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Costume design for Characters within fantasy �lms can be a signi�cant method 
to compare the personal growth and development of gendered character roles.

Contemporary �lmmakers use concept design to shape a fabricated reality 
of an imagined world, through characters and storytelling. How a character�s 
out�t changes can demonstrate the personal growth of a character, and suggest 
a related social and gendered history to our own, in the way the costume 
responds to story development. In the popular Qing Dynasty story - Flowers 
in the Mirror - the heroine character epitomises the tensions between dutiful 
daughter and independent woman. �e visualisation of the narrative needs to 
consider both character appearance and mental state, so people may experience 
self-recognition within the heroine�s journey. Similar to the transformative 
character arcs of Sansa and Arya in Game of �rones. As an aristocratic girl, 
at �rst, she hated the cold hometown and prepared to marry the prince with 
a romantic dream, but later, she lost most of her relatives and was controlled, 
utilized, and insulted by others. She learned to use power and strategy, and �nally 
became the independent Queen of the North. On the other hand, another Stark 
girl, Arya, chooses a �masculine� way to become a �ghter for revenge.

�is research adapts a fantasy novel set with historical Chinese culture, while 
considering its relevance to a contemporary audience, in east and west. Concept 
design for a Flowers in the Mirror adaptation explores feminism and self-
identity, through a case study of character costumes for both genders which 
will inform the development of evolution of costume designs that encourage 
female empowerment. From a historical perspective, the study of traditional 
items within Chinese culture (costume, ornament, weapon, motif) and visual 
language is necessary to make the characters culturally grounded.

Abstract

Figure 1. Flowers in the Mirror, English version.
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Figure 2. Sansa�s costume from season 1-6 in Game of �rones.

Figure 3. Arya�s costume from season 1-6 in Game of �rones.

My character visualisation will show the evolution 
of several key protagonists, including Shan and her 
gendered opposite, the Prince with the intention 
that the audience can feel personal resonance and 
empowerment with the female protagonist.
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Concept design in China is in its infancy, and environment and costume 
designers are still developing a level of criticality within concept design. 
In the �lm industry in China, they are normally included in two di�erent 
departments of art and costume. �e designers� role is limited because they 
o�en don�t have the opportunity and autonomy to discuss ideas with the 
director and art director. But with the development of the �lm and television 
industry, more domestic fantasy and science �ction themed projects are being 
made. Films such as �e Legend of the Demon Cat (2017) and �e Wandering 
Earth (2019), have had huge success at the box o�ce (530 million CNY and 
700 million USD, statistics from Wikipedia). �e importance and necessity of 
concept design to frame a cohesive story world has begun to be emphasised, 
and many Chinese �lm projects have started to hire concept designers at the 
preliminary stage of development. Before this master�s study, I had several 
years of work experience as an art assistant in China�s �lm industry, primarily 
working in environment design. I want to use this year�s study to expand my 
skills and focus on the research of character and costume design, which I�ve 
always been interested in. I think that compared with environment design, 
character design can be closer to the development of the story. I believe 
designers should consider more factors when they work, such as;  cultural 
identity and history, regions, races, psychological activities, storylines, and 
character roles. By learning more about these topics, which is a challenge for 
me, I can gain greater bene�t for my future career development.

My master�s project focuses on character design for a live-action general 
audience, historical fantasy �lm, which is adapted from the well-known 
Chinese novel � Flowers in the Mirror (AC1827, the Qin Dynasty). I �nd this 
novel very inspiring as it contains advanced modern thoughts for romantic 
fantasy. Several excellent works in ancient China have inspired modern artists. 

Introduction

Figure 6. Poster of �e Wandering Earth (2019). Directed by 
Frant Gwo.
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For example, Mulan�s story comes from a poem 
�e Mulan Ballad (AC386-581, the Northern 
Dynasties), and the �lm �e Assassin(2015) comes 
from a short ancient story. However, many more 
wonderful stories have not been brought to light, 
I have chosen to adapt an old Chinese story that 
I believe epitomises a strong female role model. 
If Mulan can be so popular from a poem, there 
must be other charming characters waiting to be 
discovered.

However, choosing an ancient story comes 
with its challenges. �e original �ction is very 
antiquated with a tedious narrative, and a lack 
of characterisation. In my  adaptation, I have 
promoted a characters� gender to strengthen the 
opinion of gender and class equality. �ough I am 
not a screenwriter, I have chosen to use the Hero�s 
Journey story outline to help adapt to this story for 
my project. Many great famed projects adopted this 
story structure and achieved huge box o�ce, such 
as Star Wars, �e Hobbits, proving its maturity in 
describing stories. I believe in this way western 
audiences who are familiar with that may be more 
likely to accept an oriental story with a western 
structure. 

Figure 7. �ree �lms in �e Hero�s Journey.
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Figure 8. �e Hero�s Journey storytelling model.
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Flowers in the Mirror is set in a real historical period, during the reign of 
the only empress Wu Zetian (AC690-705) with political rights in the Tang 
dynasty (AC 618-907). It�s an important historical background that supports 
one theme of my project � female empowerment. �e Tang Dynasty has 
always been the most popular era for Chinese, famous for its unprecedented 
prosperity in social development, diversi�ed art and culture, and high 
inclusiveness. Many poets and romantic literary works from the Tang Dynasty 
have in�uenced the society even now. According to Chen (2009), in this 
period, because of the famous empress Wu Zetian�s policies, women�s social 
status was not very humble and they were less constrained and oppressed 
by feudal ethics. As a result, females in the Tang Dynasty had more freedom 
and greater empowerment than women at other ancient times, with a bright, 
unrestrained, brave, and lively mental outlook, as well as a unique style and 
ideology (Hua, 2004). 

Figure 9. Historical background and images of Wu Zetian in di�erent art works.

�is story has a strong feminist ideology, and at �rst I hesitated  in pursuing 
this line of inquiry, because the word �feminism� is still misunderstood in 
contemporary China. Many people think that feminism is to advocate that 
women�s rights are higher than men�s, with some literary and artistic workers 
being reluctant to be labelled as feminists (Shen, 2019). Worse still some even 
consider such a label as slander. However, based on my own experiences as 
a woman working in the �lm industry, I felt that pursuing this message was 
important. A chance to promote self-awareness, provide inspiration and 
challenge audience attitudes towards strong women characters. To show that 
feminism can be a positive ideology that raises up both women and men to a 
greater freedom of personality.

My research aim is to explore the relationship between clothing and 
character roles. Concept design can provide the opportunity to explore this 
dynamic through appropriate out�t changes that visually communicate the 
evolution of a character�s inner emotional growth and support the character�s 
transformation through the di�erent stages of the hero�s journey. Whilst also 
ensuring the designs are both attractive and grounded in a believable world. 

Because of the historical background, I have thoroughly researched historical 
clothing, props, and the use of ancient Chinese weapons to ensure my 
designs felt authentic and functional. Armed with this research I began my 
design process. Starting with a collection of a large number of sketches with 
supporting visual reference. I began with at least three concept sketches (in 
black and white) the initial development phase before presenting three further 
re�ned drawings in colour version before narrowing my determined direction 
to choose one as the �nal design a�er further modi�cation.
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Figure 10. Character evolution diagram 1 of Shan. Designed by Xiaochen Wang.
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My research questions will look at the characteristics 
of visual language, and the art of ethnic minorities 
and ancient kingdoms in ancient China, especially 
in the Tang Dynasty, exotic culture, Chinese fantasy 
creatures, graphic and colour meaning in Chinese 
culture, and di�erent national costumes.

Figure 11. Works of art in 
the Tang Dynasty.

Figure 12. Female costume 
style in the Tang Dynasty.
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Ancient Chinese women were clearly distinguished from men belonging 
to subordinate areas. Belden�s (1980) research on the relationship between 
Chinese society and women described that for three thousand years, China�s 
political rights have always been closely related to the control of women 
(Huang, 2004). �e evolution of female imagery within Chinese �lms can 
reveal the development of Chinese female consciousness. China�s �rst short 
�lm Die for Marriage (1913) re�ects the harm of traditional marriage to 
women, but ironically the female leading role is played by men, which shows 
the low status of women at that time. �en came a large number of �lms 
showing the hard life of women at the bottom of society, such as �e Goddess 
(1934). Huang (2004) noted that Women were portrayed as victims of feudal 
society: they struggled silently and su�ered physically and mentally, but most 
of them could not escape the tragic fate.

Unlike that in Western countries, the promotion of women �s status in China 
is mainly due to government policies. A�er 1949, Chinese political parties 
called on women to participate in social work, emphasizing that �men and 
women are the same� and �women can hold up to half the sky� (Mao, 1955). 
However, this call for equality does not comment on �males� and �females� 
from the biological perspective. What is more important is the role of �males� 
or �females� in society and the important role of women as a group. ��e 

Figure 14. �e slogan of 
Women can hold up to  
half the sky and ideal  
images of working female  
in 1950s China.

Figure13. Poster of  
�e Goddess (1934).
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expression �men and women are the same� not only means equality between 
men and women but also obliterates and cancels the opposition and di�erences 
between them� (Dai, 2013). �e liberation of women is accompanied by a 
process of eliminating gender. �erefore, in the Chinese movies from the 1950s 
to the 1970s, the female image was basically a woman with strong makeup 
as a man or �female� heroes, like healthy, plain dressed, straightforward 
revolutionaries, and laborers, such as ��e Red Detachment of Women�. Dai 
(2013) stated that they are close to the image of men but lose the chance to 
show their original charm because �lmmakers excessively added masculinity 
to show the power. Interestingly, this similar viewpoint also exists in western 
society, such as female politicians participating in election campaigns. �we 
have no template for what a powerful woman looks like, except that she looks 
rather like a man� (Bread, 2017).

A�er the 1980s, with the development of the Chinese social system and the 
introduction of western feminism�s thought, China�s feminist consciousness 
has been further developed (Qin, 2019). At the same time, many excellent 
female directors emerged, like Anhua Xu, Shaohong Li, Yu Li�they 
provided a new perspective to observe contemporary women with �lms such 
as Sacri�ce of Youth (1985), Summer Snow (1995)�

Huang (2004) stated that this trend began to re�ect women�s self and needs, 
and they were eager to obtain freedom of personality. �e female roles in 
the screen were no longer just eye candy or stereotypical masculine female 
heroes, but mature women with inner changes, self-awareness, and they can 
wake, explore, and �ght.

Figure15. 
Poster of Sacri�ce of Youth (1986).  
Directed by Nuanxing Zhang.

Figure 16. 
Poster of Summer Snow (1995).  
Directed by Ann Hui.
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�ere are still many issues of gender inequalities in current Chinese society. 
�e International Labour Comparison Chart (2012) released on the website of 
the U.S. Department of Labour states, the labour participation rate of Chinese 
women in general domestic work is as high as 68%, which is far higher than that 
of other major economies in the world. �e 30-year-old unmarried Chinese 
women are called Le�over Women, but there is no same saying for men. �e 
social public opinion places the pressure of the declining marriage rate on 
the female group, even though the number of unmarried men in China is far 
more than that of women - the ratio of male to the female population in China 
is 116.9: 100. Israeli �lmmakers Shlam and Medalia �lmed a documentary 
Le�over Women (2019) which focused on marriage and the life of three 
contemporary Chinese women. According to Medalia, �eir parents push; 
the whole society pushes them to succeed and go to university. �en they 
start their career. But then they have to stop everything and get married. �eir 
entire value is based on this one thing. At the same time, outside the family, 
women also face gender discrimination at work. Many Chinese companies 
will publicly express their priority in recruiting male employees and women 
can be asked whether they intend to marry or have children in recent years 
in the interview stage (Stevenson & Chen, 2019). Modern Chinese women 
are under heavy pressure in the pursuit of independence, because traditional 
ideas require them to devote more to their families, while the competition 
in modern society requires them to be able to compete with men in terms of 
working hours and abilities.

Fortunately, more �lm and television projects are describing and re�ecting on 
these issues. �e Longest Day in Chang�an (2019), a popular TV drama and 
through the shaping of female roles with diverse identities, the creators pay 
attention to women�s self-awareness and wisdom. For example, at the end of 

Figure 17. Poster of Le�over Women (2019).  
Directed by Shosh Shlam, Hilla Medalia.
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the story, when the heroine was proposed to by the 
two most important men in her life (one she loves 
and the other she respects), she refused decisively 
and chose her dream and pursuit in career. �is 
play demonstrates to an audience that a beautiful 
female character is no longer just eye candy or a 
hero�s prize, and she exists as another important 
person with complex thoughts, emotions, and self-
awareness. �e female protagonist in �e Assassin 
(2019) disobeyed the master�s order and was not 
willing to kill her former lover, a lord, not because 
she was trapped in her personal feelings, but for the 
sake of morality - the death of the Lord would have 
led to civilian su�ering from the ensuing wars. 
�ese �ctional works give the female characters 
more choices and wider horizons and guide the 
audience to think more deeply.

Figure 18. Poster of �e Longest Day in Chang�an (2019). Directed by Cao Dun.

Figure 19. Female Characters in �e Longest Day in Chang�an (2019).
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�e biopic genre can be used to give experience and warning to contemporary 
people. �e two �lms Danish Girl (2015) and Su�ragette (2015) are adapted 
from the true stories, which is an important way to remind the audience 
that both minority groups and women have been discriminated against and 
oppressed, and seek the same equality. Even in western countries, the history 
of women�s political rights is only about one hundred years, and New Zealand 
was the �rst country to o�er women the right to vote. �is kind of work raises 
public awareness and demonstrates that the present wellbeing cannot be taken 
for granted, but won by brave pioneers, and we still need to strive for it.
 
In a �ctional �lm, it is o�en to communicate contentious social issues, rather 
than in a political space, especially sensitive, controversial, and di�cult topics. 
South Korean �lm Parasite (2019) cleverly described the Korean social class 
problem as a contrasting story of two families with strong tension and full 
of suspense. It integrates director Junhao Feng�s perception of South Korean 
Society, and accurately shows the huge gap between the rich and the poor 
(Kermode, 2020). Moreover, the �lm has been widely accepted and highly 
praised among foreign watchers, which demonstrates that the social problems 
are universal. Many �lms re�ect global problems, not limited to the audience�s 
age, gender, race, and cultural background.

A good �ctional �lm can transform culture, or in�uence a social custom and 
hierarchy. I was shocked by the interesting plots a�er watching Spirit Away 
(2001) for the �rst time but did not �nd some deep meanings of it until I began 
to learn the modern history of Japan. �is animation, which has caused a great 
sensation in Japan and abroad, re�ects a huge time background: two decades 
of Japan�s economic depression and the lost protagonist is the lost Japanese 
economy (Japan�s Bubble Economy,1986-1991). At the beginning of the story, 

Figure 20. 
Poster of Danish Girl (2015). 
Directed by Tom Hooper.

Figure 21.  
Poster of Su�ragette (2015).
Directed by Sarah Gavron.

Figure 22. 
Poster of Parasite (2019). 
Directed by Torey Gerace.
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parents overeat at the food stall, representing the Japanese people�s reckless 
spending on unnecessary luxuries before the economic crisis. �e movie is 
full of historical and political metaphors. Haku, the boy who forgets his name, 
symbolizes the past and origin of Japan, while the behaviours of the Faceless 
Man display the blind development of contemporary society (time before 
Japan�s Bubble Economy). �e leader of the villain has a Japanese bathhouse 
with a strong classical style and a large number of employees in traditional 

Figure 23. Poster and screen-
shots of Spirit Away (2001). 
Directed by Hayao Miyazaki.

clothes; however, at the top �oor of the building is a completely western-style 
room, and she is also an old Western woman who can transform into an eagle. 
�ese details hint at Japan�s relations with the United States. �e main purpose 
of Spirit Away is not feminism, but it does star the vivid and brave female role-
Chihiro. According to Jaich (2017), director Hayao Miyazaki wants to tell the 
story of the lost little girl to explore his question: how contemporary Japan 
should �nd a way out and how the lost generation can redeem itself. �is 
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work ful�lled his purpose well, and I think it is the duty of �lm and television 
creators to �nd appropriate and interesting design methods for stories, to 
better tell a story and express their opinions.

In recent years, a domestic mode of female empowerment in movies and 
dramas has become popular in China, which is similar to the story outline 
of Gone with the Wind (1939). It mainly appears in the ancient background, 
describing the life of the female protagonist who lives in di�culty but struggles 
to grow up and succeed, such as TV series Empresses in the Palace (2011) 
and , �e Story of Ming Lan (2018). Generally speaking, the China-styled 
female empowerment story is a type of play specially designed for female 
audiences, in which the growth experience and path of the heroine caters 
to the inner spiritual demand of young women for their self-reliance and 
self-improvement. �ere are some shortcomings and one-sided discussions 
about feminism in these �lm and television works, but this trend re�ects the 
development of consciousness and spiritual needs of contemporary Chinese 
women. �is is a positive phenomenon, showing that �lm creators and �lm 
themes are also growing.

My story has a historical background and fantasy elements, which play di�erent 
important roles. Historical condition is the foundation of story setting and the 
re�ection of social problems, and the imaginary part shows Shan�s control of 
her own life.

Figure 24.
Poster of Empresses  
in the Palace (2011). 
Directed by Zheng Xiaolong.

Figure 25. Poster of �e Story of Ming Lan (2018). Directed by Zhang Kaizhou.
















































































