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[ ABSTRACT ]

Trends of Korean Painting in the
Middle Choson Period

Ahn, Hwi-Joon

Korean painting of the middle Chosgn period(ca.1550~ca.1700) reveals unique aspects
in many regards which are closely related to historical background of the period. Despite
of political unrest and economic stagnation caused by fierce conflicts among the Four
Factions as well as the invasions from Hideyashi and Manchus, painting somehow
managed to flourish creating various styles in such fields as landscape, figure and portrait,
animals, birds-and-flowers, and so on. This development, which can be compared to
remarkable achievement of neo-Confucianism of the period, certainly proves not only
Koreans’ love of art but also their creative zeal.

Artists of the middle Choson pericd created their own styles mainly based on the earlier
styles inherited from the early Choson period. They often transformed earlier styles into
new fashion or mingled different styles to create eclectic mode of expression. It is also
noticeable that there was strong notion of seclusion among scholars and officials of the
period, which, being a probable by-product of the political turbulence of the period, was
often reflected in paintings of such subjects as “A Chat between a Fisherman and a
Woodcutter”, “Fishing”, “Washing Feet”, “Watching Waterfalls” and etc. The very fact that
subjects such as bamboo, plum, orchid were so popular among artists of the period may
be taken as representing scholarly chastity shared by scholars and artists who wished to
live secluded life.

In studying stylistic trends and aspects, landscape painting serves as the best example.
Two styles formed the main stream of landscape painting ; style of the An Kyon School

of the early Chosgn period was inherited and often followed by both academy painters
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and scholar artists, whereas the Che School manner became most fashionable. Leading
artists such as Kim Che, Yi Huing-hyo, Yi Ching, and Kim Myong-guk followed both the
An Kyon tradition and the Che School manner. Some artists produced eclectic style by
mixing the two styles. In addition to these two styles, Southern Sung academy style,
especially that of Ma-Hsia School was also adopted by a few artists represented by Yun
Ui-rip. Whatever styles they followed, artists of the middle Choson period made prominent
changes in composition, treatment of space and depth, and representation of various
elements and details, which differentiate paintings of the period from those of the
preceding period.

What is also noteworthy in landscape painting of the period is that Southern School
style of Y an and Ming China began to be adopted in Korea. This became impetus both
for the future vogue of the Southern School style and for creation of the true-view
landscape in the succeeding late Chos¢n period.

Artistic achievements and characteristics of the middle Choson period are obvious not
only in landscape painting but in paintings of figure, animals, birds-and-flowers, and other
subjects. On the whole, painting of the middle Chostn period played a sort of
intermediary role between the early Choson and the late Choson periods by transforming
earlier styles inherited from the preceding period into new ones and by laying foundation
for the future development in the succeeding period. Accordingly, the middle Choson
period is by no means less significant than the early or the late period as far as painting

is concerned.
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