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Women’s Beauty in China: Paintings, Traditions, and Changes

When first presented with what this assessment entailed, I was intrigued and slightly intimidated. Having such a large amount of freedom to choose anything that we felt interested in or inclined to research is a blessing and a curse, with so many options I often have too many ideas straight away with no way of narrowing them down to the best one for me. At first, I wanted to look at depictions of lost artifacts and attempt to draw different interpretations of what that artifact might have looked like based on the description(s), however I struggled to find descriptions of lost or stolen artifacts that were not also accompanied by a photograph or a drawing of that artifact. I then decided to look at depictions of women in Chinese art, my degree is in Chinese studies so I thought that I should utilise this level of freedom of choice and focus on China. I tend to be more interested in women throughout history as there is a tendency for women to be forgotten or their contributions to be downplayed so I like to try and find out the real story.
Women in Chinese art – how beauty ideas have changed? How can we see that through paintings of women?
How they were painted – what does it show about their relationships? – were there cultural reasons or wars that might have limited supplies or time or subjects to paint?
How can we see that styles changed? – clothes; colours; makeup; positions; accompanying objects; settings, tones and, emotions; materials used; size of the paintings; who they were painted for; where they were placed; how well looked after they were.
These were the main questions I noted down when I first thought to ask myself when thinking of ideas for this portfolio project. In developing these questions into ideas, I narrowed down the focus of the project to the ideas of beauty that is shown through paintings of women. The main reason for focussing on this one aspect of women in Chinese paintings was due to the time restriction of having four weeks to develop this one portfolio idea. Having two separate ideas that after explaining did not seem to have enough of a correlation to warrant exploring both ideas for this particular portfolio simultaneously. After presenting my ideas there were many good suggestions for alterations which were very welcome as I had not fully thought through my ideas at that point.
Exploring the topic of women can sometimes be a bit complicated with some people classing gender and sex as one and the same, however when I refer to ‘women’, I am talking about people who identify and/or present as women. As Johnson discusses in his book ‘An Introduction to Archaeological Theory’, “There is a difference, however, between being born with a certain biological make-up, and the experience of being “gendered”, the experience and cultural practices of being perceived as and acting as a woman or a man in a given society.”. I am not entering into a debate about sex and gender identity in this piece, simply clarifying to whom I am referring when exploring this topic.
One suggested idea that I started to warm to was a flip book. My aim being to show the chronological progression of the most popular ideas of beauty for women throughout the last 2000 or so years of Chinese history. In this flip book each page would be made up of three different sections that can be moved independently of the others to showcase different the beauty ideals. The top section consisting of the head and shoulders, the middle sections showing the torso and arms, and the last section showing the legs (fig. 1). Each pose that the women would be in being slightly different depending on which was most popular in different dynasties. I wanted to draw a woman in the most popular pose and have each page highlighting a different style to show the development of ideas of beauty through time: colouring, decorations, hairstyles, clothing styles, makeup etc. The reverse side of each page section would have the date and/or dynasty that the style is from (fig.1), after the end of Imperialism in 1911 decades or simply dates of specific periods would be most appropriate. I would also aim to include as much written Chinese text as possible, having studied the language for ten years now I would be remiss to exclude something I have been studying for almost half of my life at this point. 
[image: ] (fig 1)
The book would consist of roughly 20 pages, with each page split into the three sections. These 20 sections consisting of one image per dynasty from the Han dynasty (汉朝 han chao) (206 BCE – 220 CE) to the last dynasty, Qing dynasty (清朝 qing chao) (1644-1912), consisting of a total of nine dynasties, seven of which were singular dynasty which ruled the land and two periods which consisted of many different dynasties ruling different parts of the land and many warring states, so many that it is difficult to name one singular dynasty which had the majority rule. After the end of Imperialism in China each page would display one image for every decade going right up to the year 2020. When searching for images of women in paintings from the first dynasty, Xia (夏) (2070 – 1600 BCE) with the time I had I could not find any that fit my criteria, so I decided to start from a period where there are ample records and archives of paintings more easily available for me to access via the internet. 
Throughout history people across the world naturally prefer to preserve and show the best version of things, whether that be in art, or historical events, there is a constant need to show our ‘best side’ and painters throughout Chinese history have certainly not strayed from this idea. “In traditional China artistic creativity was gender-specific, exclusively masculine, and the female image that emerged is not what it purports to represent but rather a signification of male power.” (Fong, 1996). Men have typically been seen as the more powerful ones; women have typically been seen as the more beautiful ones. Through looking at portraits, the majority of the men are important and in positions of power, and the women are either married to an important man, or simply the embodiment of what was considered beautiful at the time. 
These ideas do not carry themselves as well in an academic setting without the appropriate supporting sources of academic discourse. I found a number of journal articles centred around women in Chinese art, and the idea of beauty for Chinese women which, for the most part, echoed my existing thoughts about the standards and patriarchal nature of beauty for women in China and the various iterations of its presentation. 
Mary Fong discusses in her article for Women’s Art Journal about art in traditional China being exclusively masculine, and the female image that emerged is not what it actually represents but rather a signification of male power “until the 1911 revolution, segregation of sexes was standard social practice. Under such restrictions, no male painter ever would have thought of asking a female member of his own- or anyone’s-family to model for his female figures or sit for a portrait.” (Fong, 1996) from the footnotes from this quote, Fong also states that “According to available evidence, female portraiture, if defined as a true likeness derived from life observation, did not exist in traditional China. The few examples of ancestral or commemorative pseudo-portraits belong to late Imperial China”. My understanding of this article titled “Images of Women in Traditional Chinese Painting” was that women were posed and painted to look submissive and portrayed how they were supposed to behave in the traditional patriarchal society. It is even more evident that the male artists’ biases skewed the final and often lasting image of the women they were painting with their preferences of how women should look and be perceived.
Chinese history stretches for almost 5000 years so while the standards for beauty have changed a lot, as one can expect with any civilisation, there is a general consensus for traditional beauty standards throughout Chinese history: narrow eyes, slim eyebrows, white skin, red lips often drawn to resemble the shape of a flower, and a slim figure. One dynasty that strayed from this slightly was the Tang dynasty (唐朝tang chao), which preferred fuller figured women. With many dynasties spanning hundreds of years, it would be inaccurate of me to suggest that the one style I would select for each dynasty would have been the one style favoured throughout the whole of that dynasty. With this being said, I would endeavour to select an amalgamation of the most popular styles for hair, makeup, clothing, figure, pose, etc. with the aim of best representing the favoured looks throughout the dynasty.
For the pages representing post-imperial styles, I found Jun Lei’s article for the journal of Modern Chinese Literature and Culture explores the aesthetics of the female body in early 20th century China useful, especially when referencing the changes in looks and methods for attaining the set beauty standards of the time. One of these methods being breast-binding, not too dissimilar to the foot-binding done a few decades prior, while arguably much less debilitating, still very restrictive. Lei uses the portrayal of the female body in women’s magazines and various visual and textual sources to build a picture of what the standards were for women at the time. With this information I would collect different samples of images of women in these magazines for the pages covering early 20th century women. 
While I was in China on my year abroad two years ago, on my first day there I had to get some passport sized photos for my visa applications and various other applications (pictured on the right of fig. 2). I went to a print shop where the staff took passport style photos, printed them, and cut them out for you. Once they had taken my picture, they starting edited my photo straight away without asking if I in fact wanted any editing to be done. This editing consisted of making my skin smoother and lighter (fig. 2), which was quite obviously the most frequently requested type of editing for such photos, as well as editing out stray hairs to make me look as presentable as possible. (Pictured on the left of fig. 2 another example of the picture editing from a few weeks after the first)
[image: ] (fig. 2)
I spoke to many different young women whilst in China who said that they do not leave the house without makeup on because they are expected to wear it. If the do not, people are likely to ask if they are sick or why they are they not embarrassed about not wearing makeup? I have seen skin lightening beauty products and various plastic surgeries being advertised, so it is no surprise to me that it is an extremely lucrative business. As Claudia Liebelt discusses in her 2016 article exploring beauty on a global scale and its ties to the economy, “In her study of cosmetic surgery in China, Wen Hua (2013), likewise analyses ‘beauty capital’ as of great concern for young Chinese who ‘regard an attractive appearance obtained from cosmetic surgery as a form of capital that can give them an edge in the job market’ (ibid.:80).”. The pressure for women in China to conform to the set beauty standards is so high that I wanted to explore these standards and how they have evolved. I decided to include my insight and personal experience in the world of beauty for women in China, though comparatively fairly limited, I thought it would provide a bit more reasoning to why my mind went straight to exploring women and beauty in China specifically. 
From what I have seen and been told, the main preferential facial features for a 21st century Chinese woman are big eyes with double eyelids, full lips, and an overall small face, with some people getting surgeries to achieve this. In terms of body figure, a smaller frame is preferred, and very pale skin is the goal for many Chinese women. While there, on sunny days even in 30+ degree heat women were covering themselves from head to toe to ensure their skin would not darken from the sun. While I do understand that in many hot parts of the world it is very common for people to cover up from head to toe to protect themselves from the heat, they do so with breathable materials and usually wear white which will keep you cooler. Most of the Chinese women I saw covering themselves up, however, were doing so with thick layers of what looked to be a polyester and cotton blend which will not keep a person cool in the heat. Women, and men as well but more publicly women, are more likely to go through uncomfortable and even painful measures to maintain a certain standard of beauty. I wanted to encapsulate what all those efforts amounted to for many of these women, and more importantly what ideal is their final goal after going to such lengths.
In terms of constructing something physical, I opted to just construct a very rough version of the flip book to help illustrate my idea, and in doing so come across some problems I previously had not thought of. I chose paper that was slightly thicker that average printer paper as most of these types of flip books I have seen (though mostly made for children) use very thick card pages, so I wanted to get as close to imitating that as I could with what resources I have currently available to me. I started off by cutting three equal sections of paper and folding them down the centre (figs. 3, 4).
 [image: ] (fig. 3)
[image: ] (fig. 4)
I then quickly realised I have no idea how to put together a three-part flip book so that the pages in all three sections can move independently of each other but the book as a whole remain intact. I tried a few different methods for binding the pages together, tape not working with being able to turn all the pages, but also not having a stapler big enough for the paper. I settled on cutting holes and tying ribbon through the smaller pages attaching them to two larger pieces of paper acting as the cover of the book (figs. 5, 6).
[image: ](fig. 5)[image: ](fig. 6)	
I then encountered the issue of if I were to draw or paint the images of the women onto the paper, it would be much easier to do that on one piece of paper then cut that into thirds rather than trying to draw on three separate parts, having to ensure everything matched up. Luckily however I will not be drawing or painting the images of the women, as I constructed the book just to help illustrate the concept of the flip book. Using an image of an 18th century painting housed in the British Museum of Hua Mulan (花木兰) said to be of the Sui dynasty (隋朝 sui chao) to further show (digitally at least) how this would be executed from the front (fig. 7). I chose a painting of Mulan as she is arguably one of the most famous Chinese historical figures known throughout most of the Western world. Using a person/figure with a reconisable name is often useful, and this painting specifically as it met my requrements being a single figure posed so the image could easily be split into thirds to highlight the concept for this book. Additionally the paintings I would be taking inspiration from would all be depicting women of the time that the painting was being created. Meaning the artist would have painted an image of a woman from the Han dynasty (汉朝 han chao) in the Han dynasty for example, to ensure the least amount of deviation with personal syles of artists from later dynasties altering the actual style of the time.
 (fig. 7)
This next image being the reverse side showing the dynasty that the style is from (fig. 8).
Sui Dynasty 隋朝 581-618 CE
Sui Dynasty 隋朝 581-618 CE
Sui Dynasty 隋朝 581-618 CE

With my aim being to show the chronological progression of the most popular ideas of beauty for women throughout the last 2000 or so years of Chinese history, this type of book would be suitable for all ages and would make a great addition to any museum or gallery exhibition, or library in fact. This style of book allows the reader to form different looks depending on which time period they choose to display for each of the three sections. Implementing interactive learning resources, from my experience, is a very useful and practical means for broadening peoples’ understanding of world history. 
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Figures 1-7 my own photographs.
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