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The Formation and Transformation of the
Fashion Narratives and Gender Culture in the
“Portraits of a Hundred Beauties” Series

Wen-tsuei Lu”

Abstract

This paper interprets a series of the “Portraits of a Hundred
Beauties” pictorial books issued in Shanghai during the early years of the
Republic of China in order to reveal how artists challenged the artistic
tradition of “a hundred beauties/a hundred types of obsequiousness” — a
tradition that put strains on women in the act of celebrating their beauty.
From an interpretative point of view that understands and empathizes
with the phenomenon, this paper examines the embodiment of mutual
definitions and the dialectic relationship between female portraits and
gender cultures in the early Republic years. The paper also dwells upon
the sophisticated process whereby male artists became involved in the
representation and formation of gender consciousness. Certain pictorial
books reflected the fact that socio-cultural logic and thinking were
struggling to advance. Moreover, these books documented the initial
stages and subsequent difficulties encountered in the development of
Chinese gender culture, as well as how these difficulties led to various
innovations and attempts to initiate change.

The article begins with a discussion of the basic facts and features of
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the narratives of “Portraits of a Hundred Beauties,” and comes to the
conclusion that gender consciousness and the new female identity were
still at odds with each other. Methodologically, this article seeks to clarify
the historical contexts of “Portraits of a Hundred Beauties” in the early
years of the Republic and “A Hundred Beauties of Shanghai” in the late
Qing dynasty, making reference to both their literary counterparts as well
as the old school novels written during this period. Finally, the article
reflects on the narrative tradition of “Portraits of a Hundred Beauties,”
social ideology, and the interactions between the evolution of modern
culture and fashion. It adopts the incisive cultural critical perspective
found in Eileen Chang’s pictorial and literary works to shed light on the
evolution of gender culture in this city-upon-the-sea, Shanghai, in the

early Republic years.

Key words: “Portraits of a Hundred Beauties,” gender culture, old school

novels of the Republic of China, female students
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