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Modern Transformation of Talented Women: Asian Female
Painters’ Road to Professionalism in the Early Twentieth
Century

Shih, Shou-chien

The Institute of History and Philology
Academia Sinica

The year 1934 is especially memorable in the history of Asian female painters. Chen
Chin, a female painter in Taiwan, made her debut at Japan’s Imperial Art Exhibition with
the work “Ensemble,” launching her career as a professional painter. Two years later, she
was shortlisted for Japan’s government-sponsored fine arts exhibition with “The Women
of Sandimen Area.” The painting was bought and collected by the owner of Meguro
Gajoen in Tokyo—then the most active private art collector of Japanese paintings,
which officially earned Chen a place in the art market. Meanwhile, in Shanghai in 1934,
a multitude of female artists gathered to found the Chinese Women’s Calligraphy and
Painting Society, actively striving to establish women’s professional status in the realm
of art through the influence of the society. The Chinese female painters in Shanghai,
though without a credible official exhibition to rely on, were able to merge the learning
of art into professional education for women and create an advantage lacking in Taiwan.
Moreover, by disclosing lists of remuneration and organizing new-style exhibitions,
this group of female painters gained the support of mass media and thereby achieved
a major breakthrough in establishing an image of professionalism. The young female
painter Yu Feng, then 18 years old, was the very personification of this optimism and
positive outlook. Given their distinct cultural contexts at the time, both Taiwan and China
experienced a breakthrough in advancing women’s professional status in art. Although
neither succeeded in breaking the deadlock in women’s pursuit of liberation, this advance
can be regarded as a significant progress since the large-scale development of female
education.

The reasons for the temporary rise of women’s artistic professionalism in the 1930s,
and later, the lack of opportunities for this wave of professionalism to revive after the
war, deserve further investigation. Art education for women in East Asia had gained the
essential foundation for “modern” development in the 1930s. However, its freedom from
the society’s manifold doubts and attacks against women’s movements was likely to have
derived from the fact that this “modern” transformation of female education was still
subsumed under and thus protected by the tradition of “talented women.” Apparently,
the protection offered by this tradition ceased to exist because of the devastating impacts
during and after the war. Yu Feng turned her attention to addressing national crises—a
situation unrelated to Chen Chin’s experience in Taiwan. What Chen Chin faced after the
war was the collapse of the existing mechanism and world of art (i.e., Tokyo in this case).
While people strove for postwar reestablishment, female artists seemed to have no other
ways out but to return again to the old tradition of talented women.

(R3aisg)

Keywords: Female painters, Chen Chin, Women’s Calligraphy and Painting Society,
Lu Xiaoman, Yu Feng
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