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In early twentieth-century East Asia, two female types dominated the visual 
media: the Modern Woman and the Traditional Woman. The Modern 
Woman was depicted in the latest fashions and enjoying a lifestyle of the 
urban West; the Traditional Woman, in contrast, was the embodiment of 
the Confucian “good wife and wise mother.” The way in which these two 
constructs reinforced nationalism, colonialism, and consumerism is the 
subject of this collection of essays. By examining photography, painting, 
painting manuals, newspaper cartoons, exhibitions, women’s magazines, 
and calendar posters, these eight essays present a kaleidoscope of imagina-
tions about women in China, Japan, and colonial Korea roughly between 
1900 and the 1940s. The authors elucidate the conditions that shaped local 
perspectives on womanhood, beauty, and feminine prerogative; taken 
together, they bring into focus both the shared ideological orientations and 
the conflicts across East Asia.

Gender discourses in East Asia have historically coalesced around 
Confucian ethics, which teaches that the family is the microcosm of “all 
under Heaven.” Centuries of didactic texts and images preached female 
subordination to husbands and parents-in-law, in addition to thriftiness 
and chastity. These values were easily transformed into the modern ide-
ologies of nationalism, colonialism, and socialism, with an emphasis on 
sacrifice to the collective good. Symptomatic of this phenomenon were 
the recurrent appropriations of the Confucian ethical paradigm to glorify 
“womanly” attainments. Even the Modern Woman who rejected domestic-
ity and patriarchal subordination had to be understood under the shadow 
of Confucian influences.

The Modern Woman stood for free will and personal liberty. She was 
proud of her sexual and professional autonomy and defied age-old conven-
tions of female propriety. Besides donning Western high heels and cutting 
her hair, the Modern Woman publicly asserted her artistic ability, intelli-
gence, and political views. Her individualism challenged social stability but 
also countered what many local reformers accepted as internal weaknesses 
of the East. To reconcile these two aspects, East Asian governments and 
intellectuals drew up protocols that nurtured and celebrated female achieve-
ments (through educational, professional, and creative opportunities) but 
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in such a way that reaffirmed the primacy of the State and the national ide-
ologies that reinforced patriarchy. Therefore, although the Modern Woman 
no doubt became a popular icon in the twentieth century, the trope of the 
“good wife, wise mother” frequently resisted it so as to emphasize a woman’s 
special ability to strengthen the moral fabric of her country.

The intimate relationship between gender and ideology can be gleaned 
from an examination of official actions and policies. In Japan, the Meiji 
government provided a basic education to ninety percent of Japanese 
boys and girls,1 but besides fulfilling the State’s vision of a civilized society 
that could stand on a par with the most advanced Western nations, the 
system wanted to engineer gender norms. To prepare girls to be effective 
housewives under the emperor and to preserve a male-centered bureauc-
racy, girls’ education stressed art, feminine etiquette, and home economics 
rather than math and science.2

Gender control pervaded Chinese politics. Yuan Shikai, the first presi-
dent of the Chinese Republic, who briefly made himself emperor (in office, 
1912–16), endorsed a chastity cult that exalted Confucian paragons of 
female virtue such as the zhennü, a woman who remains a virgin for life 
even after the death of her fiancé. Some historians interpret Yuan govern-
ment’s blatant suppression of modern womanhood as a symbolic reasser-
tion of Han culture after the removal of the “barbaric” Manchus in 1911.3 
The Chinese Communist Party (CCP) in the 1920s and 1930s, despite its 
professed support of gender equality, was reluctant to make women’s rights 
a dominant issue in the villages, for fear of antagonizing male peasants.4

In Japan-occupied Korea (1910–45), women’s emancipation also did 
not find much success, as Korean men “obsessively disciplined and regu-
lated women’s bodies as metaphors for their uncontaminated, uninterrupted 
homonational (or homosocial) identity,”5 perhaps a hypermasculinist reac-
tion to national emasculation. Added to this condition was the Socialist 
vitriol against colonial, capitalist exploitation in which the Westernized 
(bourgeois) Modern Woman was conveniently complicit. During Japan’s 
wars with China and the Allies from 1931 to 1945, the colonialists exhorted 
Korean women to procreate and be good mothers, so their children would 
grow up to be eugenically fit imperial subjects.6 A reflection of this policy 
was the proliferation of paintings and sculptures depicting virtuous wives 
and breast-feeding mothers.

Of course, most rear-guard models of womanhood in East Asia created 
a certain tension with women’s emancipation, which originated in the West 
and, especially in the United States, where the fight for female suffrage 
reached its peak in the 1910s. Even then, Western proponents of the “New 
Woman” had to tread carefully. To make a New Woman look normal—
instead of appearing strident, mannish, and selfish—publications like the 
Ladies’ Home Journal emphasized beauty and domestic talents.7 One might 
say that America’s passage of women’s suffrage in 1920 owed much to these 
moderate depictions.
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The culture of women’s magazines then spread to East Asia. In China 
and Japan, the found iconography of the home-loving Modern Woman 
might also have had normalizing effects, although women’s suffrage in East 
Asia would be slower to bear fruit. It was not until 1936 that the Chinese 
Nationalist Party (GMD) generally granted women the right to vote in 
regions under its control, but only because the party was “not going to let 
the CCP have complete control of the ‘social issues’ agenda. Rather than a 
sign of sweeping cultural reform, allowing women’s suffrage activists into 
the political class presented no particular threat to the GMD’s continued 
hold on power because these active women were primarily elite or mid-
dle-class urbanites whose outlook clearly mirrored that of the men in the 
political class.”8

In Japan, where they were unable to overturn the government’s legal 
prohibitions on female membership in political parties, suffragists redi-
rected their attention to issues such as wage equality, better working condi-
tions, efficiency in housekeeping, and the need for government support for 
stay-at-home mothers.9 In Japan-controlled Korea, it was even more futile 
to demand female suffrage, as Korean men themselves had limited election 
rights on the local level and none on the State level. Without a suffrage 
movement, Korean women’s groups—in a spirit similar to that of their 
Japanese counterparts—devoted their energy to expanding educational 
opportunities, protesting labor abuse and sexual harassment, and reform-
ing dress codes—issues that affected their daily lives.10 Both Japanese and 
Korean women had to wait until after World War II to win the right to vote.

Although the women’s rights movements in East Asia did not lead to 
immediate success, they captured the mood of the interwar period (1910s–
30s), when a large segment of the region was seeing change and clamor-
ing for more. The year 1919 was a landmark: both China’s May Fourth 
Movement and Korea’s March First Independence Movement occurred. 
The former event, which began as a student-led protest against the transfer 
of Chinese territories to Japan at the Paris Peace Conference, evolved into 
an intellectual revolution. The latter was a mass demonstration that com-
pelled colonialists in Korea to abandon their brutally repressive governing 
style for, at least on the surface, a more “cultural” alternative (bunka seiji, 
1919–31). During this period, mechanisms were put in place to reward the 
talents and raise the social status of Korean (presumably male) subjects. 
As one scholar puts it, the “Cultural Rule” was a clever tactic “to reinte-
grate [the Korean] souls with the spirit of the Japanese nation,”11 or to use a 
Japanese expression, shinpuku (“submission out of loyalty”).

China’s May Fourth Movement overlapped with the New Culture 
Movement (mid-1910s–20s) and the New Literature Movement that pro-
moted foreign-influenced theories, subjects, and techniques in modern 
Chinese creative work. In 1918, Hu Shi, a forerunner of New Literature, 
paid tribute in a special issue of the influential magazine Xin Qingnian (New 
Youth) to the Norwegian playwright Henrik Ibsen. Thereafter, “Ibsenism” 
and especially Ibsen’s feminist play A Doll’s House became icons among 



4	 Visualizing Beauty

Chinese liberals. The central character, Nora, who leaves her husband and 
her “doll” life in order to find herself as “a human being,” resonated with an 
entire generation of Chinese men and women who desired intellectual and 
social emancipation from feudal ways.12 The same play had caused a sensa-
tion in Japan in 1911, under the direction of the theater critic and littéra-
teur Tsubouchi Shōyō, an Ibsen admirer. His cast included female actors, 
breaking a centuries-old ban that the Tokugawa shogunate had imposed 
to stem moral corruption in the theater.13 Ibsen and Nora went hand in 
hand with new culture, new morality, and new opportunities. Nora became 
a model for many East Asian writers and artists.

One of the greatest watersheds in East Asia during the second decade 
of the twentieth century was the death of Emperor Meiji (r. 1868–1912). 
He had been the first emperor of Japan’s constitutional monarchy, and 
his portrait used to hang in every school. During his reign, “elite politi-
cians from the two powerful fiefs of Nagato and Satsuma…pushed Japan 
toward industrialization and Westernization for fear of being colonized by 
the West. Their leadership was strongly supported by the Neo-Confucian 
ethic which promoted compassion by the ruling classes and obedience by 
the subjects.”14 However, since Japan’s stunning but costly military victory 
over Russia in 1905, the masses had grown fatigued of the sacrifices the 
state demanded of them in the form of higher taxes and other hardships.15 
Popular discontent erupted into strikes, calls for reform, and riots that 
lasted through the 1920s.16 Although Confucian ethics would remain invi-
olable in the imperial ideology, the people came to see its injunctions as 
no longer adequate to encompass the changing social morality. Important 
demographic shifts were taking place both in the cities and in the coun-
tryside. Thousands of farmers and their families were leaving the fields to 
work in hospitals, factories, and department stores, which hired both men 
and women. As more women earned income outside the home, even living 
away from their husbands or not marrying,17 the old Confucian tenet that 
“women should obey their husbands” lost some of its practical meaning.

A blanket term frequently invoked to describe Japan’s experience 
between 1910 and 1930 is “Taishō Democracy” (coinciding roughly with 
the reign of Emperor Taishō, 1912–26), when the state “lost its monopoly 
over gender [and other social] constructions.”18 People were speaking out on 
many issues from many positions. The period featured such distinguished 
women as Yosano Akiko, whose literary career spanned four decades, from 
1901 to 1939. She wrote tens of thousands of poems, published and lec-
tured regularly, and provided for a large family (eleven children and a liter-
ary husband whom she married for love). In her writings, she discussed 
such themes as the importance of female financial independence, “mutual 
submission” between husband and wife, the nobility of childbirth, and the 
honest expression of women’s perspectives over masculinist fantasies.19 
Yosano held that “any human being should be allowed to take on as many 
roles as she or he can manage,”20 a point of view that some of her female 
contemporaries criticized as too grandiose. In her essay, “My Views on 
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Chastity,” she rejected enforced chastity at the expense of a woman’s physi-
cal and emotional freedom. Yosano lamented having been habitually kept 
indoors by her overly strict parents while she was growing up, so that no 
man could “defile her chastity.”21 In 1918, a Chinese translation of this essay 
was published in Xin Qingnian by the Japan-educated “new literature” pro-
ponent Zhou Zuoren (1885–1967), who needed a corroborating voice in 
his own denunciation of the Early Republican government’s chastity cult.22

Yet, the majority of male intellectuals in the three principal East Asian 
entities argued for women’s rights in academic terms only; in their own 
households, patriarchal domination prevailed. For example, the giant of 
Chinese left-wing liberalism, Lu Xun (1881–1936) (also Zhou Zuoren’s 
brother), insisted that his “modern” lover Xu Guangping, who had liter-
ary aspirations, put his domestic (and secretarial) needs over her desire 
to develop a writing career.23 Analyzing the “patriarchal recidivism” of Lu 
Xun’s kind, Wang Zhen writes:

[The modern male] himself dreamed of being an independent person 
with individual freedom. Moreover his fundamental crisis was gener-
ated by a painful realization of his peripheral and subaltern position 
in China’s semicolonialization by the West. The comforting, centuries-
old sense of superiority enjoyed by Chinese male literati was forcefully 
undermined by the powerful, “superior” West. Taking a leading role 
in identifying an “oppressed” and “inferior” social group—women—
the modern intellectual reaffirmed his own superiority … The pro-
fessed purposes included overthrowing of feudalism, advancing the 
nation toward modernity, overcoming imperialism, and later, saving 
the nation … The altruistic nature of Chinese women’s emancipation 
eventually made some women feel more used than liberated [….]24

In other words, the incomplete translation of the rhetoric of women’s 
rights into real-life practice betrayed more than a personal failure of Early 
Republican intellectuals. The very discursive logic of gender equality in East 
Asia was frequently muddled by sets of competing dialectic: East and West, 
self-fulfillment and the greater good, national preservation and modernity. 
Perceptions of womanhood were the joint products of politics, education, 
literature, and visual culture circulated and transmitted through transla-
tion, the commodity market, and the mass media. Although it is not the 
purpose of this volume to account for all their means and manifestations, 
visual uses of gendered ideology will be tied to a network of other cultural 
and political apparatuses.

Since the works of Marsha Weidner, Patricia Fister, and Fumiko 
Yamamoto two decades ago,25 surprisingly few scholars have published 
volumes on East Asian women in the visual field (with the exception of 
film).26 Two notable contributions are Gender and Power in the Japanese 
Visual Field (2003) and Performing “Nation”: Gender Politics in Literature, 
Theater, and the Visual Arts of Japan and China, 1880–1940 (2008).27 The 
former covers Japanese topics from the premodern to the contemporary 
period, including an essay on Korea. The latter focuses on China and Japan 
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from an interdisciplinary perspective. Like these recent works, the present 
volume is a response to the burgeoning interest in gender research that goes 
beyond the White, Euroamerican zone, and in addition tries to understand 
East Asian phenomena cross-culturally.

Visualizing Beauty builds on previous studies by discussing China, 
Japan, and colonial Korea more inclusively. It also concentrates on visual 
artifacts over a confined period of several decades, when the motif of the 
Modern Woman was widely circulated. Despite the Modern Woman’s evo-
cation of feminist freedom, this volume draws attention to the concur-
rent assertions of Confucian patriarchy in the region. This “conservative” 
strand of cultural production is relatively overlooked in discussions of 
women in the twentieth century, due to epistemological assumptions that 
the “modern age” must be about radical change. This volume demonstrates 
that the Modern Woman and the Traditional Woman were equally present 
in modern East Asia. Understanding how they were represented, diffused, 
and consumed brings out some of the most powerful ideological forces that 
shaped the region’s politics and societies.

Chapters in the Book

Karen Fraser’s essay analyzes the first open-admission beauty contest in 
Japan. In 1907, young women from across the country submitted their pho-
tographs to compete for the title of “the most beautiful woman in Japan.” 
The event was organized by the Jiji shimpō newspaper in response to a call by 
the Chicago Tribune to look for attractive women with international appeal. 
Jiji shimpō specifically requested that the contestants be “ordinary” young 
women, that is, women from proper middle-class families. Public display of 
feminine beauty had been limited to the circle of geisha and entertainers, 
and photographic reproduction in newspapers had just been made possible 
by the North American invention of the half-tone process, and later, pho-
togravure. With the aid of new technologies the contest, which was a star-
tling, public subversion of norms of feminine behavior, acquired an aura of 
modernity that made it more acceptable than it otherwise would have been. 
Fraser tells us that photographs of the emperor and deceased soldiers were 
also being disseminated in newspapers to foster national pride at that time. 
Hence, this beauty contest, which placed Japanese women (whose photo-
graphs were often “submitted without the sitter[s’] consent or even [their] 
awareness”) in competition with other women around the world, repre-
sents one of the earliest extensions of the propaganda machine to middle-
class females. Occurring on the heels of Japan’s military victory over Russia 
in 1905, the event could not have been more timely. Of course, we might be 
reminded of the ideological precursor of Japan’s participation in the world’s 
expositions since the 1870s, when indigenous arts and crafts were deployed 
to bolster national pride and international prestige.

Gendered discourses depended vitally on print culture for their dis-
semination. It helped to circulate and contest new concepts of womanhood 
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in a commercial context, while also raising questions about the ethical 
implications. Lisa Claypool tackles some Chinese painting manuals that 
distilled body parts (such as eyes, noses, and hands) from old master paint-
ings in traditional styles. She positions this visual corpus, which served 
as a guide for both professional and amateur painters, in the polysemous 
culture of Shanghai in the late Imperial and early Republican era. While 
it is tempting to stop at the conservative typology that these painting 
manuals extol—a dreamscape of beautiful women, all of whom are vaguely 
alike—Claypool adroitly reads the images of “gentlewomen” in these paint-
ing manuals as a backlash against the iconographic overkill of the Modern 
Woman: “For the editor Ye Jiuru, a key part of his project was importing 
shinü paintings into the domain of a particular language and keeping them 
there, divorced from a different language calling for female equality of the 
May Fourth Movement (1919) and earlier. The genre, defined internally 
between the manual covers, aimed to ‘speak’ of a one-dimensional feminin-
ity that was deliberately conceived to be out of touch with contemporary 
progressive discourse on women’s roles and lives, and was made distinct 
from modern representations of ‘new bodies.’” Even though the paint-
ing manuals promote a kind of homogeneity in feminine portrayal and 
are starkly traditional in style, the timing of its publication as well as its 
meshing of certain female types (good wives and virtuous women) with 
nationalist ethos put the work squarely in the gendered ideological debates 
of the time.

The painting manuals analyzed by Claypool provide a useful counter-
point to Francesca dal Lago’s essay “How ‘Modern’ was the Modern Woman? 
Crossed Legs and Modernity in 1930s Shanghai Calendar Posters, Pictorial 
Magazines, and Cartoons.” The essay offers insights into the quintessen-
tial Modern Girl with reference to a specific body language. The eroticized 
“crossed-legged” posture was widely used in advertisements and posters 
produced by manufacturers of modern novelties such as cigarettes and light 
bulbs. “Conceived as an amalgam of local and foreign expressions, which 
made it one of the most original products in twentieth-century Chinese 
visual culture,” the calendar posters “developed a distinct representational 
method to achieve heightened realism in color and anatomical definition.” 
Dal Lago demonstrates that the sexualized female body as a recurrent trope 
in Shanghai commercialism was entwined with the visual representations 
of city life as well as with the literary and filmic conceptions of the urban 
spectacle. She goes on to trace leg-crossing to other erotic bodily signifi-
ers in older Chinese imagery, underscoring a shift to a standard Western 
body type for beautiful women as part of semicolonial Shanghai’s embrace 
of free-market capitalism.

Dress codes and body language are potent expressions of gender 
politics. However, they are not always stable signifiers, as Hung-yok Ip 
demonstrates. She explores the visual celebration of feminine beauty and 
fashion in an unlikely context: China’s Communist Revolution. Scholars 
have generally assumed that Communist female iconography from the 
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pre-Cultural Revolution era was already dominated by austerity, androg-
yny, or both. However, an interest in female beauty was fully present during 
the revolutionary process. Women revolutionaries represented another 
kind of Modern Woman who used beauty politically, to win converts by 
demonstrating cosmopolitanism and refinement, “temporarily act[ing] 
out alternative social roles” to that of the militant proletariat. Interaction 
among Communists themselves also seemed to reinforce the perception 
that female beauty was rewarding. Ip’s essay conveys the variety of aesthetic 
practices that women activists adopted in service of the Communist cause.

Activism took on a more personal form in the life of the painter-
writer Na Hye-seok (1896–1948). A “Korean Nora” who refused to be con-
strained by the discourse of patriarchal femininity, Na pursued free love, 
got divorced, and vehemently defended her self-reliant lifestyle. Eschewing 
simple biographical interpretations, however, Yeon Shim Chung meticu-
lously presents Na as a case study of the Modern Girl in colonial Korea. 
The quintessential Modern Girls are “shopping girls [who] challenged tra-
ditional gender roles and centuries of Confucian morality by accumulating 
products that enhanced female beauty and sexuality.” The homonational-
ists would cast these material girls as byproducts of unbridled capitalism 
and insensitive to the plight of their village sisters. As a woman allied with 
the urban, bourgeois camp, Na came in for her share of social censure. Yet 
she unstintingly pursued modern womanhood through her art and became 
the first significant female painter in colonial Korea. Surprisingly little has 
been written about this important artist. This essay is a rare analysis of Na’s 
works that takes into consideration the larger contexts of gender and colo-
nial politics.

Elaborating on the patriarchal gender discourse in colonial Korea, 
Yisoon Kim presents a group of artworks produced for the Joseon Art 
Exhibitions (1922–45) by male Korean artists. Launched during the period 
of Cultural Rule, these were government-sponsored, annual juried events 
(modeled after Japan’s official Bunten and Teiten) at which Koreans com-
peted with resident Japanese for de facto recognition as leaders of the colo-
nial art world.28 The paintings and sculptures Kim focuses on celebrated 
virtuous women, nursing mothers, and devoted housewives—opposites of 
what Na Hye-seok stood for. These images were not merely updated ver-
sions of exemplary women from the Confucian tradition. Notably, the 
recurrent portrayals of the chaste but tortured heroine Chunhyang per-
petuated a gendered politics in which both the Japanese colonizers and 
Korean nationalists called for women to sacrifice their own interests and 
desires for the betterment of society. So represented, women existed only as 
a political idea inscribed in the patriarchal symbolic order. As Julia Kristeva 
tells us, whereas production of a child secures for the woman a place in the 
patriarchal order, childbirth indicates her bodily difference, her distinction 
from the male—a state that Kristeva calls “m/other.”29 Those Korean males 
who exhibited maternal imagery seemed comfortable with their hegem-
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onic gender position and wittingly or otherwise acted as mouthpieces for 
Japan’s imperialist ideology.

By comparison, the Korean females featured in the works by Japanese 
painters of the same period appear much less narrowly defined although 
equally stereotyped. Kaoru Kojima considers the works by Fujishima 
Takeji (1867–1943), Tsuchida Bakusen (1887–1936), and Hayami Gyoshū 
(1894–1935). The three painters’ attraction to the Western figural tradition 
reflected their cosmopolitan education and travel experiences: “‘Gisaeng 
(Korean geisha) Tourism’ was a main entertainment for Japanese travel-
ers, and postcards with photographs of gisaeng were widely circulated… 
[The gisaeng in one Bakusen painting] seemed to be largely an amalgama-
tion of popular imagery and stylization.” At the same time, these peculiar 
Japanese depictions created a fantasized femininity with latent assertions 
of Japanese nationalism and colonial superiority over the Koreans. These 
works naturally invite comparisons with European Orientalist representa-
tions of African and Middle Eastern women popular during the nineteenth 
century.30 In the 1920s and 1930s, paintings that took the colonized female 
bodies as their theme could be found in both traditional-style brush paint-
ings and Western-style oil paintings in Japan. Doubling as fūzokuga (genre 
pictures), these images epitomized the urban Japanese male gaze in the age 
of rapid industrialization.31

In the final essay, Sarah Teasley discusses a more specifically discipli-
nary manifestation of gender divisions. She probes the opposition between 
architecture and interior decorating in Japan, the former conceived as a 
male practice, the latter female. Unlike architectural texts that taught 
men to design structure and rational form, interior decoration guides for 
women stressed the creation of beautiful domestic environments as part of 
bourgeois women’s responsibilities. Teasley explains these female respon-
sibilities as outcomes of Japan’s holistic molding of its national subjects: 
“the refined sensibility produced by aesthetic education would make the 
creation of beautiful interiors almost automatic, the application of the 
general principles of beauty of heart and form that the user—the house-
wife—had learned through moral education, physical education, academic 
study, and practice.” To support these women’s mission, new art and inte-
rior decoration sections of department stores supplied household furnish-
ings appropriate for a variety of seasons, room functions, and social ranks. 
Investigations of these materials simultaneously raise the important issue 
of class in determining attitudes towards the relationship of beauty to the 
ideal housewife.

The encoding of gender was a highly elaborate and varied enterprise. 
The positions staked out in this book remind us of how integral women’s 
bodies, visual attributes, and lifestyles were to the modern imagination in 
all three cultures studied here. Although the influential works of Said and 
others have debunked notions of sameness among the non-West,32 before 
discarding all categorical thinking, we might ask if there were specific con-
texts and certain circumstances in which an intentionally encompassing 
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view of a region could in fact be useful. This volume makes the case that, 
in the early decades of the twentieth century, China, Japan, and Korea pos-
sessed a proximate set of mentalités with respect to their gendered ideologies. 
Instead of a mere coincidence, the phenomenon can be vividly illustrated 
as an extension of specific “East Asian” biases as well as an expression of a 
common ambivalence towards modernization and Westernization during 
one of the most creative, materially diverse, and sociopolitically intricate 
periods in the region’s history.
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Chapter 3

1.	 The following explanation appears on the labels attached to all Alan Chan’s garments and products: “All 
designs capture the unique local flavor of modern and nostalgic themes mainly from Hong Kong [sic]. 
This splendid taste of the legendary lifestyle of the orient is made available to you exclusively from Alan 
Chan Creations.”

2.	 Several publications have recently appeared on the yuefenpai genre: Wu Hao, Zhuo Baichang, Huang 
Ying et.al., Duhui modeng yuefenpai 1910–1930s (Modern Metropolitan yuefenpai) (Hong Kong: San 
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auspicious and decorative purposes. According to Pu Ji, the term itself existed before it came into 
commercial use, referring to a genre of New Year prints with an image in the center and a one- or 
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encouraged to aspire. Given an extant gender division of labor which identified shopping as women’s 
work, it was women above all who were thus defined in this way through mass-produced images of 
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28.	 The painting is reproduced in Sotheby’s Auction Catalogue, November 25, 1991, New York, lot 62.
29.	 Cahill, Lecture 3, 48.
30.	 For the fetishistic overtones of the representation of a woman’s foot, see Birrell, 13.
31.	 See Gail Hershatter, Dangerous Pleasures: Prostitution and Modernity in Twentieth-Century Shanghai 

(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1997), 83. Birrell, in her anthology on early Chinese love 
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reveal a fascination for the opulent minutiae of feminine fashion. The typical portrait shows woman 
adorned with fine jewels, costly silk clothes, and elaborate make-up. She indicates her beauty and worth 
in a very material way through the sheer opulence of her personal décor… What this amounts to is an 
aesthetic convention of courtly love poetry: woman is adored when adorned.” See New Songs from a 
Jade Terrace, 10.

32.	 The genre of beautiful ladies in the nianhua iconographic tradition is often called shinü. John Lust 
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modern women with that of the traditional courtesans, via the genre of courtesan literature. “Courtesan 
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of a new discourse which was made problematic precisely because it was derived from the courtesan 
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36.	 In Wu Hao et al., the poster is dated 1931. On stylistic grounds it is comparable with other images by 
the same author, such as an advertisement of a pharmaceutical company bearing a 1924–25 calendar, 
and thus I am inclined to attribute this painting to an earlier period, such as the late 1920s.

37.	 Birrell, 1. She also remarks how the different representation of men and women in poetic conven-
tions are generally marked by the fact that, while the woman remains constantly behind, often by a 
window—the only outward opening from where to see and be seen—the man, in contrast, “is free to 
walk down the highways and byways of life” (20).

38.	 Hershatter, 87. In Cao Yu’s play Richu (Sunrise), in which the protagonist, Chen Bailu, is a high-class 
prostitute, most acts are set in a luxurious hotel suite that the author describes as furnished in an 
eclectic fashion. See Cao Yu, Sunrise: A Play in Four Acts, trans. Steven Rendall (Berkeley: University of 
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41.	 For this explanation I am indebted to Huang Suning, a Chinese woman artist specializing in folk art 
and living in New York. Later on, yuefenpai would often be executed in a collective manner, artists 
specializing only in the execution of the face. See Zhang Yanfeng, II, 70, and Wu Hao et al., 11–2. See 
also Nian Xin, ed. Shanghai yuefenpai nianhua jifa (The Technique of Shanghai yuefenpai New Year 
Pictures) (Shanghai: Shanghai Renmin Meishu Chubanshe, 1983).
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a woman are generally perceived as “a lack of accepted control over her sexuality.” She also describes 
what are generally understood as invitational gestures specific to women in “quasi-courting” situations: 
“crossing the legs, exposing the tights, placing a hand on a hip, exhibiting the wrist or palm, protruding 
the breast, and stroking the thigh or wrist.” This set of “feminine” posture functions as “heavier gender 
identification signals by women in the presence of men.” See Henley, Body Politics. Power, Sex, and 
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49.	 On the subject of the guides to prostitution, see Hershatter, Part 1 “Classifying and Counting,” 34–68.
50.	 “Upper-class prostitutes (or prostitute-“entertainers”) in cities were expected not just to mirror but to 

be on the cutting edge of…change. Female entertainers were expected to titillate with their moder-
nity. Their flaunting of daring western dress, hairstyle, makeup, cigarettes, and liquors was intended to 
attract male customers.” Gronewald, 58.

51.	 Lao She, “A Vision,” (c.1930s) in Crescent Moon and Other Stories, trans. Gladys Yang (Peking: Panda 
Books, 1985), 90.

52.	 This advertisement was produced by the professional Zhiying Studio. The studio was founded around 
1923 by Hang Zhiying (1901–47), a native of Zhejiang who, at an early age, had been employed in the 
advertising department of the Commercial Press in Shanghai. Hang made his fortune thanks to his 
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eighty paintings a year. Among them, one of the best-known teams was that of Li Mubai (1913–91), 
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the last stage of development of the yuefenpai genre before its political “reinterpretation” under the 
Communist regime. As proof of the long-lasting influence of this production, Hang Zhiying’s son, 
Hang Minshi, continued in his father’s career, designing auspicious New Year pictures in the Socialist 
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