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ABSTRACT 

 

This paper investigates ways in which recent South Korean cultural products recreate or 

even fantasize historical traumas (e.g., the colonial experience, North/South division, 

etc.).  By focusing on a musical theatre production, (The Last Empress), a music video 

(The Lost Empire), and a film (Hanbando) that all feature a historical female icon, 

Empress Myŏngsŏng, I examine how cultural texts inculcate anti-Japanese sentiment by 

juxtaposing a single century-old incident (the night of Queen Min’s assassination) onto 

contemporary South Korean social contexts.   In an attempt to appeal to public sentiment, 

the three texts variously reenact the historical trauma and adopt it as a crucial visual 

                                                 
1  This paper was first presented at the annual convention of National Communication Association in 
Chicago, 15-18 November 2007.  I am grateful for the comments made at the convention.  All translations 
from Korean sources are my own unless otherwise noted.  
 
All video stills are from Musical The Last Empress, Munhwa-ga chung-gye (Cultural Reports), Seoul 
Broadcasting Station, Seoul. 25 Mar 2005; The Lost Empire, VCD, dir. Cha Eun-taek (Ch’a Ŭn-t’aek), GM 
Production, South Korea, 2001; Hanbando, DVD, dir. Kang Woo-suk (Kang U-sŏk), CJ Entertainment, 
South Korea, 2006. 
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ingredient.   Here, I examine the producers’ ways of inflicting the Korean trauma upon 

the image of Queen Min on screen by conflating this century-old tragedy with current 

situations and transforming the figure of Queen Min into an undying “spirit”—a 

nationalistic icon that promises the nation’s bright future in the global era.  I also 

demonstrate how the workings of visualization in these texts posit the Empress and her 

significance within ambivalent frameworks (i.e. between “tradition”/“modern” and 

“national”/“global desire”), and how such positioning manipulates her significance in 

order to fulfill Korea’s desire for global visibility and success. 
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INTRODUCTION: REAPPEARANCE OF THE GHOST 
 

This article questions the ways in which the death of a female icon, Empress Myŏngsŏng, 

reappear in contemporary South Korean cultural products. Beginning with an 

examination of the epilogue to the musical The Last Empress (1995), it discusses the 

recycling of her death in a music video titled The Lost Empire (2001) and a film titled 

Hanbando (Korean Peninsula, 2006).   Based on this comparative analysis, I suggest that 

in both her roles as historical (real) and fictional figure, the Empress haunts South Korean 

society; her figure not only surfaces on different genres of cultural products but also 

erases the boundary between the cultural productions and reality.   I conclude that the 

ghosting of Empress Myŏngsŏng reproduces a traditional image of glorious, self-

sacrificing womanhood that is intended to elevate her death to the level of national 

reconstruction. 

 

The emblem of Empress Myŏngsŏng (aka Queen Min, 1851-95), has not only evolved to 

represent historical trauma, it has become a common and popular icon in South Korean 

society.  The Empress was the wife of King Kojong and the mother of Sunjong, who 

became the last king of the Chosŏn Dynasty (1392-1910).  She was at the heart of politics 

in the late 19th century Korean monarchy and was also an advocate for Korea’s 

modernization.  Both her ambition and her charisma made her a target of the Japanese 

Imperial power structure.  Identified and condemned as an obstacle to Japan’s imperial 

project of colonizing Korea, Queen Min was brutally murdered by Japanese assassins.  

 

According to the dominant traditional colonial historiography, Queen Min had been 

widely condemned as a manipulative woman who lusted for power and destroyed the 

nation by opening it up to foreign influences.   But at the same time, as Korea began to 

face another globalizing force nearly 100 years after her assassination, Empress 

Myŏngsŏng, not Queen Min, began to be reinterpreted and even reinvented through 

reenaction of historical trauma and appeals to nationalist sentiments.   
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Starting with the premiere of the musical The Last Empress in 1995,2 cultural producers 

began to represent Empress Myŏngsŏng as a positive, pioneering force as well as a 

sacrificial figure.  Along with the popularity of the musical and its heroine, the image of 

the Empress has been reshaped and maneuvered in South Korean society via TV soap 

operas, music video, and film.  Her popularity as a visual icon may result from her appeal 

to public fantasy and desire, combined with the sense of identity it imparts.  In 

consideration of the term “ghosting” (Taylor, The Archive, 141-46), this study suggests 

that the ghosting of Empress Myŏngsŏng is a visual representation of an invented 

national fantasy and desire, and that this has been done in an attempt to influence reality 

for both individuals and in contemporary South Korean society more generally.  By 

reconfiguring Empress Myŏngsŏng’s death and its performativity, specifically her 

“postdisappearance,” this paper articulates the notion of ghosting as visualization that 

continues to act upon perceived reality even as it transcends the boundaries of live 

performance (Taylor, The Archive, 143).   

 

By analyzing the images of the Empress’ death in three Korean cultural products, this 

article investigates how these domestic venues dramatize the death of the Empress; what 

makes the ghost of the Empress repeatedly enter and re-enter these cultural scenes; and to 

what extent her death scenes forge images of both national identity and individual gender 

identity.  I suggest that these productions’ promotions of the ghosting of Empress 

Myŏngsŏng work in tandem with how national reconstruction manipulates the feminine. 

 

DEATH PERFORMANCE #1: THE LAST EMPRESS, THE MUSICAL3  

 

The Last Empress, a musical directed by Yun Ho-jin, is based on the life and brutal 

murder of Empress Myŏngsŏng (aka Queen Min).  As a response to the demands of 

globalization in South Korea during the 1990s, the director conceived the play to create a 

                                                 
2 Since The Last Empress was premiered at the Seoul Performing Arts Center in Korea in 1995, it has 
attracted over 920,000 people to 694 performances (as of May 2006).  
 
3 I discuss the version performed by Lee Sang-eun (Yi Sang-ŭn) at the Seoul Arts Center Opera Theatre, 
Seoul, Korea on 4 February 2005. 
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Korean version of a Broadway musical and aspired to take it on overseas tour in Western 

metropolises such as New York, Los Angeles, and London.4  His patriotic commitment, 

which gathered considerable support from the South Korean public, appealed to the 

average citizen’s desire to meet global standards.5   Immediately upon the musical’s 

premiere, and especially after its first trip to Broadway, The Last Empress has been 

recognized as a nationwide triumph (Noh 63). 

 

In the epilogue, “Rise, People of Chosŏn,”6 the musical features the ghost of Empress 

Myŏngsŏng immediately after her vicious assassination.  The play’s finale functions as a 

ritual of resurrection, as the spectral image of the Empress crosses its theatrical boundary 

to become resituated as a visual of Korea’s nationalistic ambition for undying power and 

longevity.  I interpret the scene’s ghosting of Empress Myŏngsŏng as a visual 

representation of invented national fantasy and desire, and suggest that the dramatic 

spectacle is ultimately a mobilizing tool in a broader social context (Figure1). 

                                                 
4 According to the data presented by A-Com International, the musical appeared at Lincoln Center in New 
York (1997, 1998) and was subsequently presented at the Schubert Theater (1998) and the Kodak Theatre 
in Los Angeles (2003).  The musical’s English version was introduced at the Apollo Hammersmith Theatre 
in London’s West End (2002) and at the Hummingbird Centre in Toronto (2004). 
 
5 South Korean mainstream media utilized the rhetoric of global success by overstating The Last Empress’ 
international travels. Early in 1997, when the musical was to premiere in New York City, domestic mass 
media ubiquitously highlighted how “this Korean-brand musical” was about to be launched on Broadway:  
“The Last Empress’ New York premiere has to be recognized not just as an ordinary international tour 
event; it has to be seen as ‘the first Korean musical’s export’ on Broadway, the heart of the musical theatre” 
(Dong-a Ilbo, 9 May 1997). However, the use of the term “Broadway” recasts the play’s few nights of 
special visiting-tour at a New York theatre as an extended-performance Broadway-run production. 
 
6 The musical numbers and the lyrics quoted here are from the unpublished English translation version of 
The Last Empress(Georgina St. George). 
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Figure. 1. The ghost of Empress Myŏngsŏng (cast Lee Sang-Eun)  

In the musical’s finale. 

 
In this scene, the spirit of Empress Myŏngsŏng encourages her people to wake up and 

rise for their destroyed country.  Slaughtered by Japanese ninjas in the previous scene 

(“Find the Queen, Kill the Fox”), her ghost stands as a condensed image both of national 

violation and national wound.  She is dressed in white with her hair undone, embodying 

the notions of innocence, purity, and sacrifice.  In this song, the spirit of the queen 

surrounded by her people recalls the nation’s traumatic past: 

 
People:  Graceful land and fertile field were raped, 
  And our dear Queen has left in our grief. 
  The humiliation brought by wicked Japan, 
  Will they ever vanish from our minds? 
 
Queen:  [….] If only death awaits in the end. 
  Would I ever care if I turn to ashes? 
  If only I can protect the nation. 
  Rise, People of Chosŏn, rise! 
  Rise, People of Chosŏn, rise! 
  This land is for twenty million people, 
  And for generations to come. 
 
Together: One step ahead, autonomy and prosperity! 
  One step back, subordination and retrogression! 
  Gather our strength in wisdom and courage, 
  Rise against the shame of ruining our nation! 
  We shall forever protect the sun rising in the east. 
  Chosŏn is forever! Chosŏn shall prosper! (Reprise)  
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[Epilogue] 

 

These lyrics conflate the Empress’s mutilated body and the national territory that has 

been “raped” by the “wicked” Japanese invaders—just as the queen herself has been 

murdered by them.  The scene molds the figure of the Empress into an icon of a martyr 

and at the same time into an embodiment of the conquered nation’s shame and guilt.  

 

This scene transcends the limits of theatricality and crystallizes itself as an effective 

cultural representation of South Korean society—both in its early colonial condition and 

as it has found itself in the 20th century, facing the pressures of globalization as well as 

reconstruction under the IMF intervention.  Thus the real Empress Myŏngsŏng, trapped 

between the national and the colonial, is caught between competing ideologies on yet 

another stage.  Because of the dubious transposition wrought by this characterization, the 

performance becomes a problematic crossroads where global influence and nationalism 

are both structured within the relations of competitive dominance and function in 

complicity. 

 

The body has moldered to dust but the ghost remains undead, experiencing various forms 

and styles of death, constantly disappearing in order to reenter the scene.  South Korean 

cultural producers both encourage viewers to identify with the Empress’ trauma and 

facilitate their faith in “uniquely Korean sentiment” that is supposedly derived from the 

creators’ admiration of her bravery, her will to see her country undergo modernization, 

and her sacrifice as the “Mother of the Nation.”  For most South Koreans, Empress 

Myŏngsŏng remains “Our Last Empress,” but at the same time she must also remain an 

outsider because of her gender, hovering in the margins of society. 

 

Out of at least a partial reliance on the significance of the Empress as a promoter of the 

nation’s modernization, the overall theme of this production rests upon the active image 

of the queen as she reaches for the global stage.  Notably, in the epilogue, the audiences 

encounter the ghost of the Empress placed between the theatrical stage and reality, 

Korea’s past and present, the illusion and the real.  Crossing the theatrical boundary, the 
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ghost ceases to become a fictional representation and stands instead as a messenger 

summoned from Korea’s traumatic past, assigned to direct her people towards their future 

in this global era. 

 

DEATH PERFORMANCE #2:  
THE LOST EMPIRE (EMPRESS MYŎGSŎNG MUSIC VIDEO) 

  

The music video envisages the character of Empress Myŏngsŏng not as having been 

passively murdered by Japanese assassins but rather as one who actively surrendered her 

life in the name of her nation’s honor.  By refashioning the murder scenario, the 

production highlights the queen as an embodiment of the nation’s honor and a symbol of 

national consensus.  Notwithstanding its dramatization of a bold, active queen, on a 

different level the text also retrieves her as a victim, an embodiment of sacrifice, a martyr, 

and an example of pure motherhood.  The figure of the Empress in this production has 

been split into double destinies:  she is both an active martyr and a sacrificed victim, the 

nation’s stalwart heroine as well as a sentimental woman who sheds tears over her own 

tragic fate.   

 

Both the ways in which The Lost Empire visualizes Empress Myŏnsŏng’s death and its 

dramatization of her post-death have been derived from nationalistic impulses.  The 

music video was produced in response to the popularity of Korea Broadcasting Station 

(KBS)’s7 TV drama series titled Myŏngsŏng Hwanghu [Empress Myŏnsŏng], which aired 

from 9 May 2001 through 18 July 2002.  Scheduled to conclude the night before the 2002 

Korea-Japan World Cup, the rationale of the production acknowledged Korea’s new 

image-making process as the host of this global event.  Inevitably, KBS’s motivations for 

producing a historical drama based on Empress Myŏnsŏng were grounded in a 

nationalistic sensibility, expressed in its desire to revisit that failed past and heal it 

through the reproduced image of the empress:   

 
It is crucial for us [KBS] to produce a new history-drama series that 
could help citizens revise and rejustify Korean history and national 

                                                 
7 Korea Broadcasting Station is a public network in South Korea. 
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superiority.  Until recently, historical dramas that were contaminated by 
the inherent Japanese colonial historiography misrepresented Korean 
history and distorted it into a shameful past.  As one of the co-hosts of 
the 2002 Korea-Japan World Cup, and as we are preparing to show the 
power of the nation to the world; it is now time for us to rebuild our 
historical perspectives and become proud citizens (“About Empress 
Myŏnsŏng and the Korean History Drama,” 2001). 
 

The national sense of urgency about reconstituting South Korea’s national identity and 

preeminence in the new millennium, before the international competition, called forth yet 

another spectacle of the brutal regicide and the ghost of Queen Min at a new critical 

moment in Korean modern history.  Reclamation of the image of the Empress through a 

popular TV soap opera into that of a sophisticated, daring, forward-looking figure worked 

symbiotically with the pervasive influence of South Korean nationalism. 

 

As a condensed version of the TV drama the video called The Lost Empire has been a 

sensational hit.  Its running time of 11 minutes and detailed extended narrative structure 

are quite extraordinary for a music video.  Its cast is the same as the TV series, starring 

Lee Mi-yeon (Yi Mi-yŏn), a popular female film star in South Korea, as the cast of 

Queen Min. The feature song of the music video sound track, “If I Leave,” is sung by 

Sumi Jo, a South Korean Western-style opera singer who enjoys international recognition.  

The significance of the ill-fated queen has been revisualized and promoted via a 

sophisticated, ornate cultural medium.   

 

This idealized image of the Empress, accomplished through a refined dramatization and a 

fancy visual mechanism, was sought in order to represent this very icon as the symbol of 

Korea’s national spirit as well as the splendor of its traditions.  Focusing on one of the 

latter moments in the video, when the queen is about to be captured and killed by the 

Japanese assassins, she is placed on a fine line between a bold, fearless martyr and a 

representative figure of pure and fragile womanhood—an ideal figure who might stand as 

the nation’s undying spirit.  As the following sequence illustrates, the image of the queen 

both as a dignified, brave defender of the nation and a beautiful, heartrending, pathetic 

woman converge and simultaneously produce each other. 
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Viewers encounter a group of Japanese assassins and its leader (played by Hŏ Chun-ho) 

breaking into the queen’s palace quarters. Disguised as one of her own servants, the 

queen sits silently albeit restlessly among her ladies in waiting.  After demanding his prey, 

the Japanese leader slays an old servant who angrily tries to defend the queen.  At the 

sight, the Empress furiously breaks the moment of tension by standing up in fury and 

screaming out: “I am the Mother of Chosŏn [#ae ka Chosŏn ǔi kungmo ta]!”  To 

emphasize her declaration, the camera moves into a close-up of her face and the 

background music is muted.  Much of the pathos stems from her facial expression, as 

tears fall from her beautiful, sad eyes as she speaks her last words. 

 

 
 

Figure. 2. Empress Myŏngsŏng (Lee Mi-yeon) confronts the Japanese assassin (top right)  

In the music video The Lost Empire. 

 

The queen’s utterance of the word “Mother” works as a crucial verbal device that grants 

her a dignified posture; it is only through this label that the Empress is allowed to exert 

the power of her authority.  At the same time, the queen’s seemingly authoritative 

performance shifts into a mode of sentimentality as viewers witness this once-stately 

woman turning into a miserable, pathetic victim.  As soon as the queen fully exposes her 

identity, the camera gradually tightens focus on her face, particularly eyes as they look 
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straight back into her enemy’s gaze (Figure 2).  A close-up of her disdainful and utterly 

sad expression is followed by a reverse-angle shot of the Japanese leader’s vicious look; 

then their eyes lock. Although the Empress is stabbed to death in the subsequent 

sequence, this mise-en-scene celebrates her ultimate victory by stressing her poised 

dignity as well as beautifying her demeanor throughout the encounter.  However, the 

Empress’ fearless performance in this spectacle is valid exclusively under the following 

conditions:  She needs to perform the dignified, honorable state of the nation’s 

motherhood (“I am the Mother of Chosŏn”); and also function a grieving woman who has 

been sacrificed. 

 

The Empress’ sacrificial gesture, aligned with feminine virtue, becomes modified in the 

final sequence to appeal to contemporary South Korean audiences.  The regicide, as the 

Empress’ sacrificial act on behalf of her people, is crystallized as an emblem of pure, 

innocent womanhood.  The closing words onscreen solidify her position as the pure, 

innocent savior of the nation, the one who grieves and guards the future of her land and 

its people: “The Lost Empire”/ If I leave clean & white/ The country that I dreamed/ 

Myŏngsŏng Hwanghu” (Figure 3). 

 

 
 

Figure. 3. The final credit of the music video, which reads:  

“The Lost Empire/If I leave Clean & White/ The Country that I dreamed/Empress Myŏngsŏng.” 

 



 104

The reemerging figure of the Empress from burning flames symbolize for the viewer that 

the queen lives; the production concludes that the queen, the good Mother, has been 

sacrificed so that “we” may live on.  Under such a holy icon, the people should unite and 

dream of the eternal Korea.  By visualizing the reincarnating figure of the queen, the 

ending graphically illustrates how her ghost remains eternal and how the nation 

regenerates under such a presence.   

 

To be sure, the theme of the queen’s reincarnation is hinted at throughout the video.  As it 

begins, viewers encounter a portrait of Empress Myŏngsŏng (Figure 4).  

 

 
 

Figure. 4. A portrait shown at the opening of the music video, which reads “Empress Myŏngsŏng.” 

The dates imply that the Empress (who actually died in 1895) has been reborn with this production (2001). 

 

On the portrait, a caption in Chinese characters reads “Myŏngsŏng Hwanghu (Empress 

Myŏngsŏng)” in bold, red letters.  Above the letters a date, “1896-01,” suggests that the 

queen was re-born in 1896, even though she was assassinated in 1895; the year given for 

her death, 2001, is the date of the video’s release. This reconstructed timeline indicates 

that this video production has conjured up and re-imagined both the queen’s death and 

post-death, according to the underlying idea that the queen is a source of (regeneration) 

reincarnation, survives despite her historical date of death, and still exists in her people’s 

minds.  Nonetheless, despite this representation of the queen as a source of her country’s 
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regeneration, her figure is tightly bound within a characterization of the grieving, 

sacrificed woman. 

 

On one level, the video remolds her figure into a grieving spirit, the disquieted un-dead.  

In the closing scene, the queen’s solemn, grim narration is voiced over the visualiazation, 

via still camera, of her figure re-emerging from the leaping flames:  “I am the Mother of 

Chosŏn.  Although my body burned down to ashes, roaming around the earth, lonely, 

through winds and rain—how can one say this is the end of me?”  The final caption, 

noted above, attempts to stimulate domestic viewers’ hope and desire to regain the 

nation’s strengths and to leap into the status of a world-class nation—under the fanciful, 

beautiful image of the ill-fated, sacrificed, grieving mother of Chosŏn.  

 

DEATH PERFORMANCE #3:  
KANG WOO-SUK (KANG U-SŎK)’S HANBANDO (KOREAN PENINSULA)  

  

If Empress Myŏngsŏng as visualized in The Lost Empire is analogous to the traditional 

image of pure, pathetic, ethereal womanhood, the empress dramatized in Hanbando 

(played by Kang Su-yeon) is closer to a figure of a loyal warrior who grandly sacrifices 

her life for her country.  I suggest that director Kang Woo-suk’s nationalistic intention of 

reclaiming Korea’s once-failed history results in an overemphasis upon Empress 

Myŏngsŏng as the heroic signifier of Korea.  Here, the spectacle of the Empress’ grand 

death performance has been recreated so that viewers may see her vivid, sublime 

martyrdom being conflated with the Korean national body.  However, women are not 

actually present behind the film’s grotesque representation of the Empress:  in this 

particular scene, dressed up in extravagant royal attire, her body is invoked through the 

process of re-masculinization and the desire for national development.  Through the 

ambivalently presentation of the body of the Empress (both as a woman and a warrior), 

the male characters in Hanbando mend their ruined history and pursue their patriotic 

dream of Korea’s success and re-unification.  The idealized feminine, symbolized by the 

figure of Empress, merely accommodates and nurtures the projection of this “masculine” 

version of femininity, or “patriarchy in drag” (Taylor, Disappearing Acts, 77).  This 

nationalistically expressed theme is synonymous with legitimization of the extremely 
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macho production style. 

 

In order to succeed as a “Korean-style blockbuster,” Hanbando attempts to recreate or 

even fantasize historical traumas (Kang Woo-suk, Interview).8  In this case, the director 

juxtaposes a century-old incident (the Japanese assassination of Queen Min and the fall 

of Chosŏn) onto an imaginary present where Japan anxiously interferes with South 

Korea’s imminent re-unification.  The fictional plot centers on a Japanese governmental 

claim to North and South Korea, starting with the rights to the newly constructed railway 

between Seoul and Sinŭiju (a northern city in North Korea), supposedly granted by 

Kojong, the last king of the Chosŏn dynasty, in a hundred-year-old contract.  When the 

South Korean president (played by Ahn Sung-ki (Ahn Sŏng-gi)) refuses to comply, Japan 

threatens (another) takeover.  To resolve the situation, the president hires historian Ch’oe 

Min-jae (a poor, unemployed scholar who has nothing but his passionate commitment to 

Korean history, played by Cho Chae-hyŏn) to search for Kojong's true Imperial Seal 

(apparently Kojong had a fake seal made for all documents pertaining to Japanese-

Korean relations, which would of course void the 1905 Protectorate Treaty that resulted 

in Japan’s annexation of Korea). Eventually this situation evolves into a replication of 

Kojong's dilemma as the modern-day Korean president faces a potential international 

conflict as well as a challenge from his prime minister (played by Moon Sung-keun(Mun 

Sŏng-gŭn)), who is characterized as a Devil's advocate in contrast to the firmly 

nationalist president.  

 

This film attempts to rebuild a sense of Koreanness as well as to concretize the theme of 

national solidarity via the queen’s death performance, in which she wears highly 

formalized traditional attire (Figure 5).   

                                                 
8 In an interview, director Kang mentions that filmic representation of historical traumas is essential for 
producing a successful “Korean-style Blockbuster” because it resorts to “uniquely Korean sentiment” that 
grabs people’s attention.  
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Figure. 5. Empress Myŏngsŏng (Kang Su-yeon (Kang Su-yŏn)) in her traditional royal attire. 

 
In the previous sequence, she has commanded one of her servants to prepare the royal 

attire[taeraebok], which foreshadows her approaching death.  Here the queen’s character 

has been dramatically molded so that she could resemble a figure of warrior, 

commanding an aide to fetch her armor as she prepares for death.  Indeed, with some use 

of extreme long shots, the camera emphasizes the overall suspense while it captures the 

queen marching toward her enemies and delivering her final tribute to the king (Figure 6)  

 
Figure.6. The Empress leaves her last words to the king 

and performs her death before her assassins and her people in the film Hanbando. 
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Bowing formally, kneeling down in the middle of the palace courtyard, the queen 

addresses King Kojong (held inside his own quarters): 

 
Your Majesty! I cannot continue assisting you, please condone such 

disloyalty! 
 
However, you must not forget……who the real owner of this land is, who 

will be living in this land, a hundred, two hundred years later.  
Although we seem to fail right now…you must remember…this 
land is not fated to be violated by these thieves! As the Mother of 
this country, I am dying by the hands of these thieves called 
Japan!  Do not forget, my blood, shed by the Japan’s evil sheath, 
has been spilt in this courtyard…Your Majesty, please do make 
my blood worthwhile….(the Japanese assassins stab the queen and 
she dies bleeding). (Kim, 82-85) 

 
This monologue illustrates how the film participates in visualizing a sublime virtue of the 

national tradition out of the queen’s performance as her presence is maximized by her 

royal ceremonial attire (Figure 5).  Rather than disguised as one of her servants, she 

wears both the gigantic headpiece and a bright, extravagant-looking costume used for 

special occasions.  Such extreme Korean royal decor, visualized through the queen, 

functions as a fetish object.  The extravagant visuality of the Empress, together with her 

solemn death ritual (strongly rooted in her patriotic faith) remotely compensate for the 

experienced/imagined emasculation of “Chosŏn.” 

 

CONCLUSION 
 

Since the musical’s premiere, the specter of Empress Myŏngsŏng has been repeatedly 

shaped and reshaped by various South Korean media outlets.  Similar to the way the 

musical’s epilogue stages the ghost of the Empress, such productions prominently 

represent her as an oracle-figure mediating the nation’s tragic past and its present-future.  

Two additional points remain in these analyses of how the Empress’s death as it is shown 

in these cultural products illuminates South Korean society’s transformation into the 

global arena.  
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First, the emblem of Empress Myŏngsŏng, as a character, promises her national subjects 

a successful future in this global era, a phenomenon resulting from her appeal to Korean 

public fantasy and global desire, combined with the sense of nationalism and Korean 

identity her figure imparts.  Media representations of Queen Min in the moment of her 

tragic death are repeated as fantasy versions of historical trauma, aimed to appeal to 

domestic audiences.  The Empress’ presence during the finale evokes and accommodates 

South Korean audiences’ anxiety and desire to be a world-class nation.  The spectacle of 

her wounded, martyred self is meant to call for national solidarity.  The ghost of the 

nation’s Mother repeatedly reassures her people (and contemporary domestic viewers) 

that they have overcome their nation’s traumatic past, and thereby guides them to the 

present-future where they can dream of immortality as they long for and fantasize about a 

unified nation.  At the same time, the mutilation of the Empress is implicitly used 

cathartically, as psychological release through which Korean audiences purge the fear 

and guilt they bear from collective historical memory. 

 

Second, these spectacles of regicide survive as the Empress’ self-sacrificing image, 

circulating through different cultural venues.  Specifically, these popular media texts 

reproduce the double strategy of simultaneously erasing and elevating the feminine 

associated with the spectacle: even as the scenes discussed here retrieve the daring, bold, 

proactive image of the Empress, they also mythologize images of self-sacrificing, pure, 

ethereal womanhood.  Similarly, out of the Empress’ female body, these productions also 

invent and solidify the sublime beauty of the national tradition.  This iconic image of 

female self-sacrifice is assimilated into a symbol of South Korea’s struggle for survival in 

the global era. 

 

Relying upon a conflation of the patriotic, martyred image of the Empress and that of the 

national body, South Korea’s nationally expressed desire for global advancement is 

redeemed as a progress equally pure and honorable.  However, as the Empress faces her 

death in these spectacles, she is dramatized to reenact the image of glorious, self-

sacrificing womanhood, intended to elevate her death on an emblematic level.  In other 

words, the scenes apparently keep emphasizing that her death was solely her own, 
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gloriously made through her own choice.  However, as such scenes tragically repeat one 

of the only heroic gestures allotted to feminine virtue, these dramatizations actually 

render the queen’s death not the consequence of her own choice but one that is imposed 

upon her. 

 

The ghost of Empress Myŏngsŏng remains undead, undergoing various forms and styles 

of death-performances enacted by the popular media:  the ghost of the Empress 

disappears from our sight in order to reenter the spectacle.  Both as a historical figure and 

a fictional representation, she “disappears only to hover; [she] promises or threatens to 

reappear, albeit in another shape or form […] she stems from the way performances tap 

into public fantasies and leave a trace, reproducing and times altering cultural 

repertoires” (Taylor, The Archive, 143-44). 
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