblock printing, Taoist folklore, 
and a deep understanding of the power of 
comic book aesthetics to affect the broader 
art world, Huang’s work took on a fresco-
like dynamic. Chen’s vision was consid-
ered a “visceral discourse,” but Huang’s 
metaphors on Taiwan’s colonial rulers’ 
corruption of the spirit and the hearts were 
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Liao Yu-An, Failure to Loose Weight 01, 2000, acrylic on 
canvas, 162 x 130 cm. 

Liao Yu-An, Failure to Loose Weight 07, 2001, acrylic on canvas, 130 x 162 cm. 

Liao Yu-An, Fat is not a Sin, 2000, acrylic on canvas, 162 x 124 cm. 

is now a comment on the society in which 
he lives. From his various series Failure 
to Lose Weight (2000–2001), Self-Portrait 
(2001), Duckman (2003–2004), Love Bit-
ing (2007), and the most recent Urban 
Lazybones (2008) Liao made for himself a 
theater of possibilities that has embraced 
deeply personal moments of his life and his 
insecurities, as well as some astute obser-
vation on the society in which he 
finds himself as a young artist. 

The initial impression 
of Liao’s art is that it is 
humorous and that it 
is clearly informed by 
animation art, cartoons, 

and caricature, as well as a juxta-
position of geometries: the preci-
sion of colored horizontal and 
vertical lines for background and 
a random rolling line for figura-
tion. “At university I really liked 
the work of Roy Lichtenstein,” 
says Liao, ”and I liked Japanese 
animation and cartoons. Perhaps 
both of these things had more to 
do with my psychology than art 
at the time.”

As one looks more closely 
at his work, work, however, the 
humor is raw, edgy, and somewhat 
self-deprecating. And the com-
binations of color, line, and ge-
ometry become less light-hearted 
and more intimidating. It is then 
that one realizes that there is more 
to Liao’s painting than merely 
surface imagery. This is clear in 
early figurative works such as Fat 
is Not a Sin (2000), Failure to Lose 
Weight 01 (2000), and Failure to 

Lose Weight 07 (2001). In these works the 
figures are obviously obese and there is 
something almost animalistic about them, 
and their personalities have been con-
sumed by fat. The manner in which Liao 
has painted them is to fill almost the entire 
area of the canvas. His people are not free. 
They are prisoners of their own physical 
and psychological realities, unable to move, 

unable to participate in the world beyond. 
Liao is not criticizing his subjects. He was 
a dispassionate observer then, even to his 
own predicament. 

“At that time, I just wanted to paint 
people in the streets of Taipei. I liked to 
choose people that looked sad,” says Liao. 
“At that time, I felt a little lost. I was going 
through a time that required that I had to 

go through other people to find 
myself. Fat is Not a Sin represents 
something of a challenge in society 
and how people judge fatness or 
even to understand it. The seven 
other works in the series Failure to 
Lose Weight represent something of 
the reality of fat people, and how 
difficult it is for them. The people 
in my work are squeezed into 
small spaces. They are trying to 
survive, even hide from the world 
because they are afraid. 

“The characters in this se-
ries are from sketches but not of 
real people, they are only from my 
imagination. They are composite. 
The background against which 
they feature is within the context 
and details of the food they eat 
and the medicines that they take 
to help to lose weight. There is 
something sad about these char-
acters, but at the end of painting 
this series I realized that the char-
acters were representing myself. 
The works became like a mirror in 
which I saw myself. I hadn’t really 
thought about it in this, and I didn’t 
think that my work was really a 
mirror to my own condition until 
after I had graduated. 

“When I started to realize 
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Liao Yu-An, Self-portrait 01, 2003, acrylic on canvas, 124 x 148 cm. 

Liao Yu-An, Urban Lazybones – Struggle out of Bed Practice II, 2008, acrylic on canvas, 
150 x 150 cm. 

that my human characters began to look 
like animal figures, that was when I de-
cided to animalize the human figures and to 
present them in a more ironic manner. But 
it was a little complicated for me then.”

The complexity of his figures, and 
the realization that they reflected 
much of who and what he was, 
led Liao to use simple lines in his 
drawings, to describe people’s 

faces in particular. He wanted to simplify 
the image. “I chose to make my figures 
to represent something of everyday life. 
And when I did this, I began to find my 
way. I was using collage at the time to put 
together the things I saw in the street like 
rubbish bins, public telephones, broken 
slot machines, and so on,” says Liao. “I 
was trying to find the connection between 
the objects and the people. I chose the 
people and things randomly. At that time, I 
couldn’t see the connections between them 
as I was really finding my own way and 
had no clear direction, so it was difficult to 
make the connections. I thought by finding 
the connections I could, in some way, find 
myself, too.”

Examining and understanding him-
self has been a prime motivator in Laio’s 
life as a young man. When he graduated 
from university, he began to make a lot of 
cartoon-like figures. This, however, was not 
as satisfying for him as an artist as he had 
thought. But at the same time, he thought 
that if he were going 
to understand himself, 
he would really have 
to examine his entire 
self. He then made a 
conscious decision to 
make self-portraits.

Self-portraits 
have long been a 
common currency in 
art. They possess an 
interesting collective 
aesthetic, but perhaps 
more important is the 
record of artistic self-
examination over time. 
But for Liao, the ordi-
nary self-portrait made 
while looking into a 
mirror was not what 
he wanted. He didn’t 
want to see himself. He 
wanted to feel himself. 
The results were a se-
ries of self-portraits that 
said more about how 
he felt about himself 
than how he looked, 
as in the beaked, half-
naked figure wear-
ing a red thong and 
scowl ing  back  a t 

the viewer in Self-Portrait 01 (2003).
“After the cartoon-like figures, I de-

cided to make works that would represent 
me. They would be my self-portraits. But I 
did not want to look at the mirror in the con-
ventional way,” says Liao. “I touched myself. 
I felt myself all over and then I painted how 
I felt. So I created self-portraits by touch and 
not by seeing or looking at myself in a mir-

ror and I thought they were more revealing. 
So every time I do a painting I pose for the 
painting, and I never use a mirror.”

There is in Liao’s self-portraits a 
clear dejection. It is as if the protagonists in 
his narrative have lost the will to stand up 
to face the world. Although clearly rotund, 
they are inwardly deflated, their spirit ex-
hausted. This series of paintings is the artist 

humiliating himself but 
he wants to ameliorate 
the situation by making 
himself a comic figure. 
As Liao says, “When my 
characters are looking 
away, they represent 
shyness and the inse-
curity of myself.” 

Such f igures 
that make up his Self-
Portrait series are much 
like his early works on 
fat people: the figures 
are squeezed into small 
worlds, trapped. 

The theme of 
alienation and isolation 
is beautifully described 
in Liao’s Duckman se-
ries (2004), his most 
sustained series to date. 
This series also heralds 
Liao’s new ideas on 
space, color, line, and 
form. This is a series 
in which one sees a 
more challenging use 
of color, and an astute 
combination of graphic 
art, drawing, and paint-
ing. It is also in the 
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Liao Yu-An, Duckman – Confusion, 2004, acrylic on canvas, 162 x 130 cm. 

Liao Yu-An, Duckman – Zero Gravity 02, 2004, acrylic on canvas, 162 x 130 cm. 

Liao Yu-An, Duckman – Westling, 2004, acrylic on canvas, 162 x 112 cm. 

Duckman series that one 
sees Liao create a theatrical 
space in which to take a 
more considered look at such 
themes as anger, alienation, 
personal confusion, panic, 
and anxiety. 

The characters in 
the Duckman se-
ries are described 
in soft but natural 
colors, which Liao 

likes for his work, and a 
line and form that best suits 
the personalities that he has 
imagined, from the eyes, 
the beak, and the exagger-
ated postures. The colors, 
however, are essential not 
only to the overall aesthetic 
of the paintings, but also to 
the characters’ personalities. 
“Each painting will decide 
the color. If the painting 
feels warm or cold, I will 
decide on the color for the 
main characters,” says Liao. 
“The rest of the color will fol-
low depending often on the 
background. But often my 
colors are decided on when 
the relationship between the 

characters has been decided.”
When Liao Yu-An 

went to study in Tainan, in 
southern Taiwan, in 2002, 
he says that he experienced 
a certain panic. This has fol-
lowed him ever since, but 
it has lessened greatly over 
the past couple of years. Still 
this experience of panic and 
fear influenced him in his 
choice of faces. “I began to 
fear going to the countryside. 
So I began to isolate myself,” 
he says. “This resulted in my 
figures coming across as even 
more oppressed and lonely 
in their space. But when I 
came to make the faces of my 
characters, I wanted them to 
represent emotions in a dif-
ferent way, through the body 
rather than through the face 
or a full frontal figure. When I 
started, I used bird faces. The 
beak was like a weapon. It 
was as if the face was about 
to attack someone, although 
this is not the case today.”

The construction of 
the paintings in which the 
Duckman series is played out 
is tightly controlled through a 



ASIAN ART NEWS 85SEPTEMBER/OCTOBER 2008

Liao Yu-An, Love Bitting 05, 2007, acrylic on canvas, 130 x 162 cm. 

precise geometry, which leads to the ten-
sion within his painting, the tension of a 
fragile construction which might topple at 
any moment and the tension of emotions 
expressed in the edgy of his protagonists, 
alone on their stage. Duckman – Confusion 
(2004), Duckman/Wrestling (2004), and 
Duckman – Zero Gravity 02 (2004) amply 
exemplify these feelings. The figure in each 
painting is lost, confused, and struggling 
with some inner demon. Each figure is 
floating in their personal world of torment 
against a backdrop of colored bars as if in 
prison. “I have always like to write on lined 
paper. I always liked this because it is exp-
pressive. With the lines the duckmen can’t 
accept themselves. They are either always 
struggling or they are trying to fit into the 
space that society gives to them, but they 
can’t. I have always wanted to present my 
work as stable, but behind the image I 
want to suggest that it is confused and that 
there is pressure for everyone in society,” 
says Liao. “Through the Duckman series I 
was coming to terms with my thoughts, my 
mental view of myself. When I was doing 
this work I felt oppressed in my heart but 

I have come to be happier and so I began 
to work with different characters. Now the 
different characters represent aspects of my 
emotions. I try to stay away being confused 
and isolated and struggling and wanting to 
be held.” When one looks through Liao’s 
series from the early 2000s onwards, it is 
easy to see his theater as one directly con-
nected to the work of French-Romanian 
absurdist playwright Eugène Ionesco 
(1912–1994).

Developing narratives away from 
the individual figure has taken 
Liao on an interesting journey 
over the past two years. His 
Love Biting series (2007) is pos-

sessed of a curious violence. Love Biting 
03 and Love Biting 05 (both 2007) showing 
menacing figures biting into passive figures. 
Are they showing love or have they just 
killed? Is Liao saying to us that the weak 
are sacrificed in our society? Is the cat-like 
figure in Bored to Death 02 (2007) the pet 
or is the man the pet? Perhaps here Liao is 
saying that, even when we think we have 
control over another in our lives, it may not 

be the case. In such works there is greater 
theatricality than in his Duckman series, 
but there still seems to be more action in 
this series.  

Liao’s new work for 2008 reflects 
the regurgitation of one’s misery and with 
the struggle of the day-to-day. Liao’s figures 
are gradually becoming limbless, snake 
or slug-like, amorphous beings without 
character. Like Kafka’s terrified man, Liao 
seems to be saying that we are turning 
into insects or strange sluggish beasts, as 
in his An Urban Lazybones – Struggle out 
of Bed Practice II (2008). We have lost our 
way and will wake up morphed into alien-
ated people. 

As Liao says, “The figures here are 
coming to realize their true nature and 
so they are more stable and comfortable 
staying within their space.” Perhaps this is 
so, but Liao Yu-An has managed to reach 
beyond his sadness and his feeling of quiet 
desperation to make a universal story. It is a 
story of struggle within our minds and our 
everyday realities and in our relationships 
that will continue to repeat itself in an end-
less theater of possibilities.     ∆




