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Imaging the Foreign: On the Painting Lady Wen-chi
Returning to China in the National Palace Museum

Lai Yu-chih
Painting and Calligraphy Department
National Palace Museum

Abstract

The painting Lady Wen-chi Returning to China in the collection of the National
Palace Museum, although lacking an artist’s signature, has long been considered a
work of the Southern Sung period. This attribution has mainly been based on a
record of the painting in the imperial inventory of the Ch’ing dynasty court entitled
Shih-ch’ii pao-chi hsii-pien. Many scholars see this work as the result of the same
political propaganda effort by the Southern Sung court that produced the album of
Eighteen Songs of a Nomad Flute, also depicting the story of Lady Wen-chi, that is
in the collection of the Museum of Fine Arts, Boston.

This paper re-examines the dating of the painting from three perspectives: that
of the objects depicted therein, the style itself, and the texts that are used. The results
of this analysis present an argument that this painting could be done towards the end
of the Northern Sung, when society was fascinated by an imagination of foreign
states and by the use of imported exotic goods, while at the same time facing severe
military and diplomatic pressure from the North. (Edited by Jeffrey Moser)

Keywords: Ch’en Chii-chung, Lady Wen-chi Returning to China, Sung-Liao-Chin
cultural exchange, paintings of barbarians, late Northern Sung landscape

painting
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