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[ABSTRACT]

The Trend of Abstractionism
in Ink-Monochrome Paintings of Korea during the 1950s

Kim, Keong-eyun

This paper examines ink-monochrome paintings in Korea during the 1950s. the period
when the Western style became increasingly influential after the Korean War. The 1950s
witnessed the coexistence of traditional Korean-style paintings and modernized
ink-monochrome paintings influenced by the Western style. Liberation from the Japanese
colonial rule made it possible to establish colleges of fine arts and found the National
Exhibition. Along with this. a movement started, which aimed at the independence from
the Japanese style dominant since the colonial period. [t was in this context that great
attention was paid to ink-monochrome paintings, which meant a revival and development
of the traditional Korean style. These efforts were made in two different ways. On the
one hand, painters tried to succeed the spirit of the calligraphic painting of the Southern
Literati school of the Choson dynasty in the manner of ideal landscape painting. On the
other hand, such painters as Yi Sang-bom and Pyon Kwan-sik, who represented typical
Korean landscape painting, focused on the depiction of the true view in Korea. Also,
influenced by the abstract style of the West, a movement. which sought the spirit of the
age in ink-monochrome paintings, started. The result was an abstract style in
ink-monochrome, which could be classified in two different modes. On the one hand,
Korean ink-monochrome paintings during the first half of the 1950s showed influence from
modernist paintings of the West. On the other, the influence of Abstract Expressionism
was dominant after 1958. The reception of the modernist mode of expression centered
around cubism, which was shown in the paintings by a small number of artists such as
Kim Ki-ch'ang and Pak Nae-hyon. By contrast, the influence of Abstract Expressionism
was prevalent. This could be seen in the paintings of a number of artists including Kim
Yong-gi and Yi Ungno, who painted the atypical, informal works with powerful

calligraphic touches.
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The most noticeable characteristic of abstractionism in ink-monochrome paintings in
this period was that the painters understood the ideas and techniques of abstractionism
in Western paintings in the light of the traditional calligraphic painting of the Southern
Literati school. The spirit of literati painting and the calligraphic expression in the
Southern school were assimilated with the subjective character and abstract form of the
Western abstract paintings. Such an understanding about abstractionism made it possible for
ink-monochrome paintings to receive more readily the abstractionism of the Western style.

To sum up, the trend of abstractionism in ink-monochrome paintings during the 1950s
produced various positive achievements in Korean painting: the vital experiment in
ink-monochrome, the emphasis on individual expression of artists, a reassessment of the
importance of the medium of ink-monochrome and the calligraphic method, and a positive

reinterpretation of the Eastern style, contrasted with the Western style.
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