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The Image of Fragrant Concubine from an East Asian
Perspective: Taking Two Modern Japanese Paintings
as Examples”

*

Huang, Wen-yu~

Abstract

This article explores the image in art of Fragrant Concubine, also known as Xiang
Fei, in modern Japan through two modern Japanese artworks based on the anonymous
Portrait in Oils from the Qing dynasty in the collection of the National Palace Museum:
Fragrant Concubine by Togo Seiji (1897-1978) and Fragrant Concubine in War Costume
by Hashimoto Kansetsu (1883-1945). In the process of conducting research for this article,
it has been discovered that Fragrant Concubine and the anecdotes about her were not only
widely known in modern Japan but also an important source of inspiration for writers,
composers, and artists in the 1940s. These two portraits of Fragrant Concubine from
the 1940s refer to the use of imagery about this lady in military garb in response to the
contemporary situation of Japan’s invasion of Manchuria and the Second Sino-Japanese
War, being also linked to the time when Fragrant Concubine of the Qianlong reign (1736-
1795) lived and the place in the Qianlong emperor’s “Ode to Mukden” praising the old
capital of Manchuria. The two works further elaborate on the intention in Japanese art and
literary circles behind the use of the Fragrant Concubine character and at the same time
link with the ambition of the Japanese Empire to control Manchuria and integrate it into
Japan’s Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere. While exploring Togo Seiji’s Fragrant
Concubine and Hashimoto Kansetsu’s Fragrant Concubine in War Costume, one also can
get a glimpse at the process by which a work now in Taipei’s National Palace Museum had
been transformed and utilized again in the modern Japanese art world.

Keywords: Anonymous Qing Portrait in Oils, Fragrant Concubine (Xiang Fei), Qianlong
emperor, Lang Shining (Giuseppe Castiglione), Seiji Togo, Kansetsu Hashimoto,

“Ode to Mukden”
(Translated by Donald E. Brix)
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