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The Hong Kong Jockey Club Series: Women and Femininity in Ancient China – 

Treasures from the Nanjing Museum 

Audio Guide Script  

 

4. Lady Holding a Fan 

M：In this painting, Lady Holding a Fan, the heroine looks unusual. She has a big 

head and long body, but small eyes. 
 
F：Oh! It’s a painting of Ren Xiong, a painter in the late Qing dynasty. No wonder. 

M：Is he very well-known? 

 
F：He is a representative painter of the Shanghai School of Chinese painting. 

 
M：What is the Shanghai School? 

 
F：Shanghai was an open city at that time, where many businessmen were attracted 

to make their fortune. The thriving economy also attracted many painters to earn a 
living. Their paintings catered for market preferences which were radically different 
from traditional literati paintings. 
 
M：I see! This work is very colourful. The lady’s dress and the jewellery are so 

delicate and detailed. I bet many people would love to buy it. 
 
F：Yes. They did painting as a business. These painters excelled at drawing all sorts 

of things, such as birds, flowers, figures and landscapes, to fulfil every client’s 
expectations and requests. Some of them even utilised Western painting techniques. 
In this painting, not only is the lady painted in detail, but even the flowers and bird 
on the fan are so vivid! 
 
M：But the overall painting style is still very traditional. 

 
F： Of course. What made them successful is that they were innovative but still 

preserved traditional elements, thus making their artworks more acceptable to the 
general public. The Shanghai School also inspired modern painters to revolutionise 
Chinese painting. 
 
M：Hmm. I don’t know why another exhibit, Ode to the Plum Blossoms by Chen 

Hongshou keeps popping up in my mind whenever I look at this… 
 
F： You’re so bright! Ren Xiong’s painting style was influenced by Chen Hongshou. 

His “archaic style” was inspired by the exaggeration and distortion in Chen’s 
paintings. 
 
M： Right! Especially the long face and the exaggerating hairstyle. 
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F： That was called the Peony Bun. The bun had to be tall and yet still hold itself up. 

Ladies put various hair accessories in the buns to make them look more elegant. 
Imperial concubines and noblewomen often wore this hairstyle, as seen in costume 
dramas! 
 
M： What do you think the lady in this painting was thinking about? 

 
F：This work was painted based on The song of autumn fan at the Heavenly Palace. 

It is about the stories of Chang’e, the Chinese goddess of the Moon, and Ban Jieyu, 
an imperial concubine in the Han dynasty. Chang’e lived alone in the Moon palace 
while Ban Jieyu had to stay in the imperial palace on her own. The painting 
expressed the loneliness and depressed feelings of some ancient women.  
 
M：Such a beautiful but sad painting! 


