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                   A Study of the History of Women Artists in Taiwan     

                                                      Abstract 

Gender discrimination and subjugation of women is prevalent in some form or other whenever 

and wherever a society is characterized by patriarchy. It can be found in various areas and fields 

including the world of art. My study aimed to create the awareness regarding gender 

discrimination and subjugation as a universally prevalent phenomenon in the world of art 

throughout history. It attempted to highlight especially the contributions of women artists and 

shed light on the external limitations they faced throughout history from a gendered point of 

view. Among the various discourses surrounding gender issues, this study is another attempt to 

highlight gender discrimination and subjugation as a deep-rooted aspect of patriarchy. This study 

focuses on Taiwan, a country known for its rich history and artistic brilliance. I wanted to 

conduct a thorough historical study of women artists in Taiwan, explore their works and 

contributions as well as the constraints they faced in their pursuit of a career in art, through 

historical research method. The objectives of my study are: a. to study the history of women 

artists in Taiwan; b. to highlight their contribution in the world of art and c. to find out the 

challenges they faced because of their sex and to ascertain the reasons behind their secondary 

status in comparison to male artists.  

Introduction  

In an article titled "Were the First Artists Mostly Women?", published by National Geographic, a 

study conducted by archeologist Dean Snow of the Pennsylvania State University was discussed. 

It stated that women created most of the earliest known cave paintings. After analyzing hand 

stencils in eight caves in Spain and France, the study found that three-quarters of the handprints 

in cave paintings were those of women (Hughes 2013). In Historia Naturalis, Pliny the Elder, the 

scholar from ancient Rome mentioned women artists Aristarete, Timarete, Olympia, Iaia of 

Kyzitos, Helen of Egypt and Kalipso (Munsterberg 1975: 10; Owens 1997: 5). Throughout 

history, there have been distinguished women artists like Sofonisba Anguissola, Lavinia Fontana, 

Artemisia Gentileschi, Judith Leyster, Elisabeth Vigée -Lebrun and Rosa Bonheur. Women have 

contributed to the world of art throughout centuries yet their contributions have, in most cases, 

been underrepresented in art history. The picture remains similar in the East as well. For 
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instance, in her study of Chinese imperial women belonging to the song dynasty, Hui-Shu Lee 

found that apart from certain exceptions, studies on imperial women's involvement in art are 

scanty. According to her, in spite the remarkable cultural achievements of the Song dynasty and 

the advancement in the study of the women from the Song dynasty, there is a discernable silence 

when it comes to women's involvement in art (2010: 3-4). Early twentieth century books on art 

history such as The Story of Art by E.H. Gombrich and Art in the Western World by J.J. Garrison 

did not contain the names and works of women artists. The renowned H.W. Janson's History of 

Art book also did not mention women artists when it was first published in 1962 (Broude and 

Garrard 1194: 16). Moreover, women have been subjected to social constraints in relation to 

pursuing their artistic interests. Women artists have obtained a lower status than men throughout 

history and were often amateurs as the dedicated pursuit of a career in art was thought to be 

conflicting with femininity. 

   The feminist movement of the 1960s in Europe and the United States permeated in the world 

of art and in the 1970s, an increasing focus on women's contribution and exclusion in the art 

world was discernable. According to Broude and Garrard, feminist art aided in generating 

postmodernism in the United States. Some of the basic ideas of postmodernism can be attributed 

to feminist breakthrough such as: comprehending gender to be a product of social construction 

instead of being naturally constructed; the validation of art forms that do not belong to the "high-

art" category such as performance art, craft and video; challenging the idea of universality and 

emphasizing on the "pluralist variety rather than totalizing unity" (1994: 11). Moreover, the 

1970's Feminist Art movement was a big turning point in the history of women and the history of 

art (ibid: 12).  

   Feminist art researchers such as Griselda Pollock, Rozsika Parker, Marsha Meskimmon and 

Christine Battersby contended that throughout history, the masculine roles and masculinity have 

been equated with the term artist. For example, being genius has been associated exclusively 

with the male (Wang 2009: 27).  One of the pioneering feminist works on female artists is Why 

Have There Been No Great Female Artists? by art historian Linda Nochlin, first published in 

1971. According to Nochlin, women faced limitations in art training as a result of unfair 

educational and institutional practices (Sandell 1979: 19). She asserted that the constraint 

imposed on women regarding access to nude models have been a decisive factor in making 
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women achieve a secondary status as artist in comparison to men. Nochlin stated that "The 

formal academic program normally proceeded from copying from drawings and engravings, to 

drawing from casts of famous works of sculpture, to drawing from the living model. To be 

deprived of this ultimate state of training meant to be deprived of the possibility of creating 

major art—or simply, as with most  of the few women aspiring to be painters, to be restricted to 

the "minor" and less highly regarded fields of portraiture, genre, landscape, or still-life. It is 

rather as though a medical student were denied the opportunity to dissect or even examine the 

naked human body" (1988: 159-60).  

   According to her, as women were perceived as outsiders to the field of art, they were not 

allowed artistic training or the practice of art in the field characterized by male dominance. The 

power and creative energy of a woman were to be focused on her "major" duties of maintaining 

her family, husband and children. Further, as patriarchal values associate the male with 

positivity, creativity and culture and the female with nature, obedience and passivity, women's 

creativity could not help but suffer (Wang 2009: 27-28). A number of works on women in art 

followed after Linda Nochlin's landmark essay, focusing on female artists and women as 

sexualized subjects in paintings. 

   In 1985, the feminist group Guerrilla Girls was formed in New York. They are still very active 

today in the art world. The group comprises of feminist female artists who focus on gender and 

racial discrimination in the art world. The group is characterized by anonymity where members 

use pseudonyms and wear gorilla masks. As described by the group, "If you're in a situation 

where you're a little afraid to speak up, put a mask on. You won't believe what comes out of your 

mouth" (The Guerilla Girls, The Art Story 2019). They began by making a range of protest 

posters that displayed the striking absence of female artists as well as the almost non existence of 

black artists in the domain of art. They make use of items such as posters, billboards, books and 

also make public appearances to highlight corruption and discrimination. They describe 

themselves as "the conscience of the art world," Their approach and efforts have proved 

effective, successful and influential in many contexts (ibid; Guerrilla Girls, Artsy; Guerrilla 

Girls, Tate). 
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Fig. 1 DO WOMEN HAVE TO BE NAKED TO GET INTO THE MET. MUSEUM?, 1989  

 

Objectives of the Study: 

a. to study the history of women artists in Taiwan.  

b. to highlight their contribution in the world of art. 

c. to find out the challenges they faced because of their sex and to ascertain the reasons behind 

their secondary status in comparison to male artists.  

Methodology 

I have adopted the historical research method to conduct my research on women artists in 

Taiwan throughout history. By focusing thoroughly on various documents in relation to art in 

general and women's art in particular, throughout history, different forms of artifacts, scholarly 

interpretations of the issue, oral testimonies etc, I have examined the objectives of my study.  

A Brief History of Taiwan 

In order to understand the development of women's art in Taiwan, it is pertinent to understand 

the context within which it developed and thus it is important to know the general history of 

Taiwan. Although the written records of Taiwanese history started from the late seventeenth 

century, archeological discoveries revealed that in Taiwan, the early inhabitants can be traced 
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back to the time frame within thirty thousand to fifty thousand years ago (Chou 2015: 16). 

Traces of prehistoric cultures in Taiwan have been found in fifteen hundred to sixteen hundred 

sites with Yüanshan being one of the earliest places to be discovered in 1897. The discovery of 

Yüanshan not only acted as a proof of Taiwan's stone age, but also promoted research in the field 

of archaeology in Taiwan (ibid: 21-22). During the prehistoric period, contact between the 

inhabitants of Taiwan and other islands was scanty (Wang 2012:11). However, before being 

discovered by the Europeans in the sixteenth century, Taiwan was known to the neighbours.  

Even though it was only in the seventeenth century that the term "Taiwan" was used for the 

entire island, there are probable references to Taiwan in the records of ancient China (Chou 

2015: 49-50).   

   Taiwan was discovered by the Europeans in the sixteenth century when the Portuguese were 

sailing past the island. They were amazed by the island's scenic beauty and referred to Taiwan as 

Ilha Formosa. Ilha implies island in Portuguese and Formosa means beautiful (ibid: 49). Ever 

since the seventeenth century, Taiwan has been subjected to a series of colonization. It started 

with occupation of Taiwan by the Dutch East India Company in 1624 which lasted for 38 years, 

followed by the occupation by Cheng Ch'eng-kung, the Ming Dynasty loyalist in 1662. After two 

decades, Taiwan was further taken over by the Ching Empire and their regime lasted until the 

end of the nineteenth century with the Japanese occupation in 1895. The Japanese rule of fifty 

years (1895-1945) ended after the Second World War and with the taking over by the Chinese 

Kuomingtang (KMT) (ibid: 57-59; Wang 2012:11-12).  

   In the seventeenth century, Han people from China immigrated to Taiwan in massive numbers 

due to the political upheavals as a result of the transition from Ming to the Ching dynasty. Later, 

between 1945 to 1953, 1.2 million people immigrated from China to Taiwan due to the Chinese 

civil war and also because of the relocation of the government of the Republic of China to 

Taiwan. These immigrants were not only the Han Chinese people, but also people from 

southwestern China, Tibet and ethnic communities from Mongolia (Geography and 

Demographics, The Republic of China Yearbook 2016). Even though over ninety five percent of 

the population in Taiwan claim Han Chinese ancestry, there are almost five hundred thousand 

new immigrants from China as well as Southeast Asia, and also there are sixteen indigenous 

tribes that are officially recognized in Taiwan (People, Taiwan.gov.tw 2018).  
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   In Taiwan, women could become artists only from the time of the Japanese colonial period. 

During the time of the Ching dynasty, education was limited to the male population and before 

the modern period, women in Taiwan did not get the opportunity to learn techniques of ink 

painting. Crafts such as embroidery and knitting were regarded as women's work or nügong by 

Confucian Literati and women's artistic endeavors did not get the privilege to go beyond that.  In 

the traditional society of China and Taiwan, "high art" was equated to Literati painting and 

women were not given the right to be a part of its creation. Changes in the status of women 

began to take place from the Japanese colonial period where they started to receive modern 

education including art education (Lai 2007: 133). The following section explores the history of 

women artists in Taiwan. 

Women and Art in Taiwan 

As already mentioned, women's art in Taiwan, started to develop from the Japanese colonial 

period. According to Lai, women's art in Taiwan can be categorized into three periods. The first 

period falls within the time frame of the Japanese occupation (1895-1945), characterized by the 

"classical tradition", where women's awareness developed for the first time. The second period 

consists of the time following the Second World War (1945-1980), which was marked by the 

characteristic of the "East-West dialectic", when the culture of Taiwan was modernized and 

feminism appeared. The 1980s and the 1990s form the third period when women's art blossomed 

fully as Taiwanese society was characterized by an increase in freedom, cultural autonomy and 

internationalism pluralism (1998: 19). Before the 1980s, solo exhibitions by women artists were 

rarely heard of. However, since the 1990s, with the return of numerous women artists and art 

historians to Taiwan after studying from abroad, bringing with them the ideas of feminist 

consciousness and feminist theory, several exhibitions focusing on women artist were held in 

Taiwan (Lei 2013: 31).  

1895-1945 

   Even though Taiwanese women could receive education during the Japanese colonial rule, they 

still faced several challenges from a patriarchal society. Additionally, the Japanese system of 

education was an elite system of education, where only girls belonging to the upper class or 

wealthy families could participate. As a result, their art works were more or less characterized by 
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the essence of the upper class. Moreover, as these women were associated with the cultural 

system of the colonial government, their artworks were marked by the characteristics of Japanese 

modern art. (Lai 2007: 134). They were trained by either Japanese artists or by Taiwanese artists 

who received art education in Japan and thus their techniques, painting forms and styles 

contained the influence of modern Japanese painters (ibid 134-135). The Japanese introduced 

Western modern sculpture and painting as well as nihonga1 (Japanese painting) in Taiwan 

(Wang 2013: 39). 

   Although there were not any separate art institutions for women, the advancement of art 

education by girl's high school faculties impacted many students and several exhibitions were 

organized by the authorities where their talents could be presented (Lai 1998:21). Most of the 

female artists who were active participants in the colonial art exhibitions known as the the Taiten 

(Taiwan Bijutsu Tenrankai or Taiwan Fine Arts Exhibition) and the Futen (Taiwan Sōtokufu 

Bijutsu Tenrankai or Taiwan Government-General Art Exhibition, had Gōhara Kotō as their 

drawing teacher who was a famous Japanese artist and drawing teacher at the Taihoku Third 

Girls’ High School as well as the Taihoku Women’s Colleg (Lai 2007: 134-135). As per the 

research conducted by Lai, twenty-three women in Taiwan were involved in painting under the 

Japanese cultural system. They are: Zhang Li Dehe, Lin Zhoucha, Huang Huaren, Chen Jin 

(Chin), Cai Pin, Li Yan, Xie Baozhi, Guo Cuifeng, Qiu Jinlian, Chen Xuejen, Peng Rongmei, 

Huang Hehua, Zhou Hongzhou, Lin Aqin, Huang Zaozao, Zhang Pianpian, Zhang Shanshan, 

Zhang Minzi, Lin Yuzhu, Zhang Lizi, Huang Xinlou, Chen Binü and Huang Biyue (ibid 134-

138). However, only six of them were recorded in magazines and newspapers. Apart from many 

women going to primary schools for receiving modern education, some women also received 

education in private Confucian schools (sishu) or were taught literature and culture by family 

tutors. Their portrayal of women in their art works were done in a traditional style and differed 

from the portrayal of women by the female artists who received modern education (ibid 134).   

 

   Chang Lee Te-Ho was one of the first women in Taiwan to receive Japanese modern education 

 

 

1 Nihonga can be understood as a style of painting technically based on Japanese traditional painting but with a more 

Westernised subject matter and colour content (Kojima 2007:111).  
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She was born into a prominent family in Yunlin County and from a very early age, she received 

education in chess, music, painting and calligraphy, which form the four traditional Oriental arts. 

She began learning traditional Japanese painting in 1930 at the age of 38. (Lin 2013: 51-53). She 

participated in the Taiwan Fine Arts Exhibition for the first time in 1933 when she was already 

41 but after that she participated eight times in it. She was included in the category of "regular 

exhibitor", an immensely prestigious honour in the field of art during the Japanese colonial 

period (Lai 1998:20). From 1939 to 1941, she won Special Honours at the Taiwan Governor-

General's Exhibition for three times in a row. In 1942, she was chosen as Specially Selected 

Artist and later in 1943, she won the Artist with Recommendation Award (Lin 2013: 53).  

 

 

Fig. 2 CHANG LEE TE-HO, PHALAENOPSIS, GOUACHE ON PAPER, COLLECTION OF TAIPEI FINE ARTS 

MUSEUM 
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   One of the most famous Taiwanese painters of all time is Chen Chin. In the words of Yu-chun 

Lin, "Chen Chin was the most important Taiwanese woman painter of the modern era and a 

representative figure who pursued formal studies in Japan and devoted her whole life to art. Her 

works are elegant and refined and demonstrate a blending of Eastern and Western cultures and a 

committed pursuit of modernity" (2013: 53). There are a lot of "firsts" associated with her name. 

She was the first Taiwanese painter to graduate from a formal nihonga academic institution and 

one of the first Taiwan women to receive a modern education abroad (ibid). She was among the 

first three Taiwanese artists (and the first woman artist) whose works were selected for the East 

Asian painting section in the first Taiwanese Art Exhibition. The three artists came to be called 

as "The Three Youths of Taiten" (Chou 2015: 256). She was also the sole Taiwanese tōyōga2 

(Oriental-style) painter whose paintings were selected six times in Japanese official exhibitions 

(Lai 2007:145). From 1932-1934, she was the only Taiwanese to be part of the jury panel for the 

section of nihonga at the Taiwan Art Exhibition. Moreover, she was the first nihonga artists from 

Taiwan to be accepted in Tokyo's Imperial Fine Art Exhibition (Lin: 2013: 53).  

   During her stay in Japan, after graduating from the Tokyo Women's Art College, Chen Chin 

learned bijinga (beauty painting) from one of the masters of modern bijinga, Kaburaki Kiyotaka 

In the initial years, Chen's portrayal of women were mostly "Japanized icons". From 1932 

onwards and till the end of the Japanese rule in Taiwan, Chen's bijinga transformed from women 

of metropolitan Japan to local Taiwanese women. Her paintings were also marked by the usage 

of Taiwanese local colours (Lai 2007: 145-147). In her own words "In order to compete with 

others, I needed to show my character…if I had drawn Japanese subject matter it would have 

been much more convenient for me, because I lived in Japan at that time. But after careful 

thought, I made a decision to depict Taiwan's local subjects since I was Taiwanese" (Cited in 

ibid 147-148).  According to Xue, "Chen declared the strength and will of Taiwan's women 

through her efforts at a time when Taiwanese artists were nearly all men" (National Taiwan 

Museum of Fine Arts). 

2Tōyōga is also known as gouache painting developed from the artworks of China's Tang and Song Dynasties where 

paintings incorporated elaborate brushwork and dense colour. During the Japanese period, it was known as tōyōga. 

After the War, there took place the depreciation of this form of art following certain misunderstandings. The 

appreciation of this form of art was regained after it was named "gouache painting" by Lin Chih-Chu (Liao 2018). 
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Fig. 3 CHEN CHIN, ACCORDION, GOUACHE ON SILK, COLLECTION OF TAIPEI FINE ARTS MUSEUM 

   Other active female artists of that period include Fan K'an-ch'ing and Ts'ai Pi-yin. While Fan 

K'an-ch'ing's work focused on ink paintings, Ts'ai Pi-yin was known for her calligraphy and 

poetry. Their work stemmed from the artistic practices that were prevalent among the Literati 

during the end of the Ching Empire (Lai 1998: 20). Not all female artists however were 

emancipated from the "traditional duties" of a woman in a patriarchal society. A student of 
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Gōhara Kotō, the female artist Lin A-Chin gave priority to supporting her husband's artistic 

career than her own. Her husband was the renowned artist Kuo Hsueh-Hu. Following the advice 

of Gōhara Kotō, she married Kuo Hsueh-Hu, instead of going to Japan for studying art. Within a 

period of one year, she traveled between Taiwan and the United States several times to support 

the exhibitions of her husband's and her own artworks. Her stunning artworks were displayed in 

the sixth, seventh and eight Taiwan Art Exhibition (Lin 2013: 53-55). Landscapes, flowers as 

well as human figures were her artwork's main subject matter (Lei 2013:9).  In focusing on 

helping her husband, she did not have time for her own artistic practices for several years and she 

could only follow an alternate career as a professional artist's wife (Lin 2013: 55).  

   Another female artist, Huang Hehua was subject to patriarchal restrictions. Her father, Huang 

Xiquang was an industrialist and promoter of education. She studied Western-style painting in 

Japan, encouraged by her teacher Kawamura Isaku and probably by her uncle Huan Xin as well, 

who was a famous painter. However, after getting married, her duties became staying at home 

and taking care of the children and the house. Only two of her works were chosen for the Taiten, 

in 1933 and 1936 (Lai 2007: 152). Zhou Hongzhou was another student of Gōhara Kotō who 

pursued her art education in Japan. One of her paintings based on flower was chosen for the 

Taiten while she was still pursuing education under Kotō. Her works were also chosen for the 

seventh and tenth Taiten. However, following her marriage, her artistic endeavors were 

overshadowed by her duties involved in taking care of her family. One of the rare works she 

finished after getting married was Hongyi wawa. It portrays the masculine dominance she 

experienced following her marriage. It contains the image of a ceramic doll in a red dress with a 

bouquet, symbolizing a bride. The background, blank and narrow, extending beyond the horizon 

symbolizes her married life where she was a prisoner of patriarchal society and lifeless like the 

doll (ibid 153-154).  

   Women in Taiwan during the Japanese colonial period certainly did not have the same degree 

of freedom in expressing their will and pursuing a career of their choice like women in the later 

decades. However, some women during that period were able to overcome all patriarchal barriers 

and not only pursued art but also excelled in their field of choice. Chen Chin greatly surpassed 

several male painters of her time and would always be known as one of the top painters of  
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Fig. 4 LIN A-CHIN, PUDDING-PIPE TREE. GOUACHE ON SILK, COLLECTION OF TAIPEI FINE ARTS 

MUSEUM 
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Taiwan of all time. According to Lai, even though there were a small number of women artists 

during the Japanese colonial period, it can be said from the quantity and content of their works 

and their records of active involvement in cultural pursuits that they were able to go beyond 

patriarchal barriers to practice art, displaying their self-awareness of being women (1998: 20). In 

writing about the women artists of the Japanese colonial era such as Chang Lee Te-Ho, Chen 

Chin and Lin A-Chin, Lin opined, "The essence of their works was graceful, demure images of 

beauty, and they seldom portrayed predicaments in life, adversities in society or the unequal  

treatment of those deprived of their rights. Yet this does not mean that these artists never 

pondered how to respond to changes in society or were incapable of feeling the genuine 

sensation that their own self-development was being restricted. In fact, it was only through self-

awakening and persistent effort that they could break through the obstacles and restrictions they 

faced-whether it was  political occupation, cultural conflict with their colonial rulers, or the 

domination of patriarchal society-and carve out their own artistic lives" (2013: 51).  

1945-1980 

Following the end of the Second World War, the government of the Republic of China relocated 

to Taiwan and once again Taiwan was under the Chinese influence. The government's main 

cultural policy involved the propagation of Chinese culture. The Modern Chinese Art Movement 

which started in mainland China in the 1920s, influenced Taiwan during this time. In 1949, the 

Department of Art was established in National Taiwan Normal University (Lei 2013: 11; Lai 

1998: 22). The traditional ink painting from mainland China gradually replaced gouache painting 

of the Japanese period. Ink painters from a background based on Literati impacted the field of 

ink painting at that time and from the 1950s to the 1970s, the practice of painting from life began 

to grow. Some of the prominent female painters of that age include Yuan Shu-Jen, Sun To-Ze 

and Wu Yung-Hsiang. All three of them immigrated to Taiwan from mainland China and they 

started teaching drawing, ink painting and oil painting at Taiwan Provincial Teachers College 

(later known as National Taiwan Normal University) (Lee 2013: 63). Other prominent female 

artists of this period includes Cheng Chung-Chuan, June Huang, Li Fang and Swallow Y. Lin 

from the 1960s and Wang Hsin, Y.J. Cho and Lee Chung-Chung from the 1970s (Chen 2013: 

71).  
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   Yuan Shu-Jen went to Japan and France to study oil painting and Sun To-Ze excelled in both 

oil painting and ink painting and their subject matter included portrait, still life and landscape. 

Wu Yung-Hsiang was adept at painting figures, flowers and landscapes. Due to health issues, 

Wu Yung-Hsiang did not participate much in public events while Yuan Shu-Jen and Sun To-Ze 

participated actively in going overseas and promoting culture  (ibid 65). The three female 

painters studied Western classicism and realism and pursued the goals of "introducing Western 

ways to nourish China…absorbing antiquity to nourish the present…learning new methods" (Lei 

2013: 11). Sun To-Ze was very active in international artistic participation and in 1953, fifty of 

her paintings were exhibited in New York. She was actively involved in the formation of the 

May Painting Society and was a figure of inspiration to the members of the painting club of the 

alumni of National Taiwan Normal University called the Fifth Moon Group. It later developed 

into an avant-garde circle focusing on modern ink painting and abstract painting (Lei 2013: 13-

17; Lai 1998: 22). The female artist Sun Duo-Chi was a co-founder of the Fifth Moon Group. 

She has been praised for inheriting the realistic styles of her teacher, the modern Chinese painter 

Xu Bei-Hong who also considered her as one of his favourite students. Sun Duo-Chi was a 

teacher at National Taiwan Normal University's Department of Fine Arts and was responsible for 

teaching remarkable women artist like Chen Chung-Chuan and Li Fang-Zhi. Another artist of 

this period, Chen Si-Xue created needle painting which became popular in the folk community 

even though it did not flourish in academia (Liao 2018). 

  Modern Western ideas on art entered Taiwan during the late 1950s as a result of which a 

number of artistic societies focusing on modern art were developed. Some of them are the May 

Painting Society, the Modern Print Society and the Oriental Painting Society. However, most of 

the members of these circles were men. From the period between 1951-1970, a number of female 

artists from National Taiwan Normal University went abroad to study. Some of them include 

Chen Chung-Chuan, Li Fang-Zhi, Ch'en Ming-Hsiang, Ma Hao, Tung Yang-Tzu and Chou 

Yüeh-Po. Prior to going abroad, their works were presented in exhibitions by the Today Painting 

Society and May Painting Society. The knowledge they acquired abroad greatly impacted their 

works where they attempted on blending Western ways of expression with an Eastern spiritual 

content (Lai 1998: 23). 
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Fig. 5 YUAN SHU-JEN, CASTING NETS AT BAISHA BAY, OIL ON CANVAS, COLLECTION OF TAIPEI FINE 

ARTS MUSEUM 

 

Fig. 8 CHENG CHUNG-CHUAN, SELF PORTRAIT, OIL ON CANVAS, COLLECTION OF THE ARTIST 
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Figure 6. SUN TO-ZE, SCHOOLGIRL WITH WHITE BOW, OIL ON CANVAS. PRIVATE COLLECTION. 
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Fig. 12 WU YUNG-HSIANG, A PAIR OF WILD DUCKS IN A POOL, INK AND COLOR ON PAPER, 

COLLECTION OF TAIPEI FINE ARTS MUSEUM. 
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Fig. 9 LI FANG-ZHI, DRAGON AND PHOENIX, OIL ON CANVAS, COLLECTION OF TAIPEI FINE ARTS 

MUSEUM 

 

   The life story of the China-born Taiwanese artist Liang Dan-fong is nothing less than 

fascinating. She walked thirty miles every day with her family in order to flee from Japanese 

bombing in China when she was five years old. Her father, the well-respected painter Liang 

Ting-ming studied in Europe and created oil paintings on subjects portraying the suffering of 

Chinese civilians at the hands of Japanese soldiers. He wanted to raise awareness through his 

paintings by exhibiting them in the United States. However, fearing that his family might fall in 

danger, if the paintings get discovered by the Japanese soldiers, he destroyed almost all of his 

paintings except his favourite one titled The Bloody Bayonet which he hid in a church in Hong 

Kong. The painting is now part of the Tai-chung Provincial Museum of Art (Hawks 2014: 213-

214).  
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   In the 1970s, Liang Dan-fong was a mature artist, a skilful painter in the mediums of ink, oil 

and watercolor. She was mostly self-taught. When she was 38, she went to St. John's University 

in the United States after taking a mortgage to buy airplane tickets. Her ability to talk about the 

features of ink painting eloquently and to provide a rapid demonstration in front of live 

audiences, turned her into a popular speaker. She began to receive sponsorships from 

government sources and newspapers to publish commentary on her travels as well as her art 

works for the citizens of Taiwan. She represented "Free China" (Taiwan was referred by that 

term at the time of the Cold War) and visited Japan, Bhutan, Jordan. West Germany, the Artic 

Circle, Paraguay and Turkey. As a advocate for peace and by making use of her artworks as an 

international language for facilitating positive relations between Taiwan and other nations and to 

augment Taiwan's position globally, she travelled to several countries. In 1987, she travelled to 

Mainland China following an invitation from the newspaper United Daily. That resulted in an 

award-winning creation entitle Walking Across My Homeland, containing essays and sketches as 

well as another book called With Every Step, The Feeling Deepens. Most of her watercolour 

paintings are now part of the archives of the National Central Library in Taipei, where she 

donated them (ibid 214-217). In her lifetime, she created approximately seven hundred and sixty 

canvases on Taiwan, focusing on the island's natural scenery, architecture and the lives of the 

common people (The Exhibition on "Dan-fong Liang: Paintings of Formosa the Prosperous 

Island" held at the NCL, National Central Library 2018).  

   The female artists who grew up in the 1970s received more social and familial support than the 

artists of the previous decades as feminism began to impact Taiwanese society. Artists like Cho 

Yujuei, Li Huei-fang and Tseng Shai-shu returned to Taiwan at this time from the United States 

and Europe after finishing their studies. The discernable feature of the works of the artists 

consisted of a distinguishable individualistic character. Figures of humans and objects displaying 

local features were a prominent subject-matter. In response to the photorealism of the 1970s, 

most of the works starting from this time went back to realism and concrete images (Lai 

1998:24). For example, from 1973-1975, Y.J. Cho created a series of oil paintings using enlarged 

photographs of bananas which she projected onto her canvases. The series was named Bananas 

and it received considerable attention. During the 1980s, the paintings from this series were 

praised for containing feminine consciousness (Lei 2013:23).  
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Fig. 10 Y.J. CHO, BANANAS NO. 6, OIL ON CANVAS, COLLECTION OF THE ARTIST 

 

   According to Lai, during the post-war period, women's art did not get a chance to bloom freely 

because of different forms of political taboos as well as national policies which were 

economically driven. Women not only had to fulfill the roles of virtuous caregivers for their 

families but also they had to strongly focus on their careers. The multiple social, familial and 

pressure from their own selves found expression in their art (1998:24).  

The 1980s Onward 

During the 1980s, the political and economic stability in Taiwan as well as economic progress in 

the country helped Taiwan acquire cultural and political autonomy. As a result of large number 

of students returning from abroad throughout the years, general social viewpoints became more 



21 
 

flexible and diverse. Taiwan transformed from an isolated island to a center of cultural exchange. 

The number of female artists increased rapidly from the 1980s onward (Lai 1998: 24-24). 

According to the famous art critic Victoria Yung-Chih Lu: "A large procession of women went 

abroad for studies and returned to Taiwan during the 1980s, and many others were nurtured in 

Taiwan itself. This new force of women intellectuals did not necessarily completely concur with 

the perspectives of feminism, but their work had a decided impact and influence, be it in 

historical research, art criticism, art education, the creation and exhibition of artworks, or other 

forms of artistic performance. By the 1990s Taiwan's political and business worlds were far from 

lacking in women's rights activists, many with brilliant accomplishments. Within the art 

community, women of the same generation as Yan Ming-huei (born in the 1950s) such as Wu 

Mali, Hou Yi Jen, Fu Chia-Wen, Shai-Shu Tzeng, Hsieh Hung-Chun, Lin Pey Chwen, and the 

author Victoria Lu, as well as others slightly younger such as Lin Chun-ju and Lulu Shur-tzy 

Hou, all promoted art with a female consciousness, either with their own artworks or with their 

pens. Women film directors such as Huang Yu-Shan and Emily Yi-Ming Liu also made films with 

a feminist perspective, interpreting gender issues in Taiwanese society" (Cited in Huang 2013: 

83).  

   According to art critic Ni Tsai-Chin, "In Taiwan's history, feminism was initially nurtured from 

women's involvement in politics" (Cited in Lu 2001: 36). The earliest feminists who returned to 

Taiwan after studying abroad included Li Yuan-Chen and Lu Hsiu-Lien among others. During 

the late 1980s, local female artists as well as those who returned from abroad became the main 

figures of the new artistic surge. With time, women scholars who played an active role in the art 

world included Li Ming-Ming, Victoria Lu and Yen Chuan-Ying among others and women 

artists included Wu Mali, Emily Shih-Chih Yang, Yan Ming-Huy, Chen Hsing-Wan, Hou Yi-Jen 

and Chou Pang-Ling. According to aesthetics scholar Lu Chin-Fu, "The Taiwanese art scene in 

the 1980s coincided with the tendencies of a global art scene. Among the[se tendencies was] 

installation art, the surfacing of space displacement, and women's art of feminist art…In the 

West, women exhibited anti-establishment actions on the principles of minority group resistance 

via various channels in the first half of the 1970s. Even disadvantaged minority art- handicrafts-

became an instrument of resistance. The traditional crude and non-elegant crafts have been 

elevated to the stature of fine art. Naturally, the techniques Western women used were very 

versatile and included images, performance and mixed media which were greatly used; 
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sometimes as autobiographical manifestations, and at other times to express religious 

feelings…No matter what form it may have taken, it is critical of male viewpoint" (Cited in ibid 

37).  

   Art critic Liao Jen-I opined that following 1980s, the contemporary art of that period in Taiwan 

impacted women's art in Taiwan. Women artists began to change their focus from traditional 

media and painting to new and multimedia and it also motivated a number of women artists to 

introduce feminists concepts in the field of art which further led to the creation of multiple 

perspectives in women's art. Some women artists moved away from traditional media in art such 

as painting; some went beyond traditional subjects like lady figures and others opposed 

traditional perspectives like the traditionally defined aesthetics for women. Such an impact 

helped in creating multiple perspectives for women by breaking away from the earlier periods' 

masculine hegemony (2018). 

   Among the various events that acted as a promoter of women's art, the opening of new 

museums such as the Taipei Fine Arts Museum in 1983 followed by the Taichung and 

Kaohsiung Fine Arts Museums, was one of them. It provided additional opportunity for women 

to display their art and to get involved in fair competition. Artists like Ch'en Hsin-Yuan, Lai 

Ch'un-Ch'un, Hsiao Li-Hung, Wu Mali and Li Mien-Chou among others participated and won 

the competitions of the new museums. It acted as a major boost to their confidence and 

dedication. Another phenomenon that aided in the blooming of women's art was the 

establishment and growth of art studios outside the circle of the mainstream education system. 

Private studios accommodated students varying from a small to a large numbers and held regular 

meetings and exhibitions. Even though these studios were not included within the mainstream, 

they proved to be a functional platform in promoting social interaction and solidarity among 

women who were interested to learn about art. Private studios in calligraphy, oil painting, 

flower-arrangement and pottery still continue to develop in contemporary Taiwan. Another 

factor responsible for the enhancing women's art in Taiwan was an increase in gender 

consciousness among women. Feminism became a major area of focus and discourses in culture, 

politics, environmental protection, violence and war resulted in expanding the range of themes in 

art (Lai 1998: 25-27). The earliest presentation of feminist art took place towards the end of the 

1980s , deriving from modern Western themes (Kagan 2004: 314). The result of research 
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executed by Lu Jung-Chih, Yen Ming-Huei, Fu Chia-Huei, Hou I-Jen and Wu Mali among 

others presented more expansive historical and theoretical perspectives in relation to the 

development of women's art in Taiwan. From the latter half of the 1980s, exhibitions focusing on 

women's art were organized sporadically (Lai 1998: 25-27). Later in the year 2000, the returning 

of the Taiwanese women artists from abroad also led to the formation of the Taiwan Women's 

Art Association (WAA). It was formed as a result of protests some female artists encountered 

after returning and also to address the issue of limited opportunities for female artists in a 

patriarchal society. The organization mostly focused on visual arts and had members ranging 

from artists, art historians, administrators and curators as well as other members associated with 

the visual arts industry. It aimed to promote awareness and research in relation to feminism in 

the field of art in Taiwan. It strived to help women artists exhibit their work and being an 

organization, was eligible for government funding for exhibitions (Seiz 2013:63).  

   As mentioned before, from the 1980s onward, a number of female artists strived to promote 

female consciousness and Yan Ming-Huy is a leading figure among them. According to Victoria 

Y. Lu, the artist Yan Ming-Huy "was the first female artist in Taiwan to express an explicitly 

feminist creative consciousness" (Cited in Kagan 2004: 314). She used the connotations in her 

artworks to raise a feminine/female consciousness which resulted in a great surge of interest as 

well as controversy within the art circles in Taiwan (Lu 2001: 38). Yan Ming-huy studied in the 

United States in the State University of New York. In 1988, she completed her painting Three 

Apples which consists of two large red apples and another slice of apple containing a discernable 

seedpod, which is placed between them. According to Kagan, "The large, formal symbol of a red 

Delicious apple is associated with Western ideas, the natural world, and a gateway of oral 

pleasure. The close-up of the apple's redness juxtaposed to the seedpod and its obvious vaginal 

form creates a subliminal message. But this message is not broadcast to an eager carnal 

audience. The painting is just the result of an observation of an apple. It may symbolize Eve, 

seduction, or sensuality, but it is not a piece of propaganda that has a direct message. Its 

meaning is multilayered. Its message must be interpreted by the viewer. Yan's feminist art 

emphasizes the natural environment its textures and its double entendres" (2004: 315). 

According to Victoria Y. Lu, Yan Ming-Huy strived to expand feminist understanding, drawings, 

creative paintings and writing scripts which aimed to stir self-encouragement and female self-

consciousness (2001: 38). In the article Dream Shadow of Water and Moon, Yan Ming-Huy 
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expressed, "Few people consider me an artist who uses sex as the subject of my work. In reality, 

I paint human nature as a subject. Sex is a part of human nature and painting a couple of 

women's busts or male's genitals is not painting sexually. I am drawing human nature in a 

patriarchal society taking advantage of the framework of gender distinction" (Cited in ibid).   

   Another prominent female artist from the 1980s is Lin Chin-Chou whose style mainly focused 

on abstract expressionism as well as the usage of materials. In 1986, she won first position in the 

category of "Abstract Ink Painting in R.O.C." organized by the Taipei Fine Arts Museum. In 

1988, she received special honors in "The Contemporaneity of Ink and Color" and once again in 

1990 in "Contemporary Art Trends in R.O.C. Even though she disappeared a long time ago, her 

works continue to fascinate for their style and prowess. On the other hand, one of the methods of 

artist Chen Hsing-Wan's involves automatic writing through which she explores individual and 

collective subconscious. Her father, Chen Hsia-Yu was a famous sculptor and she received art 

education from the famous painter Li Chun-Shan. In 1984, she obtained the first position in the 

Contemporary Art Trends in R.O.C. completion organized by the Taipei Fine Arts Museum as 

well as third position in the inaugural abstract painting competition. Regarding her work 

MM002, Huang opined that the abstract work exudes a strong feeling of corporeality as well a 

sense pertaining to femininity (2013: 83-91). According to Kagan, Chen Hsing-Wan's style 

represents a voice against the political, economic and social controls that the Taiwanese citizens 

face within the process of rapid modernization. It acts as a motivating force for people to find 

one's own personal energy (2004: 316).  

   One of the most active members at the initial stage of Taiwan's feminist movement was Wu 

Mali. In Taiwan, she is one of the most distinguished artists in relation to feminist avant-garde 

and the first woman recipient of the National Award for Arts in the category of fine arts. She 

graduated from the National Academy of Arts in Düsseldorf in 1986 and was known in the 

beginning for her translations of German Dadaist texts. Her work was focused on gender issues 

and society, politics and culture. She translated feminist writings and wrote numerous articles 

and was editor-in-chief for Yuan-Liou Publishing Company for a number of art books. 

Following her first solo exhibition in 1985 in Taipei, Wu Mail exhibited her work several times 

in Taiwan and in many places abroad and attended a lot of international exhibitions. In the 

1990s, she concentrated on exploring gender issues like the role of women in the past by 
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adopting a historical perspective. Her 1997 video installation work Epitaph represented the 

commemoration of the women who were victims of the February 28 Incident in Taiwan. 

Women's situation and the anger in relation to it were expressed through the sound of sea waves. 

It contained the texts "His/tory has been revised — the rioter may became the hero. How about 

her story?" In the recent years, Wu Mali has focused on environmental issues in relation to which 

she organized Art in Action activities in order to augment public awareness towards environment 

as well as art in the local communities. (Lu 2001: 39; Kagan 2004: 316; Lee 2005: 374; Artist: 

Wu Mali, Ministry of Culture 2017). According to Victoria Y. Lu, "For years Wu Ma-Li has 

continuously dedicated herself to women's groups and women's movement. Her persistence not 

only contributed to the spread of contemporary Taiwanese art education, but she has also 

advocated an art where female consciousness is prominent in both her work and writings. Her 

accomplishments in the contemporary art field have set up many milestones which have involved 

not just championing women artists but also doing things that most male artists cannot ignore. 

She was personally involved in the social democratic process of Taiwan. From her life we not 

only see the course of contemporary art development in Taiwan, we can also see traits which 

have epitomized the track which Taiwan's social reforms took in the 1980s. The cultivator of 

feminism has incorporated both willpower and endurance and represents a paragon of the avant-

garde artist today in Taiwan" (2001: 39-40).  

   The increasing gender consciousness in Taiwanese society was analyzed and displayed in 

artworks such as those created by Chen Hui-Chiao. Through the use of materials such as dried 

roses needles and artificial furs, she created a work representation the fragile relationship 

between male and female in contemporary society. On the other hand, artists like Chien Fuyu 

used photojournalism to address women's issues. She wrote books on women in Taiwan such as 

Outstanding Women in Taiwan and Unbounded Herstory (Lee 2005: 375). Liu Shih-Fen is a 

full-time nurse who since 1996 is known to be one of the leading artists in contemporary 

Taiwanese with work has being displayed at prestigious exhibitions in Taiwan as well in 

international exhibitions in USA, Japan, Israel, Italy and the UK. She did not study art in any 

college or university. Her career as an artist began after attending a course in painting at a private 

studio. In 1996, her work titled Murmurs - 119 Ways to Read Heart Sound focused on the power 

struggles and relationship between male (doctors mainly male-dominated) and female (nurses 
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usually female-centered) through the use of her artistic skills and her knowledge in medical 

science. It was nominated for Taipei Art Award (Turner 2009). 

 

Fig. 11 LEE CHIN-CHOU, WORK II, INK, ACRYLIC, COTTON PAPER AND PAPER, COLLECTION OF TAIPEI 

FINE ARTS MUSEUM 

 

 

Fig. 12 CHEN HSING-WAN, WORK 8220, PLASTER OF PARIS AND ACRYLIC ON CANVAS. COLLECTION OF 

TAIPEI FINE ARTS MUSUEM 
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Fig. 13 WU MAIL, EPITAPH, INSTALLATION 

 

     Among the outstanding female artist of contemporary Taiwan is Sun Yi-Hua. She is a 

multiple award winning artist whose work has been exhibited in numerous exhibitions (her 

artworks were displayed in eleven solo exhibitions and she was part of over hundred national and 

international exhibitions). She acted as the curator of a great number of exhibitions and she has 

penned several papers on art. Her artworks were exhibited at the 2018 ART TAIPEI Expo and 

were chosen for the 2017 Jeonnam International Ink Art Pre-biennale and the Ink Global 2017. 

She is currently teaching at the Department of Fine Arts of National Taiwan Normal University. 

Among the various awards she received was the first position at the Taiwan Provincial Art 

Exhibition for Civil servants and Teachers, which she received for three consecutive years as a 

result of which she became the recipient of exempt review artist. Her works form collections of 

the Hongchuan Museum, the Sandong Museum, the National Dr. Sun Yat-Sen Memorial Hall, 

the Fo Guan Yuan Art Gallery, the Yangmingshan Chungshan Hall other public as well as 

private collectors. Her creations are based on ink and colour on paper, gouche pigments and silk 

and in recent years, combination of ink wash and gouache and its application on wooden base. 

Sun Yi-Hua addresses gender issues through her beautiful and exquisite artworks. For example 

in the series Hidden Entries, one part of the work focused on feminine qualities and women's 

identities through the usage of the graphics of lace and flower. Through deliberate enlarging of 

the lace and flower, she seems to focus on self-esteem which can be compared with the small 

fishes and birds that symbolize male intrusion as well as a metaphor for the merging of the egg 

and the sperm, celebrating the beginning of life and the significance of the mother's role. The 



28 
 

other part of the work glorifies motherhood and acceptance of women's identity by using 

elements such as children (Liao 2018; Zhuan).  

   According to art critic Liao Jen-I, "Sun Yi-Hua's art creation can be regarded as visual poetry 

composed in the depth of her heart. Every pieces of painting bear the traces of how she pursues 

the meanings of her life. They represent her thoughts about and sentiments of happiness and 

sadness deriving from her experiences of life; they also embody her aesthetic views and her 

exploration of the lives of women. As an artist, she has to face the ups and downs of artistic 

creation alone and by herself. However, her feminine consciousness and her exploration of 

creative media, when situated within the context of the Taiwan art history, show her personal 

and distinctive aspects but also reflect the historical features of her generation" (2018).  

 

 

  

 

 

Fig. 14 & 15 SUN YI-HUA, HIDDEN ENTRIES 

  I was fortunate enough to receive the opportunity to interview Professor Lo Fong, the multiple 

award winning Taiwanese female artist who still, at the age of 82, is involved in creating 

artworks. She was born in a well-educated family in Changsha, Hunan of mainland China in 

1937. She was both a student and a teacher at the Department of Fine Arts of National Taiwan 

Normal University (NTNU). She taught at NTNU's Graduate Institute of Art History as well and 

her teaching career exceeded over forty years. She specialized in modern ink painting especially 

focusing on mountains and rivers. When she was a student at NTNU, she learned from teachers 

like Pu Hsin-Yu, Huang Jun-Bi, Liao Chi-Chun, Wu Yung-Hsiang, Lin Yu-Shan, Sun Chia-Chin 

and Chang Te-Wen. She also studied in the United States twice. Her distinct artistic style is 

characterized by a synthesis of the spirit of Chinese painting with Western Elements. In the 

words of Professor Lo Fong, "I'm not a natural genius, but I am fortunate and grateful that 
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because of the era I was born in I haven't had to go through disaster and hardship, but could 

grow up smoothly and receive a full education, especially when I was in the university, when 

there were a number of great masters of Chinese and Western painting around. From virtually 

all of the teachers who had taught me, I learned valuable knowledge and techniques in Chinese 

and Western painting. I appreciated these master's styles and planted them deep in my mind. For 

many years I have felt that I have never been bound up by the strictures of academicism - instead 

I could come out with my own style by depicting nature, This is probably because I realized that 

following someone does not compare with following nature, and following nature does not 

compare with following one's heart" (2013: 7).  

   Professor Lo Fong's paintings have been compared to the level of Huang Jun Bi's mist, cloud, 

waterfall creations and spring water. (Plowing the Sentiment of Truth, Taiwan Soka Association 

2013). Amongst the ink painters who immigrated to Taiwan after 1949, Huang Jun-bi along with 

Zhang Daqian and Pu Ru were known as “The Three Masters Crossing The Sea" (Three Masters: 

Selected Works by Zhang Daqian, Huang Junbi, and Pu Ru, Sotheby's) In 1981, 

following the invitation of the National Museum of History, she was the only female 

artist who participated in the painting project: Everlasting Spring on the Precious Isle, 

along with masters like ChangTa-Chien (Plowing the Sentiment of Truth, Taiwan Soka 

Association 2013). In the words of Lee Cheng-Ming, who was the Dean of College of 

Fine Arts of NTNU and also a student of Professor Lo Fong, "Prof. Lo has 

enthusiastically engaged in activities off-campus to promote ink painting while at the 

same time leading the artists of the younger generation forward. At various times she 

has served as director of the Yuanmo Painting Society, Chinese Painting Society, and 

so on…As one of the bellwethers for the ink painting development in Taiwan, she 

always forges ahead, and in the meantime her home is an excellent nursery for 

talented artists. When gathering the younger talents to her home, Prof. Lo, who is 

always quite talkative, will let her husband, the more senior Prof. Shen Yicheng, 

whose research expertise lies in Chinese art history to speak from his observation. By 

doing so, she allows other artists to analyze their art practice in historical contexts, 

which greatly augments the development of creative ideas"(Cited in ibid 5). 
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Fig. 16 LO FONG, BREEZE THROUGH THE SPACE, CHINESE WATER-BASED PIGMENT AND INK 

ON PAPER, COLLECTION OF THE ARTIST,  
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   During my interview, which mainly focused on enquiring about the extent of gender 

symmetry in the art world in Taiwan, Professor Lo Fong informed me that throughout 

her life, beginning from her time as a little girl at school, she was lucky enough to not 

face any discrimination because of her gender. Not only she received enough support 

from her family, but also from her teachers. She expressed that it wasn't that same 

situation for every female student or artist of her time as they had to face limitations 

because of their gender either from their families or the wider society. On asking 

about the history of women artists in Taiwan, Professor Lo Fong opined that during 

the Japanese period of occupation, women did not receive much opportunity to 

flourish as artists. The scenario began to change gradually following the period after 

the Japanese rule. She said that nowadays the art scenario in Taiwan is characterized 

by gender symmetry with equal opportunities for both men and women to exhibit their 

art. Women pursuing a career in teaching of arts also receive the same opportunity as 

men to realize their dreams. According to Professor Lo Fong, it is more about skill 

than gender when it comes to establishing a career in art in modern day Taiwan.     

   I have been extremely lucky to have Professor Sanssouci M.C. Horng as my guide during this 

research project. This project would never have been possible without her enormous help and 

support. Not only she is a brilliant artist but also a well-loved teacher. Professor Horng has been 

teaching in National Dong Hwa University, Hualien since 2009 and has penned a large number 

of articles on art. She was a student of Professor Lo Fong at the National Taiwan Normal 

University. She stayed in Paris for many years and studied Art History there. Her artworks have 

been part of several group and solo exhibitions. Her painting series titled Snuggles mainly 

focused on human legs, often in intimate or relaxing positions. It is an immensely beautiful 

group of paintings which were made following the technique of Chinese landscape paintings. 

The way lines are drawn in traditional Chinese landscape paintings have been incorporated by 

Professor Horng in creating the movement of the lines of the human legs in her paintings.  

   While discussing women's art in Taiwan, Professor Horng informed that during the time of 

Chen Chin, women did not have much access to art education. It gradually changed with time 

and during her years of art education, women in Taiwan were free from the constraints that 

women of the previous generation had faced in their access to education because of their gender.  
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However, Professor Horng expressed that many of her fellow female classmates with whom she 

studied art, have either did not pursue a career in art at all or have left their practise of art 

because of giving priority to looking after their husband and children. Instead of starting a 

family, Professor Horng focussed fully on her career of art and teaching. Even though she 

believes that both men and women artists in contemporary Taiwan have access to equal 

opportunities in pursuing a career in art, the art market does not always treat women favourably. 

She opined that for art collectors, it is important that they find artists who work consistently. 

Since many women artists leave their career in art as a result of giving priority to their role as the 

family's caregiver, art collectors prefer male artists over female ones. When it comes to choosing 

a career in art or family, most women even in contemporary Taiwan give priority to their 

families. It becomes very hard for them to balance both roles and often the role of the artist is 

compromised. Though their decision is completely voluntary, it must be pointed out that 

decisions are always influenced by how individuals are socialised and what kind of values are 

inculcated in them. Women are taught "appropriate" gender roles from childhood which impacts 

their thinking and decision making process throughout their lifetime. 

   

Fig. 17 SANSSOUCI M.C. HORNG, SNUGGLES, OIL ON CANVAS, COLLECTION OF THE ARTIST 
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   It was a huge honour for me to interview Annie Hsiao-Ching Wang who was chosen as the 

"The New Generation Female Artist of Image Art" in a prominent book about women artists in 

Taiwan titled The History of (Contemporary) Taiwan Women Artists. Professor Wang completed 

her practice-based PhD in 2009 from the University of Brighton. Since 1992, she has been 

actively engaged in studying issues pertaining to women's identity and creativity as well as 

visual culture, which are further reflected in her artwork. Her artworks are based on 

photography, oil painting and installations. Not only she is a prominent female artist in 

contemporary Taiwan but also the director of Ching Tien Art Space and Studio as well as part-

time assistant professor at the Department of Arts and Design of National Dong Hwa University 

and at the Department of Visual Arts of Taipei Municipal University of Education. In 1997, 

Professor Wang's exhibition titled Wedding Process was held at the Taipei Fine Arts Museum, 

following which she had several exhibitions in Taiwan and England. Among her vast 

achievements and multiple awards, is the invitation she received to go to Russia in 2012 to 

represent Taiwan for Different Dimensions - The International Festival of contemporary 

photography at Novasibirsk State Art Museum. Her artworks were exhibited at Yes, Taiwan: 

2012 Taiwan Biennial organized by the National Taiwan Museum of Fine Arts. She was one of 

the four female photographers selected by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs in Taiwan in 2012 to 

present the multi-varied angles of Taiwan's beauty to the world. Recently, her artwork series 

titled The Mother as a Creator became immensely popular on the Internet and captured the 

attention of two big newspapers, Apple Daily (Taiwan) and Beijing Youth, which published 

reports about it in huge layouts (Annie Hsiao-Ching Wang, Art Annie Wang). The New Yorker 

also published an article on this artwork series.  

   Professor Wang's strong interest in women's identity and creativity is related to her own life 

experience. It found expression in her PhD thesis where she explored the proposition that at the 

stage of early pregnancy, visual strategies can be developed by artists in order to sustain a 

creative identity for resisting the mother's stereotypical role in Taiwan's patriarchal society. In 

her own words, "Why should a girl act like a mother taking care of a baby? Why can a boy 

pursue something very great and not need to concern himself with housework? Why can a man 

be proud of himself and his achievements, but a woman can only play the role of pleasing and 

satisfying others? 
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When I was a very young child in a three-daughter family, these kinds of gender questions 

confused and deeply disturbed me. Without daring to express my feelings or to ask about them, I 

kept them secret because I was aware of the deep hurt and the pressure on my parents, especially 

my mother, because they had no son.  

My parents were both born into traditional Taiwanese families which are extremely male 

orientated. My father is the fifth child and the first son in a six-child family. This afforded him 

not only his status through primogeniture but also an exemplary morality. Because of his 

academic success while studying in his hometown, my father became the obvious choice to 

honour his family. When my grandfather was very old, most of the family members severely 

criticised my mother for failing to perform the duty of producing a male-child to carry on the 

patriarchal bloodline. This had damaged my grandfather's and father’s reputation. According to 

the Chinese proverb, “There are three bad things for filial piety, the worst one is being unable to 

produce a son”, so, without resentment, my father decided to leave the family to which he had 

been faithful, because of his concern for familial harmony and traditional filial piety. Finally, he 

handed over the right of inheritance to my uncle, and set up his own unclear family - himself, my 

mother and three daughters - in the big city of Taipei. 

On leaving my father’s large, conventionally conservative family, my mother was released. My 

two elder sisters and I were far away from the suppression of gender issues. We had a happy, 

peaceful, free but not wealthy childhood. However, my family still had not moved out of the 

shadow of a patriarchal society. As I grew up, I was increasingly aware of some injustice that 

had affected my family. Whenever my mother and my grandfather's common law wife talked 

privately about the ‘disgrace’ of having no son and the lowly status of being a mother in my 

father’s extended family, they were obviously and visibly moved. When we attended parties with 

my father’s family my normally reticent father would become talkative. He would eagerly give 

his nephews the benefit of his wisdom, but he never taught us in the same way. In my little head, I 

felt that his daughters seemed not to exist. 

My gender awareness was awakened early on by a vague consciousness of these paternally 

dominated family events and the issues surrounding the failure to produce a son. At elementary 

school, I understood the male-centred concept which existed in daily life everywhere in our 

society, and I was angry that girls should have to grow up within such an unfair patriarchal 
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system. The thought of striving for equality with boys arose in my mind and ‘Boys can, Girls can 

too’ became my motto, encouraging me to cross the boundary and to become something other 

than a ‘delicate girl’. 

At puberty, my life became uncomfortable and inconvenient with the onset of menstruation. I 

directly experienced the first major ‘disadvantage’ of being a woman based on my body and my 

culture, and it urged me to rethink the difference between man and woman. In my innermost 

heart, I could not help myself envying men for having ‘better’ bodies with fewer restrictions; I 

could not resign myself to the discrimination of others, especially When deep within me, disliked 

the female body for making me ‘inferior'. 

After several years struggling by myself, 1 still did not want the traditional role of a woman 

totally rejected the convention that a woman is inferior to a man. Therefore, I have done my best 

for twenty years to devote myself to breaking the role of these stereotypes. In my life, I have 

despised men for their presumption, but I often get along better with them than with women. In 

my artworks, I have revealed the plight of women In my society and my resentment about men’s 

vested interests in the status quo. In all aspects of work, I have dedicated myself to establishing a 

reputation that is equal to or better than any man’s. I did not do this only for myself: I wanted to 

prove that a woman could be as good as a man and by doing so, I thought I would assuage my 

parents’ regret at not having a son. Although I encountered difficulties and frustration in this 

process, I at last became more confident and relaxed -I had the courage to be a woman in my 

way. 

“From time immemorial in Taiwan, a woman, once married, is in a completely inferior 

position.” I understood this complaint often voiced by my mother and other women, but I was 

never afraid to challenge it when I was in my 20s. I believed I had the confidence to overcome 

the issue. When I was in love, at my wedding ceremony and during marriage, I was fully 

supported by my partner, and careful to avoid any concept of stereotypical gender bias which 

might destroy our relationship. We revised little by little the concept of the stereotypical couple - 

“the powerful man and the dedicated woman’, the “husband singing and the wife following". 

I believed the traditional role of the wife could not depress me within our marriage. However, 

when I found that our first child was unexpectedly on the way, and at the beginning of our PhD 
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courses in the United Kingdom, I was very frightened. My husband and I were afraid the child 

would exhaust our energy and occupy our time, forcing us to give up our ideals. Moreover, 

fearful that my identity would be meekly imprisoned in the traditional role of selfless mother, I 

considered the little embryo would destroy the Utopia I had established. Because of this strong 

fear, I realised that motherhood might constitute a serious, even fatal injury for a woman. The 

duty of a mother in a patriarchal society, the responsibility for a family to produce a son in 

Taiwan: such notions about mothers began to create major problems for me. Therefore, at the 

beginning of my pregnancy, the pendulum between abortion and child preservation created 

profound tensions within me. After a period of thinking and consulting, I decided to continue 

with the pregnancy, to save the new life, and to give myself a chance to challenge the plight of 

motherhood, although I was in a state of complete anxiety" (2009: 20-22).  

   During my interview with her, Professor Wang expressed her childhood situation where she 

and her family had to bear the burdens of the patriarchal expectations of the importance of 

having a son in the family. She being the youngest of three sisters, was especially targeted. 

Undergoing such an experience from a very early stage made Professor Wang contemplate on 

gender inequality and the reasons behind it. According to her, even though the situation has 

changed a lot in contemporary Taiwan, there is still the prevalence of families who strongly 

prefer a son over a daughter. Even though the education system in Taiwan is based on gender 

equality, there are many families who want their daughter to marry immediately after completing 

university education. In case of some families, marrying and giving birth to a son is seen to be 

the primary role of a woman instead of pursuing a career. That is the reason why many women 

nowadays are questioning the importance of marriage which in turn is resulting in late marriages 

in Taiwan.  

   In relation to the history of women's art in Taiwan, Professor Wang informed that it was during 

the Japanese period that the budding of women's art took place as women were allowed to go to 

school and learn art. However, the real blossoming of women's art did not take place before the 

1980s. Apart from very few artists such as Chen Chin, majority of women who pursued art 

during the Japanese period, ended their career after marriage. It was from the 1980s onward, 

when a number of female artists returned to Taiwan from studying abroad, bringing with them 
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the ideas pertaining to women's art and feminist art, that the true development of women's art 

took place.  

   Regarding her own creations, Professor Wang expressed that her work the Wedding Process, is 

a series that focused on modern day wedding in a period characterized by rising divorce rates in 

Taiwan. In this series she explored how marriages have become mere grand and dazzling events 

where the true essence of the holy matrimony is overlooked. She used the popular American dolls 

Barbie and Ken for this series in order to portray the couples for whom marriages are reduced to 

pompous wedding events. On the other hand, her work titled Female Body focused on exploring 

the guilt that Eastern women feel about their body. Her works concentrating on her pregnancy 

process and her son's growth were a result of her attempt to balance the role of a mother and an 

artist. She strived to keep her identity as an artist alive without succumbing to Chinese society's 

patriarchal expectation of being a selfless mother with no room for oneself. She expressed that 

when she got to know about her pregnancy, she was in a conflicted state of mind as she feared 

that she as an artist might disappear being overburdened by the expectations of selfless 

motherhood. However, she went pass her anxieties and she decided to give birth to her child and 

ended up creating fascinating projects on her pregnancy and motherhood. Her outstanding work, 

The Mother as a Creator, is a series of photographs taken since 2001 and still continuing, 

depicting herself and her son throughout the years. Every time a new image is taken in front of 

the previous image resulting in multiple layers of the artist and her son on the same surface. In 

the words of the artist, "This time-tunnel artwork has recorded my different experience of 

Motherhood and the relationship between my son and I for seventeen years. By doing so, it is 

easy to compare and observe our growth and development. The most important is that these 

representations will keep going to use our life and time to undermine the inflexible and 

stereotypical conventions of Motherhood which in their idealizations seek to allow only a single 

shallow plane of experience" (The Mother as a Creator, Art Annie Wang).  

Another remarkable female artist I interviewed is Yamei Peng. Her ceramic artworks have 

obtained domestic and international recognition for decades. Her Lantern series is now part of 

the collection of Jing Si Abode, Hualien. Since 2011, her Fern series has been part of domestic 

and international competitions. Among her various achievements, include her works being 

exhibited at the Nelson Family Gallery, Illinois and Gold Coast City Gallery, Australia. In 2015,  
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Fig. 18 ANNIE HSIAO-CHING WANG, PHOTOGRAPH 10, THE MOTHER AS A CREATOR, 10 B&W 

PHOTOGRAPHS, 2001-2018 AND GOING ON 

her works were awarded by the 7th Taiwanese Gold Ceramic Competition and became part of 

their collection.  In 2016, she was awarded at Taiwan Biennial International Ceramic 

Competition and in 2017, her works received awards at the Taiwan Ceramic Creation 

Competition and GualdoTadino Competition in Italy. In 2018, her work was exhibited by the 

Museu de Ceramica de l'Alcora and became part of their collection.  
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   I was fascinated and also saddened to learn about the collapse and rebirth of her work Embryo 

# 2. On 6th February 2018, Yamei Peng was notified by the 38th Concurs International de 

Ceràmica de l'Alcora that the work selected among 186 competitors from 36 countries for the 

final round of competition. However, very soon she learned that the creation was broken into 

pieces following a devastating earthquake in her hometown Hualien. However she did not let her 

suffering for her creation and the people of Hualien, as well as other obstacles stop her there. She 

gave rebirth to Embryo # 2 and it was shipped to Spain before 15th March and now forms part of 

the collection of Museu de Ceramica de l'Alcora. Through immense hard work and willpower, 

she was able to execute the impossible.  

   I was very fortunate to view her Fern series at the Hualien County Stone Sculpture Museum. 

The artist perceived ferns as humble yet energetic and undefeated, always struggling and 

growing by being along mountains, river banks and sea sides. According to her, the existence of 

fern represents infinite hope. Through her Fern series, Yamei Peng encourages her audience to 

grow beautifully and live fearlessly, regardless of the hardships of life. In regard to the creation 

of the Fern  series, she said, "Every single piece of fern leaf was hand-made and pasted one by 

one. One single piece is negligible. However, it becomes a faith as tens of thousands were made. 

My finger joints are constantly painful. But I am fortunate that I can choose a different life path 

and proceed fearlessly. I believe, one does an ordinary thing for decades, it becomes 

extraordinary" (Fern, Hualien County Stone Sculpture Museum).  

     Mrs. Yamei Peng's husband gave the interview for me on her behalf as he is proficient in 

English. About her work, he expressed that as he witnessed her creation process for years, he can 

say that Mrs. Peng wants to show the power of nature to people through her work. Nature is 

immensely powerful and if it is not respected, it can prove to be menacing. About the history of 

women artists in Taiwan, he stated that throughout history it was harder for women to pursue a 

career in art as they primarily needed to play the role of caregivers. Unlike men, they need to 

balance their domestic duties towards their families as well as their own career. Moreover, in 

order to pursue and flourish in the field of art, female artists need monetary support either from 

their families or from organizations that promote art through offering grants and other means. 

Mr. Peng expressed that men have better access to resources that aid in promoting their career in 

art. In regard to the question of whether his wife faced gender discrimination while studying and 
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pursuing art, Mr. Peng mentioned that she wasn't subjected to any discrimination as such but 

whatever discrimination she faced came from her inner-self because of the ideas about gender 

roles that were inculcated in her. He expressed that such ideas can prove to be self-destructive. 

He gave the example of Mrs. Peng getting diverted by her duties of a caregiver while she is in 

the process of creating an artwork. Men, on the other hand, do not have to face the problem of 

these dual roles. He further said that though on the surface it appears that there is no gender 

inequality in contemporary Taiwan, it still prevails in hidden forms. 

   My paper would remain incomplete if the aboriginal art of Taiwan and women's role in it are 

not mentioned. Even though the aboriginal population in contemporary Taiwan constitutes only a 

small minority, they form an intrinsic component of Taiwanese society. From the north down to 

the western side of Taiwan, there are tribes like Atayal, Saisyat, Bunun, Tsou, Thao, Paiwan and 

Rukai. On the eastern side, there are tribal groups like Puyuma, Amis and Yami (Xu and Xu 

2011: 288). Various forms of art such as weaving, woodcarving, pottery, wickerwork along with 

ceremonial song and dance have always been an integral part of the culture of indigenous groups 

and are marked by strong traditions of creativity, innovation and individuality. While Paiwan and 

Rukai tribes are experts in woodcarvings of geometric patterns and stylized human figures along 

with the representing of the Hundred-Pacer Snake, the Yami tribe of Orchid Island are known for 

building hand-made sturdy boats without the use of glue of nails and the Atayal women are 

known for making rectilinear patterns of diamonds, triangles and squares by using simple looms 

(Taiwan's Art and Culture, AsianInfo 2010).  

   The art in the aboriginal communities are rich and diverse and women play an important role in 

their creation. For example, cloth weaving in aboriginal society is executed solely by women. 

Men are prohibited to touch loom devices and women on the other hand, are not allowed to touch 

hunting implements. It is believed that during looming, if there is tangling of the thread, it can 

lead to the failure of hunting expeditions and can cause accidents. Loom devices and hunting   

implements are not allowed to be stored together. However, men are responsible for the creation 

of loom devices. Following its completion, a sorcerer or an elder member of a tribe pray over 

them and from then onward, men are not allowed to go near them. Girls in the aboriginal 

communities learn to make clothes either by taking formal lessons or by observing skilled 

members of the family. Upon completion of the apprenticeship, the social status of the girls raise 
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Fig. 19 YAMEI PENG, POWER OF SILENCE, CERAMIC SCULPTURE, YAMEI PENG'S CERAMIC SCULPTURE 

EXHIBITION, HUALIEN COUNTY STONE SCULPTURE MUSEUM 

considerably and the most skilled cloth makers are perceived with special favour. For example, 

the fondness of cloth weaving among the unmarried Atayal girls result in creation of piles of 

clothes by them, which also acts as way to show off their skills. There are tales about how the 

weaving crafts have originated and the weavers believe in spirits connected to the tales. They 

also observe various taboos during the process of weaving Xu and Xu 2011: 314-316). 
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Fig. 20 PAIWAN WOMAN MAKING YARN 

   The art of the aboriginal communities of Taiwan underwent a huge transformation and 

expansion ever since the democratization of politics in Taiwan and the rise of the Aboriginal 

Rights Movement. Even though art in the tribal communities have always been rich and varied, 

one of the striking occurrences that took place was the rise of artists from indigenous 

communities These artists develop non-traditional artworks using a wide range of media. 

According to Harrell and Lin, the contemporary aboriginal artists have approached gender in two 

different ways: by transforming "women's crafts" especially textile works into contemporary art 

and by focusing on women's role through the use of female imagery. Aboriginal female artists 

like Hana Geliu have created works that represent the first approach while the second approach 

can be seen in the work of artist Rubi Swana. Hana Geliu belongs to Amis tribe. She focused on 

her link with the matrilineal Amis culture in the promotional copy of her first solo exhibition that 

stated, “Weaving and needlework are not just a craft that old mothers spend their time doing, 

just as life is not just an endless repetition of eating and dressing. Hana Geliu’s mother, her 
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mother’s mother, her mother’s....have decorated their daughters’ dance skirts one stitch at a 

time for how long? For generations, the daughters of the Amis have had their mothers as their 

first teachers...” However, her work not only focuses on Amis tradition; she used techniques and 

motifs that reflect both Amis and cosmopolitan culture. (2006: 1;14).   

Conclusion 

My paper attempted to explore the history of women artists in Taiwan by adopting a gendered 

perspective. It focused on highlighting the challenges and limitations that women have faced 

throughout the ages in their path to becoming professional artists as well as in their practice of 

art. More importantly, my study strived to present the achievements and contributions of female 

artists in Taiwan against the backdrop of patriarchy. Following Lai, I have categorized women's 

art in Taiwan into three periods. The emergence of women artists took place from the period 

when Taiwan was a colony of Japan. Even though the period was marked by the presence of  

exceptional women artists like Chen Chin, the fact remains that they were very few in number 

and most female artists of that era belonged to the elite section of the society, limiting women's 

artists to a particular strata. Even though the status of women was enhanced with time and 

women in the post-war period received more freedom and opportunity to pursue a career of their 

choice, the art world was nowhere close in terms of gender symmetry. The rigid political 

situation of Taiwan during that period further acted as a hindrance towards the full blossoming of 

women's art. The actual development of women's art took place from the 1980s onward when a 

number of Taiwanese female artists returned from abroad, bringing with them the ideas of 

feminism and helped in promoting gender consciousness, either directly or indirectly. In the 

recent years, a number of scholarships and exhibitions focusing solely on Taiwanese women's art 

have been executed: such as Mind and Spirit-Women's Art in Taiwan (1998) and Women 

Adventurers: Five Eras of Taiwanese Art, 1930-1983 (2013), both implemented by the Taipei 

Fine Arts Museum and even more recently Femi-Flow: Creating Female Subjectivity in Art 

(began in December 2018), organized by the National Taiwan Craft Research and Development 

Institute and sponsored by the Ministry of Culture. The exhibition titled Her Gaze (2016) took 

place at the Taipei Economic and Cultural Office in New York. It displayed the artworks of eight 

Taiwanese women artists living in Taiwan of the United States.  
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   In contemporary Taiwan, women play an active role in various realms of society and on the 

surface it appears that Taiwanese society is marked by a high degree of gender equality. 

However, gender discrimination is a deep-rooted component of any society characterized by 

patriarchy and even with genuine progress in the upliftment of the status of women, there are still 

constraints that women keep on facing because of their gender. Victoria Lu, in her article on 

women's art stated that even artists with brilliant exhibition records like Liu-Shih-Fen and Wu 

Mali, "face difficulties in breaking into the Taiwan art world" (Lu 2001: 44).  According to Wu 

Mali, women in Taiwan “participate in most fields of society more actively [than in other Asian 

countries] and have greater chances of achieving equal rights, it remains common that the male 

individual takes up the role of creating, whereas the female does the servicing” (Cited in Movius 

and Evans 2018). Even though women's art in Taiwan is an ever-growing field, the art world of 

Taiwan still cannot claim complete gender symmetry.  It must be pointed out that some female 

artists do not see sexist atmosphere in their field, and they do not focus on feminism, such as Lo 

Fang, Sanssouci M.C. Horng and Yamei Peng. On the contrary, the work of some female artists 

has always been around the influence of patriarchy or gender inequality, such as Annie Hsiao-

Ching Wang  and Wu Mali. These issues can be further deepened through sociological 

perspectives in the future. 
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