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Following a year's preparation, the approach to and scale of the
exhibition <<Century - Woman>> can now be appreciated by all. As an
act of cultural encouragement by Dadi Assets Administration Corp., a
special attempt to support the field of art, we have put part of our collec-
tion on public display. We offer the opportunity for both perusal and
exchange, and accompanied by this publication, | believe the company's
act is of great import.

Art is only possible when people and society have developed to a
level that leads to the rise of spirit and culture. Art works stand as proof
of this spirit. But great art works are also the result of the artist's blood,
sweat, tears and inspiration in tandem with the activity of corporate col-
lectors who are in a position to "give" such exhibitions to the public. Art
not only belongs to artists, nor only to collectors but to everybody. When
corporations invest in collecting art, the creativity of artists is encour-
aged and art works infused with value. When a corporation commits to
making exhibitions and publications, the public is given a good cultural
model. By taking part in academic activities, artists can experience fair
criticism, appraisal and exchange, By actively collecting, large corpora-
tions create a high cultural profile for themselves. And all of these things
together accrue a healthy cultural atmosphere for the whole of society.

Even though we planned the <<Century - Woman>> exhibition on
the basis of our collection, our collection is humble, the number of works
limited. In one respect, we chose "Contemporary Women's Art" as the
theme of our collection because as we looked at the popular streams of
contemporary art, we knew our funds were limited. In another respect,
our consideration was because we felt our reach to be limited. However,
we hope that by focusing on one specific area, we can inspire other
corporations to pay greater attention to culture, to support art and push
forward the spiritual civilization plan.

As we sit here, on the eve of the millennium, <<Century- Woman>>
is as much a look back at the development of art in this century as con-
firmation of our faith in women artists for the next century. The majority
of the women artists taking part in this exhibition are very young; they

are surely the new hope for the future of Chinese art.

Writer @ Li Yong
Translator : Karen Smith

| must now give thanks all participating artists, without whose un-
derstanding, support and help, the planning of our collection and exhi-
bition would not have been realized so smoothly. We also give special
thanks to our exhibition co.-organizers the China Art Research Insti-
tute, the Comparative Art Centre, and the Women's Culture and Art
Association. This exhibition was made possible by the tremendous
scope of their hard work. We must equally thank all the organizer for
their willingness to lend both their knowledge and their name to the
project, without which it would have been very difficult for this exhibi-
tion to attain its high academic level. In addition, | give particular men-
tion to the hard work and organization of the host units, to the active
support of experts, magazines and media. Last but not least, we give
especial thanks to the China Art Gallery, the International Art Palace,
Modern Art Museum, and Hanwei Mansions for the use of their exhibi-

tion space and technical support.
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Women's Art As A Topic

The exhibition entitled ¢Century - Woman}) is not a group show
of women artists in the general sense. The criteria for selecting the
work was not determined by the fame or achievement of each indi-
vidual alone, but focused on whether or not the artist's work demon-
strates 'female characteristics' or experienced from a 'women's per-
spective'. It is these characteristics that separate women artists of the
1990s from those of any other time in history. Furthermore, gender
differences have recently become a popular topic in Chinese contem-
porary art. Although there have been many women artists in the past,
the notion of a 'Women's Art' has never arisen before. As women art-
ists through past ages painted using a formula created by men and
that was judged by men's standards, they made art without any gen-
der-identity or awareness of the self. In China, the process of develop-
ment from the germination of self-awareness to the appearance of a
discourse on and by women, was a long one. We have collected infor-
mation on and researched the history of women artists of the past
century. Our conclusion, and the academic starting point for this exhi-
bition, is that women's art has its own characteristics. In the modern
world, women artists interpret things in a different way and from a
different perspective to men. This is the value of women's art.

In contemporary art we should not seek to categorize artists ac-
cording to their sex, but at the same time, we can not deny those
distinguishing characteristics that naturally exist. In producing this ex-
hibition, we are more interested in the latter.

‘Women's Art' is a fact of Chinese contemporary art. Itis not an
inane concept for it is not in doubt. When collaboration between artists
who are husband and wife has been done, the wives go on to paint
differently from their husbands. The difference is down to the woman's
awareness of herself, by which is implied an awareness of her own
perspective, experience, standards of judgment, specific concerns and
interests. Even her approach to understanding the world, her ways of
thinking about and experiencing it are different from those of men. The
gender difference becomes the cornerstone upon which women's art
makes its foundation, and which characterizes its aesthetic indepen-
dence and spiritual direction.

¥

Jia Fang Zhou
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A Concise Historical Overview

To arrive at independent aesthetic characteristics and spiritual
direction is not easy. This, however, is the premise for artistic individu-
ality. For thousands of years, there was no place for women's art in
Chinese culture because women had no such individuality in what
was a male-dominated society. Hence the almost absence of any fe-
male inclination to be an artist. A woman historian in the Qing dynasty
wrote a book called 'Y utai Huashi' (History of Artin the Women's Room),
in which 215 women artists through history are recorded. They are
divided into categories like; (concubine, noble lady, lady-in-waiting and
courtesan). This shows that they were unable to identify themselves
as true artists because they were the possessions of men. This hardly
allowed them a sense of human dignity. Many intelligent women be-
came entertainers, therefore the 'objects of consumption' for the plea-
sure of men. In modern times, the historical situation of Chinese women
became an issue that was put forward as part of the social reform and
rise of intellectual women (around 1850). Kang Youwei and Liang
Qichao first urged 'Abolish feet-binding; Encourage education for
women' during the 'Reform Movement' (“Gai Liang"), expressing sym-
pathy for the suffering that women had endured throughout history.
Later, the May Fourth Movement further challenged traditional cul-
ture. Women were promised more freedom, by which women intellec-
tuals participated in cultural and artistic activities on an equal footing
with men. At the time there were many outstanding women atrtists. In
this movement, the achievement of women artists showed that they
could attain the same high standards as their male counterparts.

However, because 'Feminist Enlightenment' in China could never
extricate itself from the state of national crisis of the times, the onto-
logical proposition of the status and role of woman was placed way
down on the agenda. For the several decades after Liberation in 1949,
women's political rights and social status experienced unprecedented
development. However, the theory of equality between man and woman
ignored the differences between them and prevented women from
showing their individuality and bringing their potential into full play.
Once 'the roles accorded men become the purpose of women, the
meaning of equality was lost to the notion of male-like virility in which
even the sturdily built would be regarded as beautiful. This is just like
collectively turning women into men by transforming characteristics of
the female gender into male ones. So the forms of the art of women
artists of the times was hard and heroic like the men's.

Although we may find traces of a ‘'women's perspective' in some
of the outstanding works of art from the earlier part of this century, on
the whole, women artists didn't find their own value until the 1980s.
Most of them kept seeking opportunities to succeed in the men's world
on men's terms. Although we can sense the germination of a woman's
self-awareness in the work of Pan Yuliang in the 1930s, and the de-
velopment of female experience in the work of Zhou Sicong in the
early 1980s, it was only in the 1990s that women artists became aware
of chasing images from the heart and constructing personal methods
of discourse from the 'self', Hence, the idea of 'women's art' practice
became a topic for research and discussion.




The Essential Characteristics of Women's Art

Since 'Women's Art' is independent and different from that of their
male counterparts, it can be described in its own context and has its
own fundamental features. However, its richness and complex orien-
tation make this a difficult task. Here, we try to sum this up:

1. Not paying close attention to those extrinsic objects that have
nothing to do with personal feelings and life. Instead, paying more
attention to intrinsic inspiration from personal experience and instinct.
Such works of art show are more intimately about the individual.

2. Seldom taking motif analysis rationally. Stressing artistic intu-
ition. Their works are full of childlike fantasy, free sketching, an irratio-
nal composite of images and a mysterious interaction between the
physiological and psychological.

3. Being apathetic towards politics, history and philosophy, and
on the contrary, concentrating on the themes of nature, life, human-
kind and survival. Even paying attention to tiny, petty and ordinary
things much more than seeking the sublime.

4. Being generally disinterested in the men's world. They rarely
use man as artistic object, unlike male artists who commonly treat
women as objects of study. Women's art cares more about those ques-
tions pertaining directly to women. When they face their own ego, a
new spiritual domain hitherto unobserved, provides women artists with
a free space to explore.

5. Their methods of discourse are developed from traditional handi-
crafts. The traditional division of work was 'male farmers, and female
weavers', which trained women to have deft hands. Although modern
women seem to have little link with such handicrafts as stitching, weav-
ing and embroidery, women artists reveal an interest in them in their
art and turn it into a kind of individual discourse. They are not common
to the art works of all women artists, but surely are specific phenom-
enon in women's art as a whole.

6. Materials are often chosen from daily life and a sense of propin-
quity. Women artists not only prefer those of such traditional handi-
crafts, but are specially sensitive to these materials. Here, installation
artists show manifest and distinct characteristics of gender: needles,
thread, cotton, silk, wool, fibers and light materials. In the hands of
women artists, these objects of daily use are transformed into concep-
tual materials.

In short, women's art today is not the simple, implicit style of tradi-
tional woman artists. In this exhibition, we see works of traditional aes-
thetic values, and expansive styles as well. The style of works ranges
from lyrical to fantasy, romantic, aesthetic and idealist to mysterious,
violent, baroque, as well as those critical or visually irritating, those
dealing with reality, life and ego. These contemporary women artists
show us a wider artistic horizon. We can find common characteristics
in the different styles, which again makes women's art a viable topic.

Translator : Chen Yang Revise : Karen Smith

{Century - Woman) - Concept and Academic Purport

{Century + Woman)) , as the academic motif of this exhibition,
aims to present the development of the art of Chinese women in this
century and the new step that has been taken at the end of this cen-
tury, retroactively. The fundamental characteristics of the exhibition
are the historical span of one century and the comprehensiveness of
the varied ideas, styles and approaches that have been produced,
and which are evident in the very fabric of the exhibition.

The exhibition is divided into four parts:

1. History and Retrospection - History Through Documentation

The ‘Documentation’ section is a specifically constructed 'histori-
cal corridor' leading to the contemporary part of the exhibition, from
which the audience can learn of the evolution of women artists in China
during the past century. Passing the nucleus and external part of the
show, it is possible to understand the actions and reactions that have
had impact upon Chinese women's art.

2. ldea and Reality - Dadi Collection

The Dadi Collection is the nucleus of the show. There are two
reasons for this: first, is to give the public the opportunity to see the
Dadi Collection. Second is that it is complimented by the other spe-
cially crated sections in order to give a complete picture of women's
art.

3. Self and Environment - External Exhibition

Since the External exhibition picks up from the Dadi Collection, it
is not to be understood as secondary or peripheral. It is of great impor-
tance because it points to the future. However, in the light of the con-
temporary situation and environment, it can only be presented in the
form of an annex to the central part of the exhibition and shown be-
yond the confines of the main exhibition hall.

4. Continuation and Development - Special Exhibition

If the three parts of the exhibition represent three steps histori-
cally - the germination of woman's awareness; the development of
woman's experience; and the rise of women's art; then the forth sec-
tion is an ensemble playing with motifs from each of them. Here, the
academic motif is concentrated and represented by individual examples
from each of several generations.

The four parts of the exhibition represent the panorama and trends
in Chinese contemporary women's art, which contends the following:

1. Contemporary art by women artists in China is different from
any other period in history.

2. Women's art has become an essential part of contemporary
art in China, not to be left outside of the mainstream any longer.

3. Chinese contemporary art history will not be a history simply of
men's visual experience when a new chapter is interpolated by women
artists with their individual perspective.

4. The intelligence and dominant position that women artists pos-
sess are sufficient that men recognize them for what they are.

5. Women artists are no longer a silent minority. They have cre-
ated their own system of discourse concerning artistic exploration dif-
ferent from the way of men that women had previously adopted.

6. Chinese women are not just objects to be written about, painted
or enjoyed. Now they can write, paint and express themselves using
their own experience to construct a women's art and culture that be-
long to themselves and the human race as well. A special women's
spirit will develop from this culture, which is concerned for human des-
tiny, just as Goethe indicated in his poem: "Eternal women, leading us
to fly". It is illustrated in the final painting in the Dadi Collection - man
and woman fly side by side, to the sun, to the future.

PREFACE
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