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In Chinese, a well-known idiom, 3 % /™ % (sha xiang
mén di)—meaning “a family of scholars”—describes
families where academic pursuits are a generational legacy.
For Professor Wu Hung, the distinguished historian of
Chinese art, this description is particularly fitting. His father
was an economist, his mother was a scholar of
Shakespearean theater history, and his elder sister was a
renowned chronicler of dance history.

Although Professor Wu is now widely recognized as
one of the world’s foremost scholars of Chinese art history,
his formative years were shaped by the upheavals of that era.
Born in Leshan, Sichuan, in 1945 and raised in Beijing,
Professor Wu entered the Central Academy of Fine Arts
(CAFA) in 1963 to study art history. His studies, however,
were soon disrupted by the Cultural Revolution, a period
during which he spent seven years working at the Palace
Museum in Beijing. He resumed his studies in 1978,
returning to the CAFA to pursue a master’s degree in art
history.

It was Professor Wu’s tenure at the museum that
proved to be a life-changing experience and awakened his
deep interest in art history. Surrounded by some of the most
precious treasures of Chinese history, he had the unparal-
leled opportunity to immerse himself in the traditions of
Chinese art and antiquities, including painting, calligraphy,
bronze, and stone carving. This exposure to China’s artistic
and historical heritage would become a driving passion for
him and the focus of his subsequent career.

These early years at the Palace Museum also planted the
seeds for his later scholarly pursuits. For instance, his
pioneering studies of the Eastern Han dynasty Wu Liang
Shrine can be directly traced back to his early engagement
with the museum’s bronze and stone carvings. The
inspiration for his influential book, The Double Screen:
Medium and Representation in Chinese Painting, also stems

from his study of China’s painting and calligraphy traditions.

Professor Wu enrolled at Harvard University in 1980,
earning a PhD in Fine Arts and Anthropology in 1987. He
rose to the rank of full professor after teaching for seven
years at Harvard, but in 1994, he made the pivotal decision
to move to the University of Chicago. As he would later
explain in a 2015 interview with China Daily USA, he had
reached a juncture in his career when personal achievements
such as publications or status were shifting toward a larger
issue: developing a program on Chinese art in America.

At the University of Chicago, Professor Wu was
appointed the Harrie A. Vanderstappen Distinguished
Service Professor of Art History. In this role, he transformed
Chinese art history into a major field within the American
humanities. He established the internationally respected
Center for the Art of East Asia at the University of Chicago
in 2003 and served as consulting curator at the University’s
Smart Museum of Art, significantly contributing to its
reputation as a prestigious platform for contemporary
Chinese art.
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Indeed, Professor Wu’s contributions have fundamen-
tally reshaped how the world perceives Chinese visual arts.
Through this immense academic output, he has pioneered
new modes of art-historical narratives, skillfully integrating
his academic interests in both traditional and modern/con-
temporary Chinese art and experimenting with diverse
ways to bridge these conventionally separate phases.

His groundbreaking approach to historical analysis is
evident in over 20 books, including Monumentality in Early
Chinese Art and Architecture; A Story of Ruins: Presence and
Absence in Chinese Art and Visual Culture; and The Full
Length Mirror: A Global Visual History, as well as in the
more than 70 exhibitions that he has curated.

Professor Wu’s historical analysis has been especially
illuminating in areas where visual culture intersected with
modern technologies in the mid-nineteenth century on the
Chinese Mainland. In particular, his multi-year study of
portraits of anonymous Chinese subjects by the American
photographer Milton Miller, who was based in Hong Kong
and Guangzhou from 1860 to 1863, has been lauded for its
insightful assessment of the early years of photography in
China.

Among Professor Wu’s many honors, he has received
the College Art Association’s Distinguished Lifetime
Achievement Award for Writing on Art, an Honorary
Degree in Arts from Harvard University, and has been
elected to the American Academy of Arts and Sciences. He
was invited to deliver the prestigious A.W. Mellon Lectures
at the National Gallery of Art, one of the USA’s highest
distinctions in the humanities and art history.

While he appreciates this global recognition, Professor
Wu maintains that teaching has been one of the most
meaningful aspects of his career, framing the educator's role
as fundamentally transformative. In an increasingly
connected world, he believes that education should broaden
the minds of the younger generation, fostering a deeper
openness to cultural traditions and perspectives beyond
their own. In 2023, Professor Wu delivered a lecture series
titled “The Global Impact of Research in Chinese Art” at
The Hong Kong University of Science and Technology
(HKUST), inspiring hundreds of researchers and students
to explore art discourse and practice through fresh,
cross-cultural lenses.

In conferring an Honorary Fellowship on Professor Wu
Hung, HKUST is acknowledging his status as a world-class
scholar, curator, teacher, and cultural ambassador, whose
work has profoundly elevated the study of Chinese art.
From his explorations of ancient bronze and stone carvings
to his engagement with contemporary digital art, Professor
Wu contributes to a deeper understanding and more
intimate appreciation of Chinese visual culture, enriching
the academic community and inspiring future generations,
and we hope to continue building an enduring relationship
with him.
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