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USC Pacific Asia Museum

Interpretation and Innovation: Chinese Ceramics from the Mid-6th to the Early 8th Century
A Chinese Scholar’s Dreams
Hong Kong’s Ink-lings: Four Millennials to Watch
The Legacy of Tsang Khenchen Penden Gyatso in Bhutanese Art
The Taj Mahal and the Garden Tradition of the Mughals
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Emerging Voices—Vivian Li

Position  Assistant Curator of Asian Art (since September 2015)

Location  Worcester Art Museum

Qualifications  PhD in History of Art, University of Michigan, 
Ann Arbor; MA in History of Art, The Ohio State University; BA in 
History of Art and Plan II, The University of Texas at Austin

Previous Positions Held  Charles Lang Freer Fellow, Freer 
Gallery of Art (2014); Exhibition Consultant, USC Pacific Asia 
Museum (2014); Fulbright Research Fellow in China (2012–13); 
Adjunct Assistant Curator (2011–12) and Curatorial Assistant 
(2006–8) of Asian Art, The Museum of Fine Arts, Houston; 
curatorial internships at the Guggenheim Museum, The Museum 
of Fine Arts, Houston and Dallas Museum of Art

Mentors  I am fortunate to have had two fearless trailblazers as my mentors. Christine D. Starkman, 
formerly Curator of Asian Art at The Museum of Fine Arts, Houston instilled in me uncompromising 
standards and a critical questioning of museum conventions. She was one of the first curators to display 
historical Asian artworks in conversation with artworks by influential contemporary artists. I owe, too, 
a great debt of gratitude to my doctoral adviser Joan Kee, holder of the first professorship in the US 
at the University of Michigan for the study of modern and contemporary art in Asia. Through her work 
and the work of others in showing the visual and historical integrity of 20th century art in Asia, Asian 
modern and contemporary art has increasingly become an acknowledged part of mainstream modern 
and contemporary art history. From Professor Kee, I learned not only to challenge the status quo for 
presenting and studying Asian art, but also the need to offer new alternatives. 

Recent Career Highlights  For the Worcester Art Museum—I commissioned and acquired YOUNG-
HAE CHANG HEAVY INDUSTRIES’ The Beauty of Tyranny (2016), which was created to coincide with the 
US presidential elections; curated the exhibitions ‘Facing the World: Modernization and Splendor in Meiji 
Japan’ (2016), ‘Renaissance Woman in Asia: Florance Waterbury and Her Gifts of Asian Art’ (2017) and 
‘Reusable Universes: Shih Chieh Huang’ (2017), the first major museum show of the installation artist Shih 
Chieh Huang, which will open later this summer; and established the museum’s first international artist-
in-residence programme to support emerging artists from Southeast Asia. The programme will launch 
next spring, featuring two contemporary artists from Vietnam, Nguyen The Son and Nguyen Kim To Lan. 

Main interests  Modern and contemporary art in Asia, with a focus on China, post-war art in a global 
context, artistic and cultural transmission, art and politics, and art and technology. 

Favourite Piece In The Collection  Yun-Fei Ji’s ink painting Below the 143 Meter Watermark (2006). 
At almost 10 feet tall, this remarkable monumental landscape painting is the largest and one of the most 
important works in Ji’s ‘Three Gorges Dam’ series, which portrays the dam’s mass displacement of over a 
million people. Each time I look at it I see something new. 

Future Plans  Over the next few years, I will plan and implement the reinstallation of  the gallery of 
Chinese art and the gallery of South and Southeast Asian art. I am considering these two galleries in the 
context of the entire museum and the 19th century worldview that the museum’s distribution of galleries 
has reflected since its founding in 1898. I am interested in reinventing these two galleries not merely 
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as improved didactic spaces but as spaces of inquiry to give an alternative view of Asian art in today’s 
encyclopaedic museum, and will also collaborate with leading contemporary artists in this project.

View Of The Field  It is an interesting moment for modern and contemporary art in Asia. Its growing 
prominence and establishment over the last few years are forcing curators and art historians of both 
Asian art and modern and contemporary art to rethink the parameters of their fields. Asian art curators 
are increasingly encouraged to use contemporary art from Asia as a portal to the arts of the past. Modern 
and contemporary art curators also are expected to widen their purview, as modern and contemporary 
art today is no longer found just in the traditional centres of Paris and New York, but also in Gwangju, 
Shanghai, Istanbul and elsewhere. The growing critical reassessment of modern and contemporary art in 
Asia will undoubtedly play a resounding role in reconfiguring the boundaries, mainstream discourse, and 
collection of Asian art as well as modern and contemporary art in the 21st century.

Statement  All art has been contemporary at one time, whether a Chinese Shang dynasty bronze vessel or 
one of Tiffany Chung’s ‘map’ works. Likewise, eventually works of contemporary art become historicized 
and are no longer deemed contemporary. Yet often in museums ‘Asian art’ is still expected to reflect a 
generic timeless essence that contradicts the actual diversity and dynamism of the arts, cultures and 
societies of Asia, a contradiction that is even more apparent today. In this way, in my curatorial practice I 
do not see a conflict in working with pre-modern art as well as modern and contemporary art. I constantly 
consider how to better convey the relevance today of each artwork and its specific moment, from 
presenting historical artworks in their contemporary contexts to supporting both historically overlooked 
and emerging contemporary artists.

Gallery News

New York
 

Koichi Yanagi Oriental Fine Arts will hold an 
exhibition of ceramics by Japanese artist Kai Tsujimura 
(b. 1976), a younger son of the internationally 
renowned ceramic artist Shiro Tsujimura (b. 1947). 
Kai began to study pottery-making with his father in 
1994, and in 2000 built his own kiln, house and studio 
in the mountains of Sakurai to launch his career as an 
independent potter. Kai uses wood-burning firing for 
its unanticipated results, and his works are marked by 
their vigour and spontaneity. This is Kai’s second solo 
show with Koichi Yanagi’s gallery, and will feature 

works from the past 3 years. (3–21 June; 117 East 71st 
St, 4th Floor)

Beijing
 

Michael’s Gallery will be exhibiting a selection of 
gilt-bronze and gold- and silver-inlaid bronze objects 
from the Song, Ming and Qing dynasties. Among the 
items offered will be an archaistic, four-legged gold- 
and silver-inlaid bronze steamer, or yan, from the 
Song dynasty. (From 3 June; Block B, 2/F, no. 2010, 
Beijing Curio City, 76 Dong Sanhuan Nan Lu)

Faceted flower vase 
By Kai Tsujimura (b. 1976) 

Ceramic with natural  
ash glaze, height 60 cm

Koichi Yanagi  
Oriental Fine Arts

Steamer
China, Song dynasty 

(960–1279)
Bronze inlaid with gold 
and silver, height 35 cm

Michael’s Gallery
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