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Abstract

Korean Reception of Chinese Paintings Lady Wenji's Return to China
and Lady Mingfei Leaving the Country in the Joseon Dynasty

Moon Sun-joo *

The purpose of this paper is to identify the way in which two painting themes of women
in old tales, titled Lady Wenji's Return to China (*CHifi:0]) and Lady Mingfei Leaving the
Country (WicHi2El:), were introduced into Joseon from China and came to be accepted by
the literati of Joseon. This paper also aims to examine the use of visual imagery for political
and social purposes, and the characteristics of paintings of old tales, which combine the genre
traits of paintings of a woman of virtue and paintings of a woman of beauty.

Cai Wenji (£531l%), heroine of Lady Wenji's Return to China, returns to Han, While
Wang Zhaojun (-EI44Y), heroine of Lady Mingfei Leaving the Country, leaves the Han
Dynasty of China. Therefore, these two women are connected but symbolize contrary
values. Most works of Lady Wenji's Return to China and Lady Mingfei Leaving the Country
introduced during the Joseon period were painted in the Song and Yuan periods, while their
interpretations also reflected the thoughts of the two periods. For instance, literati of Joseon
received Lady Wenji's Return to China in relation to the principle of “Distinction between
China and the Barbarians,” and assessed Cai Wenji following the idea of Song-period
philosophers Zhu Xi and Cheng Yi that wives should value chastity over life. Furthermore,
the literati of the Joseon period regarded Wang Zhaojun as a political victim and a beautiful
court lady who died young, which was the same interpretation as Ouyang Xiu's in the Song
period. Through the character of Wang Zhaojun, they projected their political and class-

based ostracization using the said character’s beauty, which was ignored by the emperor,

* Lecturer, Hongik University
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as an allegory for their own “competence,” which was ignored by the king. On the other
hand, while Lady Wenji's Return to China had been interpreted based on the principle of
“Distinction between China and the Barbarians,” the spread of the Practical Leaning in the
18" century diluted the meaning of such interpretation and almost ended the production and
appreciation of Lady Wenji's Return to China. In contrast, and Lady Mingfei Leaving the
Country was embraced and appreciated throughout the Joseon period by the literati who
were attracted to Wang Zhaojun’s great beauty and tragic fate.

The reception of paintings of women in old tales in Joseon reflected the influence
of Song-period ideas, which appeared partly due to the practical reason that paintings
made in the Song and Yuan periods were distributed in large part through markets of 18-
century China, but mostly due to the tendency of Joseon society following the two wars of
foreign invasion to reinforce the social structure based on the single philosophy of Neo-
Confucianism of the Song period.

Lady Wenji’s Return to China, which had been interpreted in a political perspective
to reflect the politics of a specific era through the theme of “old tales,” faced the same fate
of extinction in line with changes in actual politics. In contrast, Lady Mingfei Leaving the
Country, which was used to criticize political policies in a broad sense, prevailed throughout
the whole period of the Joseon Dynasty. Therefore, this type of paintings features a middle-
ground nature between paintings of a woman of virtue and of beauty and also represents

complex ideas reflecting the political reality of that time.
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