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IN THE LAST THREE DECADES, 
Chinese women artists have experienced a crucial transforma-

tion in expressing themselves in a freer more liberated manner 

and style. As China introduced economic reform and moved 

toward openness in 1978, women artists were gradually exposed 

to both Western contemporary art and the feminist movement.  

They became aware of their identities as individuals and as women, 

and began to experiment with new ways of expression from a female 

artist’s point of view. The artists in this exhibition have developed 

their unique styles to probe women’s psychological and spiritual 

life, women’s position as independent individuals, and women’s 

intellectual capacity of dealing with problems and philosophical 

issues such as humanity and the universe, reality and illusion,  

and more.   

CUI XIUWEN 

The artist uses an innocent and lovely girl as a model to express 

feelings and ideas, forming her unique signature style. The 

familiar subject and composition of Leonardo da Vinci’s painting, 

The Last Supper (1495-1498) acquires a new face and context. 

Thirteen figures of the same nine-year old Chinese girl recount a 

story of Chinese youth from the 1950s to the 1970s, whose red ties  

represent the collective ideal of Chinese Communist Young 

Pioneers. School children ranging from seven to twelve years old 

wore the red tie as a badge of honor. It symbolized revolution, 

blood shedding, and sacrifice, and encouraged students to follow 

the footsteps of those who sacrificed their lives in the revolutions 

to overthrow the feudalist system and National government, 

and establish a new Communist China. Being a “red-tie” herself 

once, the artist had the image of the red tie against a white shirt 

imprinted in her mind so deeply that she was inspired to draw 

upon this particular memory in her art. Her painting, like The 
Last Supper, is about belief and noble sacrifice; but unlike the 

former, one little girl (or perhaps a collective generation), not a 

grown savior, carries all the burdens of doubt, pain, betrayal, and 

history itself. The artwork on view here is one component of a large 

multi-media installation of oil painting, photography and video. 

Its title, “San Jie,” or Three Worlds, refers to either the Buddhist or 

Christian notion of Heaven, Earth, and Hell.

	 A similar girl appears in the series of photographs, “Essential 

Emptiness.” The artist eliminates all colors except black and white. 

This time, the girl has a companion, a doll in her own image and 
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as she slowly walks away in distance all became images of beauty 

and the sublime in human life in the eyes of the artist. The artist 

uses three projections simultaneously on three walls, thus creating 

an overwhelmingly powerful effect.   

	 In Women’s Writing — Rhetoric, Tao inscribes textiles with 

ancient women’s writing, a system invented and practiced by 

women in the southern province of Hunan (where the artist was 

born and raised). The writing often consisted of poems in short 

sentences with five or seven words in a line, written or embroidered 

on handkerchiefs, a kind of women’s “secret messages” about love 

and life, shared among them. The artist copied some poems in an 

ancient calligraphic style of the oracle-bone inscription of 1200 

BCE (which might be the inspiration for the women’s script). 

Tao wrote on a hand-woven cloth used for steam cooking by local 

women, imitating the manner the women sew or embroider the 

scripts, linking common Chinese women’s daily mundane life and 

their pursuit of spiritual and intellectual life in a unique way. The 

artist also used some random characters to compose her works.

HUANG YING 

In her series of digital photographs, Huang uses her own body as the 

main subject in expressing concepts. The “Metamorphosis” series 

focuses on a female human body and a giant dragonfly. The two 

are always overlapping and partially replacing each other, as if one 

is transforming into the other, or both transforming themselves 

into a new form of life. The theme of transformation and the 

cycle of life is not new in art, and the use of insects as a symbol 

of the reincarnation of human life first appeared in prehistoric 

Chinese culture when people placed jade-carved cicadas in 

the mouths of the deceased. The artist, however, has made the 

concept more contemporary, complex, and even Kafkaesque. 

In Metamorphosis No.5, Huang depicts a woman’s face with an 

open mouth and protruding tongue, and a huge dragonfly taking 

the place of the nose and mouth, whose long body overlaps and 

extends the tongue. Rather than a symbol of a new life cycle, the 

image suggests disgust with the current condition and a strange 

sexual desire. In Metamorphosis No.13, the artist presents a 

sensually beautiful nude female body with multiple arms and legs, 

a dragonfly replacing the head, face, and neck, and its long phallic 

shaped body thrusting through the middle of the female body. The  

image contains sensuality, sexuality, and the transformation of a 

human into an insect or vice versa, and clearly of one Self into an 

alien Other.   

	 Occasionally, the dragonfly-woman appears in an icy 

mystical landscape. In My Mirrored Realm No.10, Huang depicts 

a similar setting, adding a nude woman falling from the sky and 

yet another collapsing on a bridge fence, creating a surreal realm. 

The series deals with a larger theme concerning humans and 

the environment, and the real and the surreal. Throughout the 

series, lonely nude female individuals appear in cold and isolated 

landscapes full of snow, ice, and frigid water. In My Mirrored Realm 
No.7, Huang envisions a vast ocean with floating icebergs mixed 

with wreckages, and a few nude women, one struggling in the ice 

water, one climbing out of the wreckage on the ice, and one lying 

safely in the middle of a cubic building in the center of an island. 

The scene recalls the Great Deluge and Noah’s Ark, but with a very 

different connotation. It seems like a story of women’s survival in 

a catastrophic environment, rather than that of a savior’s rescuing 

act, yet still evoking the origin of humanity. The similarly lonely 

and nude women are also found crawling on the Great Wall in My 
Mirrored Realm No.11. Their bodies are imprinted with stains from 

the bricks of the wall, like ghosts moving out of the wall. The Great 

Wall is the symbol of China’s stronghold and masculine power. 

Here, the artist constructs a binary opposition of men and women, 

strong hard fortress and soft human body, and culture and nature, 

but in a seemingly reversal role-play. By placing female figures in 

a great cultural and historical background, the artist has created a 

new myth.  

size. The girl wears a white shirt or coat and short black skirt, but 

the doll in most cases appears naked. The two figures are set playing 

together in a landscape, often with heavy snow and a vast empty 

sky. They lie, or kneel, or stand, far from each other, in the snow, or 

bury themselves under the snow, or the girl pulls her alter ego out 

of the snow. Sometimes, the girl carries her doll walking through 

a large forest or an empty country road. All of the images conjure 

a feeling of mysterious loneliness. Is this loneliness a reflection 

of the spiritual emptiness of present-day society? Here, the artist 

engages in spiritual and philosophical contemplation about the re-

lationship between the individual human being and the universe, 

reality and illusion. The girl’s double selves – genuine and fake, 

real and imaginary, living and inanimate, etc., seem to reinforce 

the Buddhist worldview that the world is illusive; the absolute 

emptiness is its ultimate truth. Aesthetically, the artist emulates 

the traditional Chinese ink painting style to achieve simple beauty 

and spacious emptiness. 

LIN TIANMIAO 

Living in both China and the United States, Lin combines the 

Western idea of conceptual art and her childhood experience 

with textiles from her early years in China. As is evident in many 

of her works, silk and cotton threads are her preferred media. In 

the three portraits from the “Focus” series, the artist printed a 

black and white photograph of her own bald head on cloth. In one 

piece, she sewed simple stitches over the image, and in another, 

she tied on hundreds of thread balls to cover the entire face and 

neck. The images vary in focus. One is very blurry as if fading away 

through time; and the other is clearer, but still not sharply focused. 

None of the images indicate gender, or express emotion. The one 

with thread balls conceals all the facial details. The artist refrains 

from calling the images “self-portraits.” Instead, she portrays 

genderless and concealed individuals, whose identities are vague 

and blurred between man and woman, or the Self and Other. The 

balls may also suggest numerous threads of thoughts emerging 

from one’s head, or simply a mass of tumors that damage one’s 

brain and mind.

	 Wrapped with cotton threads, Family Portrait is a group of 

picture frames in different shapes and sizes, but devoid of images. 

Perhaps the work suggests old images that have faded over time, 

or a lost memory, or an intentionally voided memory as a way to 

cut off the family ties, or a nostalgic expression of homesickness. 

The off-white color, dusty look, and packed state make the frames 

seem ancient and unusable. The audience is given enough space to 

imagine, and to contemplate.

  

TAO AIMIN 

In her video Vein, Tao tells a story of a nearly century old woman 

who lived from 1912 to 2011. Forced to bind her feet at age nine, 

married at nineteen, she gave birth to her first child at twenty-two, 

and lost her husband in her eighties. “Old Lady Wang” lived the 

life of an ordinary woman as millions of others in China, who were 

diligent, hard-working, tough, and satisfied despite the suffering 

they endured. The artist happened to rent a room from the woman 

and became mesmerized by her long and simple life, and there-

fore videotaped the last few years of Wang’s life. Her face full of 

wrinkles, her lingering steps, her hands shaking as she sews, the 

warm dumplings on the table, peeling wallpaper, a ticking old 

clock, small shoes on the windowsill, turnips in the garden, falling 

persimmons from the tree, and the sight of the old woman’s back 

...the artist constructs a 
binary opposition of men and 
women, strong hard fortress 
and soft human body, and 
culture and nature, but in a 
seemingly reversal role-play.
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Existential Emptiness, No. 7, • 2009

C-print

40¼ x 32 ⅛ inches

Courtesy of Eli Klein Fine Art

Existential Emptiness, No. 3, • 2009

C-print

33 ½ x 177 ½ inches

Courtesy of Eli Klein Fine Art

Last Supper • 2003 

C-print

20 x 80 inches

Collection of Larry Warsh 
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Huang
Ying Metamorphosis No. 5 • 2011

Digital print

44 x 30 inches  

Courtesy of the artist

My Mirrored Realm No. 11 • 2011

Digital print

106 x 78 inches

Courtesy of the artist



1514

Lin
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Tao
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“Focus Series” • 2002

Thread and digital  

print on canvas

3 works, 60 x 50 inches each

Collection of Larry Warsh

Vein • 2006 

Three-channel video installation

Courtesy of the artist

Women’s Writing–Rhetoric • 2012

Ink on fabric

5 works, approximately 16 x 20 inches each

Courtesy of the artist
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C-print

20 x 80 inches

Collection of Larry Warsh
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C-print
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Courtesy of Eli Klein Fine Art
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C-print
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Courtesy of Eli Klein Fine Art
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Existential Emptiness, No. 9 • 2009

C-print
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Courtesy of Eli Klein Fine Art
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Digital print
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Courtesy of the artist
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My Mirrored Realm No. 7 • 2011
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HUANG YING

My Mirrored Realm No. 10 • 2011

Digital print

79 x 44 inches  

Courtesy of the artist
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My Mirrored Realm No. 11 • 2011
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Courtesy of the artist

LIN TIANMIAO

Family Portrait • 1998

Cotton thread, frames (traditional oil 

painting frames bound with cotton 

thread) Seven individual works,  

dimensions variable: 

24 x 36 inches, 18 x 18 inches, 33 ½  x 37 

inches, 25 x 25 inches (2 pieces)  

and 17 ½ x 60 ½inches (2 pieces)

Collection of Larry Warsh

LIN TIANMIAO

Focus Series • 2002

Thread and digital print on canvas

60 x 50 inches, 3 individual works

Collection of Larry Warsh

TAO AIMIN

Vein • 2006 

Three-channel video installation

Courtesy of the artist

TAO AIMIN

Women’s Writing–Rhetoric • 2002

Ink on fabric
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16 x 20 inches each

Courtesy of the artist
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