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Circles and Circuits: An Overdue 
Reckoning with Chinese Contributions to 
Modern and Contemporary Caribbean Art

Deborah Cullen-Morales

Circles and Circuits I: History and Art of the Chinese Caribbean Diaspora, 
California African American Museum (CAAM), Los Angeles, September 15, 
2017 to February 25, 2018. Circles and Circuits II: Contemporary Chinese 
Caribbean Art, Chinese American Museum (CAM), El Pueblo de Los An-
geles Historical Monument, September 15, 2017 to March 11, 2018. Both 
exhibitions were curated by Alexandra Chang of the Asian/Pacific/American 
Institute at New York University and Steven Y. Wong of CAM, with coordi-
nating curator Mar Hollingsworth, visual arts curator and program manager, 
CAAM. Circles and Circuits: Chinese Caribbean Art, edited by Alexandra 
Chang (Duke University Press, April 2018); 120 pages, 150 illustrations, 
$45.00 (paper), ISBN 978-0-9987451-0-7.

Circles and Circuits, a two-part exhibition accompanied by a significant publi-
cation, was a pioneering project that explored the contributions of, and con-
nections among, Chinese Caribbean diaspora artists. Ranging from the early 
twentieth century to contemporary times, the exhibition was an important 
contribution to the Getty’s Pacific Standard Time LA/LA initiative. Held at more 
than seventy cultural institutions across Southern California from September 
2017 through January 2018, PST: LA/LA was a group of thematically linked, 
far-reaching, and ambitious exhibitions, publications, and programs that 
explored different aspects of Latin American and Latinx art, from the ancient 
world to the present day. With topics such as luxury arts in the pre-Columbian 
Americas, twentieth-century Afro-Brazilian art, alternative spaces in Mexico 
City, and Latinx artists and groups, the projects supported by the Getty’s PST 
LA/LA initiative included monographic studies as well as broad surveys that 
covered numerous countries. However, the initiative only touched lightly on 
Caribbean art, a region generally subsumed by academe and the museum world 
under the construct of “Latin American” art. Besides Relational Undercurrents: 
Contemporary Art from the Caribbean Archipelago, curated by Tatiana Flores, at 
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the Museum of Latin American Art in Long Beach, Circles and Circuits was the 
only other Caribbean-focused project. In the first PST incarnation in 2012, as 
well as this 2017 iteration focusing on Latin America/Latinx production, PST 
projects seemed particularly strong when they had a natural connection to the 
greater Los Angeles area. Thus the inclusion of a project that focused on the 
Chinese diaspora, in one of the largest Chinese-populated municipalities in 
the US, was astute. Aside from its local resonance, Circles and Circuits was a 
genuine contribution to the growing literature on modern and contemporary 
Caribbean art, which is strong in its exploration of the African diaspora, but 
especially weak in its exploration of the Asian roots of the Caribbean. This 
new look at the Chinese artistic contributions to Cuba, Trinidad, Jamaica, 
and Panama, in particular, adds much to our understanding of the Caribbean.

This undertaking’s overarching title, Circles and Circuits, references the in-
timate relationships between artists, mentors, and family members considered 
by the project, but it also refers to the journeys, connections, broad-ranging 
exchanges, and pipelines that formed over time and place, from Asia and Africa 
to the Americas, to Europe and North America and beyond. The exhibitions 
and publication home in on the artists 
of the twentieth and twenty-first centu-
ries while recognizing the larger context 
and the historical legacies of Chinese 
Caribbean art. Circles and Circuits thus 
poses that, as Caribbean independence 
spread and artists helped shape “authentic” national visual forms, these new 
iconographies were shaped by multiethnic, Chinese (and Indian) influences.  

Both exhibitions were curated by Alexandra Chang of the Asian/Pacific/
American Institute at New York University and Steven Y. Wong of the Chinese 
American Museum, with coordinating curator Mar Hollingsworth, visual arts 
curator and program manager at the California African American Museum. 
Altogether, the exhibitions included works by thirty-nine artists: M. P. Alladin, 
Sybil Atteck, Nicole Awai, Maria Magdalena Campos-Pons, Kathryn Chan, 
Carlisle Chang, Margaret Chen, Willi Chen, Peter Chin, Albert Chong, Manuel 
Chong Neto, Cisco Merel Choy, Samuel Rumaldo Choy, José Antonio Choy 
López, Patrick Warsing Chu Foon, Andrea Chung, George Chung, Susan 
Dayal, Carlos Endara Andrade, Pedro Eng Herrera, Flora Fong, Li Domín-
guez Fong, Liang Domínguez Fong, Richard Fung, Leo Glasgow, Edwin Ou 
Hingwan, Boscoe Holder, Geoffrey Holder, Wifredo Lam, Maria Lau, Amy 
Leong Pang, Jaime Lee Loy, Joshua Lue Chee Kong, Althea McNish, Yoland 
Skeete, Nina Squires, Hugh Stollmeyer, Adam Williams, and Katarina Wong.

Figure 1.
Circles and Circuits: Chinese Caribbean Art, edited 
by Alexandra Chang (Duke University Press, 
April 2018); 120 pages, 150 illustrations, $45 
(paperback), ISBN 978-0-9987451-0-7.
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The accompanying catalog, published by the Chinese American Museum 
and distributed by Duke University Press, represents the first publication de-
voted to Chinese Caribbean art history and visual culture. The book is edited 
by Chang and has contributions by Chang, Wong, and Hollingsworth, as 
well as Julia P. Herzberg, Evelyn Hu-DeHart, Walton Look Lai, Sean Metzger, 
Patricia Mohammed, and Lok Siu. It contains a complete checklist and images 
of most of the works in the exhibitions, making it a fundamental publication 
for anyone interested in the artistic production of the modern and contem-
porary Caribbean. 

Circles and Circuits I: History and Art of the Chinese Caribbean Diaspora 
was presented at the California African American Museum (CAAM) in Los 
Angeles’s Exposition Park, opening on September 15, 2017, and remaining on 
view through February 25, 2018. The more historical part of the exhibition, 
the CAAM installation explored the interconnected groups that participated 
in the crafting of national identity during various independence movements, 
including the intersection between the African diaspora and the Chinese di-
aspora. While African slaves were brought to the Caribbean as early as 1526, 
it was only shortly thereafter, in 1565, that Spanish galleons on trade routes 
from Manila to Mexico carried knowledge of China and Chinese goods to the 
New World. Chinese migrated to the British West Indies, Cuba, and Panama 
starting in the mid-eighteenth century, and the largest migration of Chinese to 
the Caribbean occurred in the mid-nineteenth century because of the difficult 
conditions caused by the Taiping Rebellion and the Opium Wars. During 
the terrible period (1839 to 1864) encompassing these events, total civil war 
and foreign incursions caused up to 100 million deaths and displacements, 
precipitating social unrest, plague, and famine. The chaotic and harsh condi-
tions encouraged human migration toward plentiful work. Successive waves 
abolishing slavery in the Caribbean was followed by periods when indentured 
servants filled some of the void, but the huge demand for low-wage manual 
agricultural or contract laborers made immigration inevitable. Chinese “coo-
lies” often went to work in sugarcane and tobacco fields or for major building 
projects, such as the Panama Canal. Some, too, were merchants and business-
men who found new audiences for products from home.

Katarina Wong’s Fingerprint Project: Murmuration Unfolding set the tone 
for this wide-ranging, intersectional consideration of populations on the 
move. It presented white, gray, and jet-black wax casts of fingertips (dusted 
with various proportions of graphite), pinned to a wall painted with real and 
Sumi-ink shadows.
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Like Wong’s gentle patterns on the wall, 
the exhibition layout was mounted in 
an organic spiral-like format, with blue 
and green walls set in rounded group-
ings, gently cupping various clusters of 

materials. The exhibition was not linear but instead encouraged drifting and 
returning. The overlapping and intersecting histories across the islands was 
reinforced by the exhibition design, which softly guided the viewer through 
eddying pools.

The CAAM exhibition focused on Chinese Caribbean art from the 1930s 
through the region’s various independence movements, and examined the 
contributions of artists little-known outside their own countries, such as Pe-
dro Eng Herrera (Cuba), an important artist and historian of Chinese Cuban 
communities, who coauthored The Chinese in Cuba: 1847–Now (2009). At 
the opening of the exhibit, a breadth of objects provided windows onto this 
particular history. This included labor contracts, a model boat, and the de-
pictions of the communities that sprung up around the construction of the 
Panama Canal, beautifully documented in the Ecuadorian photographer Carlos 
Endara Andrade’s 1910 Casco Viejo, Panama City studio.  

The project delved immediately into the modernist impulse of the region 
as it defined itself. It provided new contexts for understanding the work of 
Wifredo Lam—perhaps the most famous Chinese Caribbean artist—whose 
father was a Chinese immigrant to Cuba. As a point of orientation, it offered 
a glimpse at some Caribbean connections to European Dada and surrealism 
before, during, and after World War II. Lam’s relationships to both Aimé Césaire 

Figure 2.
Installation view of Circles and Circuits I: History 
and Art of the Chinese Caribbean Diaspora, 
California African American Museum (CAAM), 
Los Angeles, 2017.
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and the Négritude movement, as well as Édouard Glissant and the concept 
of creolization, were brought to the fore, and the group that fled World War 
II by heading to Martinique (including Lam, André Breton, André Masson, 
and Claude Lévi-Strauss) was explored. Lam’s family photos, collaborative 
surrealist playing cards, illustrated books of poetry, and prints are highlights. 

Figure 3.
Wifredo Lam, untitled prints from “Croiseur 
Noir”, ca. 1972, etching and color aquatint, 
each print: 15.25 in. × 12.25 in., courtesy of 
SDO Wifredo Lam, Paris. Installation view 
of Circles and Circuits I: History and Art of the 
Chinese Caribbean Diaspora, California African 
American Museum (CAAM), Los Angeles, 2017. 
Photograph by Ian Byers-Gamber.

In other sections, Trinidad was espe-
cially well represented. This included 
important women leaders, such as Amy 
Leong Pang and Sybil Atteck. Pang 
founded the Society of Trinidad Inde-
pendents (1931–39), which published 
the Beacon. This journal connected 
to the Caribbean Art Movement in 

London and broader, Pan-Africanist movements of the time, in which C. L. 
R. James (among others) was pivotal. Atteck, an important participant in the 
Independents, cofounded the Art Society of Trinidad and Tobago, one of the 
oldest art organizations in the Caribbean, with Pang in 1943. A high-resolution 
photo reproduction of Carlisle Chang’s 1961 Piarco International Airport 
mural (demolished 1980) was included, along with his coat of arms design 
for Trinidad’s 1962 independence.
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Figure 4.
Carlisle Chang, Carnival model, ca. 1970. Wood, cardboard, felt, lame, and foil, 13 in. × 10 in. Carlisle 
Change Collection, The Alma Jordan Library, University of the West Indies, St. Augustine. Photographs 
by Ian Byers-Gamber.
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Trinidad is considered the birthplace of Caribbean carnival, and a number of 
Chang’s enchanting and award-winning designs and maquettes for carnival 
costumes were presented. Boscoe Holder and his brother, Geoffrey, who 
popularized Caribbean dance in London and New York through their live and 
televised appearances, were included by their paintings, as were fashionable 
British “Caribbean” textile designs by Althea McNish. Indian artists from 
Trinidad were also explored here. These included paintings by MP (Mohammed 
Pharouk) Alladin, who eventually rose to director of culture of the Ministry 
of Education and Culture in Trinidad, and his student, Isaiah Boodhoo, who 
became an important teacher and influence on arts education.

Seasoned contemporary artists, such as Maria Magdalena Campos-Pons 
(Cuba) and Albert Chong (Jamaica), were among those who bridged the earlier, 
more traditional work to more global contemporary strands. In her spectacu-
lar, richly colored performative polaroid-grid, Finding Balance, Campos-Pons 
photographed herself posing in a sumptuous brocaded dragon gown, topped 
by a bird-cage headdress, at the center of a Chinese “screen”-like composition 
filled with lapiz, peony, and crimson detail. Evolving from time-based works 
she has carried out in Havana, Venice, and elsewhere, Campos-Pons’s character 
addresses both the transnational, multiethnic history, and far-flung diaspora, 
of the Cuban people. Chong, a much quieter fine artist, was represented by 
several of his recognizable stop-motion or beautifully composed and layered 
images that, like Campos-Pons, also summon a deep spirituality and formidable 
familial bonds. The inclusion of his lesser-known artist portraits that echoed 
the painted and sketched portraits made by Atteck earlier in the century was 
a welcome addition. This work made palpable the mixed and interconnected 
world in which all people, particularly in the Caribbean, live—and Circles and 
Circuits sought to tease out this simple fact.

More contemporary works rounded out the project and segued to the second 
presentation at the Chinese American Museum. Flora Fong (Cuba), who uses 
palm trees as a motif, had numerous works. Some presented them reacting to 
hurricane winds in Temporada Ciclónica, (2009), or circling a spectacular ap-
parition of the Virgen de la Caridad (2014), like devotional candles. Kathryn 
Chan’s ginkgo-leaf-like mosquito-netting hangings softened the cavernous, 
brutalist CAAM atrium. Titled Another Life, these heavenly shrouds reminded 
us of the topic of domestic violence in the Caribbean. Finally, Andrea Chung 
and Nicole Awai had works in an adjacent gallery. While Awai’s multipanel 
painting Simultaneity, with its tar-like and painted layers, evoked past and 
present in a more abstracted, geologic way that echoed the rich and diverse 
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Figure 5. 
Sybil Atteck, Self Portrait, ca. 1970, oil on board, 
24 in. × 18 in., collection of Helen Atteck, 
Canada.

Figure 6.
Flora Fong, Virgen de la Caridad, 
2014. Oil on canvas, 84.75 in. × 67.75 
in., courtesy of the artist. Photograph 
by Ian Byers-Gamber.
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landscapes of the islands, Chung’s tableau Sink & Swim referred to the specific 
story of Mauritian Creoles who, once freed, turned to their traditional method 
of fishing with glass bottles, rather than continuing to work on their former 
enslavers’ sugar fields. In a carefully crafted tableau of hanging and strewn 
sugar sculptures, the hooks and bottles undergoing a process of melting as the 
exhibit stayed on view, it evoked underwater space, the passage of time, and 
the changing yet indelible mark of culture.

Circles and Circuits II: Contemporary Chinese Caribbean Art was simultane-
ously presented at the Chinese American Museum (CAM) in the El Pueblo 
de Los Angeles Historical Monument. The CAM presentation also opened 
on September 15, 2017, and remained on view through March 11, 2018. 
It presented recent and new works by contemporary artists of the ongoing 
Chinese Caribbean diaspora integrated into the labyrinthine confines of the 
structure, which contains permanent 
historical displays. The CAM is in the 
Garnier Building, the oldest and last 
remaining structure of LA’s original 
Chinatown. Thus, these newer works 
were juxtaposed with this antique back-
drop and vintage accoutrements. While this was not an ideal space in which to 
install or view contemporary works, it provided an intimate experience, and 
the new pieces’ insertion into the traditional space highlighted hidden layers 
and complexities of the transcultural nature of the Caribbean.

Margaret Chen’s Ovoid/O Void (2003) was a corner installation composed of 
X-rays, photocopied film on Plexiglas and acetate, and wrapped tree branches. 
Climbing the corner, the work stood like an incongruous tree; it spilled out 
across the floor like roots. At the center of this smoky image, a sanguine, womb-
like net beckoned as if to a core. This rootedness in nature, and the inescap-
able web of history and culture, was echoed in the performative photographs 
of Susan Dayal, who posed within a wire-net costume armature—her body 
seemingly contained, the artist was also empowered, sexual, and graceful. In 
a related vein, Richard Fung’s complex, diaristic videos meditate on his past 
and various considerations of LGBQIT identity in the Caribbean diaspora.

Liang Domínguez Fong (daughter of Flora Fong) presented a strong suite of 
collographs and a textile installation that echoed the surrealist hybrids of Lam 
with a feminist whimsy, while Jamie Lee Roy’s mesmerizing time-lapse video, 
where a cockroach is created and re-created, Archiboldo-like, from petals, leaves, 

Figure 7.
Andrea Chung, Pure, 2016 (detail). Cast black 
soap, dry sink, towels, and candles. 51.5 in. × 24 
in. x 21 in., courtesy of the artist. Photograph by 
Ian Byers-Gamber.
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and grasses, could draw comparisons to Chang’s fantastical Afro-futuristic 
Carnaval costumes. Maria Lau’s double-exposed images and Yoland Skeete’s 
rich digital compositions, in which she employs Buddhist ideals and ancestral 
markers, were indebted to the reflective memory meditated on through the 
earlier work of Albert Chong. 

Andrea Chung had another stand-out work at the CAM: Pure (2016). In 
this piece, two black hands cast of soap protrude from the wall just above an 
old-fashioned dry sink and just below a mirror. Viewers are invited to wash; 
they will need to watch themselves in the mirror as they touch the hands and 
lather, paradoxically washing themselves clean with black soap. Chung’s Pure 
offered a potent, genteel, and interactive experience on race and fear.

Figure 8.
Katarina Wong, Lechon: Lotus Field, 2014. 
Ceramic (glazed cast clay slip), 7 in. × 13.5 in. × 
11 in., courtesy of the artist.

Katarina Wong’s sculptural tableau 
Lechon: Lotus Field (2014), Lechon: 
Landscape (2014), and Dos Conejos 
(2015) was another memorable project. 
In this, she displayed two life-size pigs’ 

heads and two dead rabbits, cast in delicately painted white and blue ceramic 
like fine Ming dynasty porcelain, on a pedestal like meats in a Chinatown 
butcher shop. Chung’s and Wong’s projects were particularly successful in this 
environment, as they took the forms of historical decorative arts, much like 
other elements exhibited at CAM, and subverted them.
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Overall, the contemporary projects were independently interesting and 
more accessible in certain ways than the CAAM presentation; they were 
easier to digest by our present-day sensibilities. The CAAM presentation was 
more difficult, more hermetic, and more disparate; nonetheless, the CAAM 
presentation included much new information and many works never before 
seen in the US. The contemporaneous Relational Undercurrents did not dwell 
on this material, and the prior major Caribbean survey, Caribbean: Crossroads 
of the World (2012; three-venue exhibition, organized by El Museo del Barrio 
in conjunction with the Queens Museum of Art and the Studio Museum in 
Harlem, all New York) and its corollary publication, Caribbean: Art at the 
Crossroads of the World was also weak in its consideration of the Asian influence 
on Caribbean art.1 Given that we have little basis for integrating these artists 
and their pioneering works, it may take some time before the histories that 
we believed we knew are altered and made more inclusive by this pioneering 
project and the fresh materials it has brought us. It is somewhat incomplete 
and points the way for further research to be done. But with this solid start, 
this will happen.

Note
1. Deborah Cullen and Elvis Fuentes, eds., Caribbean: Art at the Crossroads of the World (New York and 

New Haven, CT: El Museo del Barrio and Yale University Press, November 2012).


