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Liu Chang, The Flow of 
Nature—Li Chun, Yu Shui, Jing 
Zhe, Chun Fen, Qing Ming, Gu 
Yu, Li Xia, Xiao Man, Mang 
Zhong, Xia Zhi, Xiao Shu, Da 
Shu, 2018, archival print on 
Hahnemühle paper, 55.1 x 
55.1 cm each. © Liu Chang. 
Courtesy of Fou Gallery, 
Brooklyn. 

Echo He

Liu Chang: The Light of Small Things

In the traditional Chinese calendar, the subtle year-round changes 

of nature are captured through poetic terms known as the 24 Solar 

Terms (24 jieqi). The solar terms are closely related to the seasons and 

agriculture, and they have inspired poets and artists in their creative works. 

As the spring rainfall changes the landscape, insects come alive from their 

winter sleep and sprouting plants breathe an air of freshness into the world. 

When the heat of summer recedes, white dew symbolizes the change of 

season, and farmers prepare for harvest. Minor snow is followed by major 

snow, and mountains are enveloped in pure white. Families get together to 

eat dumplings on the winter solstice. The ancient Chinese observed the sun’s 

annual circular motion to set the shortest day (the winter solstice) and the 

longest day (summer solstice) of each year. In 104 BC, Deng Ping formulated 

the Taichu Calendar and officially added the 24 Solar Terms to the lunar 

calendar. After two thousand years, they still have an impact in daily life. 

Traditionally, solar terms are also used to respond to the needs of weather 

and disaster forecast in agricultural society. In the information society of 
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today, artist Liu Chang, in her latest series titled The Flow of Nature, uses 

both still and animated computer-generated images to represent each of 

these solar terms. By substituting the parameters within the computer 

program with historical weather data such as temperature, humidity, and 

wind speed of each solar term, Liu Chang translates the 24 Solar Terms into 

many interconnected abstract patterns, akin to fragments extracted from 

time. Applying a data-visualization method, the work thus incorporates 

phenological information, cultural phenomena, and real meteorological 

data. According to the artist, she personally doesn’t have a strong emotional 

attachment to the 24 Solar Terms; rather, she is trying to explore whether 

the traditional lifestyle associated with agricultural societies, which seem  

to be the simplest and oldest ones that follow the laws of nature, has  

already disappeared.1

In the process of creating these 

works, Liu Chang insisted on using 

her usual method—programming 

with an open-source software 

called Processing—to visualize the 

seasonal images, linking real weather 

data to computer-generated images. 

Such simple patterns may be easier 

to realize in Photoshop, but she still 

chose a more arduous method to 

generate them programmatically 

because the project explores a larger 

theme of global climate change. She 

looked up the weather data of each 

solar term for 2017, such as temperature, humidity, and wind direction, 

as well as the historical extremes in New York, her resident city, and then 

entered some of this data into her programming, which affected the final 

presentation of the visual image. The artist plans to collect more of this 

weather data in the future, and we will be able to see the clues and traces of 

climate change from the subtle changes that will become part of her work 

in the years that follow. Liu Chang noted that: “When you update weather 

data, the image will change. This method is similar to data visualization, 

which gives the project more possibilities.”2 

In each animation within The Flow 

of Nature series, digitized solar 

terms appear in looped animations 

on mini-computer screens to 

the accompaniment of a special 

soundtrack designed by Jason Hou, 

who extracted ambient sounds from 

nature and urban life, which he then remixed with audio from musical 

instruments and electronic sound. Together, the computer-generated 

Liu Chang, a page from the 
book The Flow of Nature 
cataloguing the temperature, 
humidity, and precipitation on 
February 3, 2017, and historical 
weather records.  

Liu Chang in collaboration 
with Jason Hou, The Flow 
of Nature–Spring, 2018, 
computer-generated animation 
with sound, 15.7 x 22 cm. © 
Liu Chang. Courtesy of Fou 
Gallery, Brooklyn.
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animation and the audiovisual installation creates a whole experience of 

The Flow of Nature. In the prints, each solar term is frozen into a frame 

of still images, and the abstract visual image implies a connection with a 

specific phenology of nature. 

Liu Chang also collaborated with 

the Chengdu-based print studio 

Happy Town to produce four 

“interactive” prints: Li Chun (The 

Beginning of Spring), Li Xia (The 

Beginning of Summer), Li Qiu (The 

Beginning of Autumn), and Li Dong 

(The Beginning of Winter) (2018), 

as part of The Flow of Nature series. 

With the help of propylene media and temperature/humidity induction 

toner, these prints respond to various temperature and humidity levels. For 

instance, the abstract pattern on Li Chun (The Beginning with Spring) will 

only appear when temperature rises above fifteen degrees. As the weather 

gets warmer, the flower on the print slowly begins to bloom. Li Xia (The 

Beginning of Summer) interacts with humidity. When the surface of the 

picture comes into contact with moisture, light green and pink patterns on 

the surface will appear, like floating lotus after a summer rain. Similarly, the 

images on Li Qiu (The Beginning of Autumn) and Li Dong (The Beginning of 

Winter) appear when temperature drops below a certain degree. 

Liu Chang, The Flow of 
Nature–Li Chun (The Beginning 
of Spring), 2018, temperature-
sensitive print, 55.1 x 55.1 cm. 
© Liu Chang. Courtesy of Fou 
Gallery, Brooklyn.

A sample test of The Flow of 
Nature–Li Chun. When the 
temperature rises, the original 
colour of blue of the floral 
pattern gradually changes 
to pink.
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This idea of interaction is evident in 

Liu Chang’s earlier work. In 2016, 

she exhibited an interactive video 

installation, Random Walker—

Dripping, in her first solo exhibition, 

Liu Chang: Code Is Beautiful, at Fou 

Gallery, Brooklyn. In this work, 

the camera acts as the “painter’s 

eyes,” automatically capturing 

the image in front and creates an 

abstract portrait using a built-in, computer-based algorithm. The aspect of 

interaction in The Flow of Nature series, however, is more understated and 

quiet. As Liu Chang suggests: “I hope there is a kind of interaction that is 

subtle, silent, circuit-free, and even touchless. Temperature, humidity, and 

tactile sensations are exactly the elements that occur naturally throughout 

our body and interact with us all the time. When these prints stand in 

the space, they also respond to the sun, the moon, and water vapor every 

moment, and thus they will change. Every season, every day, the viewer can 

see something different. This subtle process is appealing to me.”3 Interest in 

the interaction between people, machinery, and nature has been a recurring 

theme in Liu Chang’s work, and The Flow of Nature series further brings 

into her interest the temporal dimension in which the entire group of 

interactive prints can be fully appreciated only upon the completion of a 

full cycle of the year. 

In March 2018, Liu Chang exhibited her Flow of Nature series as part of a 

double solo show with her collaborator Miao Jing, titled Inside the Time, 

Liu Chang, The Flow 
of Nature–Li Xia (The 
Beginning of Summer), 2018, 
temperature-sensitive print, 
55.1 x 55.1 cm. © Liu Chang. 
Courtesy of Fou Gallery, 
Brooklyn.

Liu Chang, The Flow 
of Nature–Li Xia (The 
Beginning of Summer), 2018, 
temperature-sensitive print, 
55.1 x 55.1 cm. © Liu Chang. 
Courtesy of Fou Gallery, 
Brooklyn.
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Liu Chang, The Flow of 
Nature–Li Dong (The 
Beginning of Winter), 2018, 
temperature-sensitive print, 
55.1 x 55.1 cm. © Liu Chang. 
Courtesy of Fou Gallery, 
Brooklyn.
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that was presented at the Littles in Chengdu, and it attracted considerable 

attention. The Littles is a new alternative art space in the back of Little Bar, 

the centre of Chengdu’s independent music and art scene. This alternative 

space exists outside of the traditional gallery context and communicates 

directly with a general audience that may not necessarily be familiar with 

the art world. The exhibition began at the end of winter and ended at the 

beginning of summer.

For her solo exhibition Liu Chang: 

The Light of Small Things, at Fou 

Gallery, Brooklyn, New York (July 

14 to September 23, 2018), Liu 

Chang reconsidered the design of 

the gallery space and turned the 

exhibition into a journey through 

the four seasons. Each season occupies a wall and begins with an interactive 

print and ends with a computer-generated animation with sound. The title 

of the exhibition reflects her attention to objects while the light concerns 

not only the natural light, the visible light, and the artificial light, but also 

the electrical signal on the computer screen. The exhibition starts with Li 

Chun (the Beginning of Spring) and concludes with Da Han (Major Cold), 

the last solar term of a year. During the exhibition, Liu Chang also curated 

a series of events that responded to the theme of the seasons. For instance, 

she invited Jin Jie, an interdisciplinary educator who focused on ecological 

literacy and food systems, to host urban farming and mushroom workshops 

in the gallery and to share her experience in organic farming and the 

cultivation of edible mushrooms in her basement.  

Liu Chang, Random Walker–
Dripping, 2016, interactive 
video installation, 98.2 x 56.6 x 
5.8 cm. © Liu Chang. Courtesy 
of Fou Gallery, Brooklyn.

Urban Farming and Mushroom 
Workshop at Fou Gallery, 2018. 
Photo: Peichao. © Liu Chang. 
Courtesy of Fou Gallery, 
Brooklyn.
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Liu Chang, Miao Jing, and sound artist Jason Hou also collaborated on an 

audiovisual installation, Cabinets: Chinese Medicine, which was presented 

in the form of a Chinese medicine cabinet. Liu Chang selected several 

representative Chinese medicines, including ginseng, xanthium, cordyceps 

sinensis, medlar, nine-sweet insect, ophiopogon japonicus, oyster, quartz, 

etc. Miao Jing designed the visual component, and Jason Hou designed 

the soundtrack. The work creates an immersive space where viewers’ eyes 

linger over the cabinet, looking for clues to decipher. Liu Chang believes 

that Chinese medicine reflects the difference between Eastern and Western 

culture and is also an embodiment of her experiences in both China and the 

United States: Chinese medicine is a very interesting and mysterious subject. 

In addition to science and knowledge, one also needs experience and belief 

to understand it. A prescription of Chinese medicine not only includes 

various types of herbs but also implies inexplicable belief or prayer. This 

is a system mixed with convergence and confusion, similar to the way how 

people practice Tai Chi.4 

Liu Chang: The Light of Small Things also included three artists’ books, by 

which Liu Chang summarizes her thinking and opens up another stage of 

her creative process. She normally uses a computer as her main medium, 

but she is also interested in the aspect of craftsmanship, such as found in 

artists’ books and weaving. Her Flickering Existence series, for example, 

includes an interactive video installation as well as an artist’s book. Liu 

Chang invited different friends—musicians, dancers, and visual artists—

to make a portrait with the built-in computer-based algorithm designed 

by her. Later she made a book of the collection of portraits and her own 

illustrations. The book not only records the appearance of the subject, but 

also carries his or her occupation, interests, and other kinds of information. 

In another series, Nature and Algorithm, Liu Chang randomly picked and 

downloaded screenshots depicting a geographic location or a landscape.

She then developed a computer-based algorithm by looking at the textures 

Liu Chang, The Light of Small 
Things, 2018, installation 
view of the wall of spring, 
Fou Gallery. Photo: Peichao. 
© Liu Chang. Courtesy of Fou 
Gallery, Brooklyn.
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Liu Chang in collaboration with Miao Jing and Jason Hou, Cabinets: Chinese 
Medicine, 2018, single-channel audiovisual installation. © Liu Chang. Courtesy of 
Fou Gallery, Brooklyn.
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in the pictures, and with coding she generated images on the computer that 

visually imitate the original images. Two images from different worlds—

nature and computer—emerged with similar visual effects. By juxtaposing 

these two images, Liu Chang sees the project both as a sign of respect for the 

beauty of nature and technology, as well as a question about the relationship 

between nature and artificial intelligence. The artist book she made consists 

of of more than one hundred pages and serves as an index of the project 

and an independent work of art.

In June 2018, Liu Chang moved to Shanghai for a teaching position at New 

York University Shanghai. Before leaving New York, Liu Chang participated 

in Catwalk Art Residency in upstate New York, near the Hudson Valley 

town of Catskill. This lovely town seems to have inspired Liu Chang to 

reflect more on nature and the development of her craftsmanship. In this 

private villa and art foundation, founded in 2004, she was able to focus 

on creating artists’ books late into night. Liu Chang experimented with a 

variety of book forms, including organ books, folding books, card books, 

etc. In this exhibition at Fou Gallery, she presented three complete research 

Liu Chang, Nature and 
Algorithm, Day 035, 2016, 
archival print on Epson Ultra-
smooth paper, 12.7 x 17.7 cm. 
© Liu Chang. Courtesy of Fou 
Gallery, Brooklyn.

Liu Chang, Geometry Book 
II, 2018, artist’s book, unique 
edition. © Liu Chang. Courtesy 
of Fou Gallery, Brooklyn.
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projects. Geometry Book (2018) 

includes two books and reflects on 

the relationship between the two-

dimensional world and the three-

dimensional world. The hand-drawn 

graphics are either generated by 

computer-based algorithms or from 

her imagination. The structure of 

the organ book allows the audience 

to reconfigure the pages and creates 

random combinations of the various geometric figures. The Book of the River 

(2018) includes two long-form books—River I and River II. 

Based on her strong interest in the connection between river and city, 

Liu Chang researched the flow and shape of Tonghui River, where her 

hometown, Beijing, is located, and other rivers she used to live along, like 

the Yangtze River, Suzhou River, East River, Hudson River, etc., and when 

making the books she intentionally connected some rivers with her own 

intentions. Liu Chang noted: “The river is boundless, just as human emotion 

is borderless, nomadic, and floating.”5 The third book, WIP: We Are In 

Process (2018), showcases her reflection on the evolution of human history 

and civilization. Inspired by the survey of humankind’s evolution described 

in A Brief History of Humankind,6 Liu Chang collected eleven objects 

including LED lights, button batteries, teeth, zippers, eggshells, shells, and 

gold foil, and put them in small plastic bags. The small objects from ancient 

to contemporary seem to imply the brief history of human evolution. 

Liu Chang, Geometry Book 
I, 2018, artist’s book, unique 
edition. © Liu Chang. Courtesy 
of Fou Gallery, Brooklyn.

Liu Chang, The Book of the 
River I and II, 2018, artist’s 
book, unique edition. © Liu 
Chang. Courtesy of Fou 
Gallery, Brooklyn.
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From phenology in nature and handmade artists’ books to computer-

generated patterns, Liu Chang’s work continuously blurs the boundaries of 

artwork as objects. With the latest developments in artificial intelligence, 

she gets inspiration from traditional wisdom inherited from the era of 

agricultural civilization and uses modern technology to present her thinking 

process without intending to find an ultimate answer. Those thoughts are 

presented through the glimmering of small things, from which, within a 

Buddhist metaphor, one may get a glimpse into the universe. And just as 

what William Blake said in a poem: “To see a world in a grain of sand, and a 

heaven in a wild flower. Hold infinity in the palm of your hand and eternity 

in an hour.”7 

English Translation by Fang Yuan

1. Email correspondence between the artist and the author, June 9, 2018.
2. Ibid.
3. Ibid.
4. Ibid.
5. Ibid.
6. Yuval Noah Harari, Sapiens: A Brief History of Humankind, trans. John Purcell (New York: Harper 

Perennial, 2015).
7. William Blake, Auguries of Innocence (Chicago: Grossman Publishers, 1968), 1.

Notes

Liu Chang, WIP: We are in 
Progress, 2018, artist’s book, 
unique edition. © Liu Chang. 
Courtesy of Fou Gallery, 
Brooklyn.


