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

Treasures from the Nanjing Museum 

Audio Guide Script  

 

9. Flowers and Butterflies 

M： If you ask me to name any artists in ancient China, I can name only male artists. 

As for female artists, I think I know only about the poet Li Qingzhao. 
 

F： It’s not easy for female artists to stand out of the crowd in a patriarchal society. 

Look! Ma Quan, a talented female painter in the Qing dynasty, created this painting. 
It’s great that her artwork is so well-preserved after so many years. 
 

M：In this painting, the flowers and butterflies look very vivid and authentic. Each 

flower is rendered with unique colours and forms. The two butterflies here are very 
lifelike as well. 
 

F： Ma Quan excelled at using bright colour palettes to paint flowers, plants, insects 

and birds. She was the leading exponent of boudoir painters in the Ming and Qing 
dynasties. The paintings of boudoir painters were elegant and delicate with fine 
brushwork.   
 

M： They must have come from affluent families, or they wouldn’t have had the 

chance to learn calligraphy and painting. 
 

F： Bingo! Ma Quan was born into a painting family in Jiangsu with her grandfather 

Ma Zibai, a famous painter at the time. Her father, Ma Yuanyu, was also known as a 
great painter of his generation. Growing up in a family of artists and being influenced 
by her family members, Ma Quan was already well-known at a very young age. Her 
father very much inspired her flower-and-bird painting style. What a great artist 
family! 
 

M：So did she become an artist later? 

 

F： She was married to a painter, Gong Kehe first. They sold paintings in Beijing for a 

living. After Gong’s death, Ma returned to her hometown to teach painting and sell 
works of art. Many of her students were female, and she also cultivated many 
boudoir painters. 
 

M： I can’t believe that she could earn a living by selling artworks and teaching 

painting by herself! Why did boudoir painters usually paint flowers and plants? 
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F： They actually painted more than that. Many exhibits created by female painters 

here are not only about flowers and plants. Some of them are landscape paintings, 
and some are paintings of figures. However, female painters preferred drawing 
flowers and birds, partly because these subjects were more accessible in their daily 
lives. They also did it to meet the expectations of the art market, as the general 
public believed that flower-and-bird paintings by women painters were more 
spiritual and delicate. 
 

M：I see. Were all female painters from affluent families at that time? 

 

F：Not really. Besides paintings by boudoir painters, we can also find some paintings 

made by courtesans in the Ming and Qing dynasties. 
 

M：Yes! An attractive appearance was not the only criterion of courtesans at that 

time. They also had to be talented and intelligent. 
 

F： Also, Li Yin, who drew Lotus and A Pair of Mandarin Ducks, was not only skilled 

at painting; she also had a sense of moral integrity. The literati called her a heroine 
at that time because she stayed with her husband during the war. 
 

M：Wow! We should never underestimate women. 

 

F：These remarkable women deserve to be appreciated.   
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