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Empress Dowager, Politics, and Art: A New Reading
Into the Portraits of Empress Dowager Cixi

Feng You-heng
Graduate School of Plastic Arts
National Taiwan University of Art

Abstract

Cixi, the Empress Dowager (1899-1983), though dominating the political scene
of China for nearly fifty years, only left a handful of “portraits in leisure”, or “portraits
in informal dress”. Strictly speaking, these paintings are traditional Chinese figure
paintings without the use of Western technique (chiaroscuro and linear perspective) and
their style is quite stiff and stereotypical.

Compared with the imperial portraits of her male predecessors, such as Emperor
Kangxi (1662-1722), Yongzheng (1678-1735), and Qianlong (1711-1799), her portraits
are far inferior in terms of quality, quantity and the diversity of subject matter. Many
factors account for this degeneration, the most notable being gender issues and the
marked decline of Qing court painters after the Qianlong reign. Yet, in juxtaposing
Cixi’s “portraits in leisure” alongside those of Empress Cian (1837-1881), her potential
competitor, these paintings subtly exhibit her political ambitions through small details.

Four Cixi portraits by American portraitists Katherine Karl (1865-1938) and
Hubert Vos (1855-1935) lucidly convey Cixi’s political influence. Though both
American artists faced the same challenges of having to deal with the divergence
between the Eastern and Western painting traditions, along with Cixi’s personal
interference, they nevertheless overcame these obstacles and completed several portraits
of her with much success, of which, four are still extant. It is ironic that foreign artists
were able to accomplish vivid and realistic depiction of Cixi, as Cixi herself has
sometimes been described by historians as xenophobic. Indeed, the works of Karl and
Vos parallel and even surpass the imperial portraits of Qianlong by the Jesuit missionary
and artist Giuseppe Castiglione (1688-1766), in their penetrating portrayal of Cixi’s
strong personality and equally prominent femininity at the same time as the late Qing
sovereign of China.

Keywords: Buddha worship, portraits in leisure, portraits in informal dress, guise

portraits, mudra, twelve medallions on the imperial robe
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Ik T T IR LT M R

B1l & SamAeBE AR MORTE 181x205.5cm LT M BT

F—B B10 & BRMEF LR IE B
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B12 RE MHmEEz LLRBEE AR SAKRERCTH
A #24.8x350 cm Ay 3k K I HE M A5 R

B13 & ZAEERE M HKARE B14 7 #eREERG b
130.5x67.5 cm A% E  130.5%67.5 cm

B A B Jo 3 HE A



IR

B15 & Fé&BazEig # KRR Bl16 & ZAsHKBKRE W

130.5%x67.5 cm  3b 7R F ML IR 3 AR E 169.5%90.3 cm
El S dcal 2T

_ D=
B17 & &EFHG W HARE B18 FiMith #HARE MWL
235x144.3 cm bR T W IR IR 463 cm b & HITHIARISTIEE 4 £

B G AT AR A
RE (FERESRER) B210
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B19 & %EAw NALREE A#F HERAKEREFHE 30.7x64.4cm
£ B AhA @ #4742 4% @ James Cahill, Chinese Painting, p. 22.

¥

o ———— T

7

H20 R HR#%F BER & B21 F #kzatEfhEg EF
HBAZE  147.2x51.3cm BARFE  108%63 cm

bR T W AR I T E R



B22 & ARG HhESL B
BARE  191.2x100 cm
T T IR

LT T IR

O ZEHRE B
HARZ B 241x113.4 cm
LT T IR

24 F #AEZXKEHRGE
BRI E 253x110.5 cm

FOABERBRETEG W
BT E 217.5%116 cm
Jb o W I
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B26 & k& IMRME b SAASkE 262x188.2cm LT HHAAIT K

B27 i BRSO ESF AH 1736F HAARETE  52.9x6883 cm
AB L AW EAEER ke AR RE-—XEMEARTE0%RE) 7279 261



28 $UpEHk - £/ (Katharine Augusta B20 ®MAEzAMg B HBAZE 209.8x115cm
Carl, 1865-1938) At XKE E#% B <5 08 M A B R
W& 19044 271x163 cm
EBEARMEMER kA (LR
A — R EEFRGNE) B4

b

B orwE

B30 & AREUEE LEGRGE b 31 i%Bl4k3k Le Rire, No. 297 (July 14th 1900)3 &
BAZE 242x179cm L RE T IHY IR R



B32 snpE#k - @ AEREMEGRE HE
19044  163.5%97 cm
b % BR e [ A PR
#Aa (EXEHEHAT) AI3I

B34 - FL A
1905-06 4  169.6x123.6 cm

£ R A
KaAHE G
AL HO2

KEH®& R ik

E AT
1 - IR B Ae [ R A AR

35

B33 #1% - ¥-£ (Hubert Vos, 1855-1935)
A EAL 232x142cm 19054
Jb R B e B 8 2R
FARAYME (¥ - P EME
BAAEREEHE) B

21 #] (Heinrich von Angeli, 1840-1925)
HERELFHGLE HmE 1899F
W45 R B+ 1% (Bodelwyddan Castle ) i
4% A Queen Victoria by Heinrich von Angeli
on Wikipedia
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E36 Ba®d A 1903-19044F
#HA (EXBEZiERT) A44

37 #isledsifiikt AA% #17364F
100.2x63 cm bR T IR






