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A Study of Paintings by Yi Jaegwan

Lee Yeonju®

This article explores the life and art of Yi Jaegwan (Z=f£#, 1783-1838), a painter from the
late Joseon Dynasty. Yi's nickname was Wongang and his pen name was Sodang. He lost his
father in his childhood, and then he became a professional painter. He painted a portrait of the
first Joseon king in 1838, and he was raised to a deungsancheomsa (G&111%xf#). Yi Jaegwan was
engaged in creative painting at his own art studio called Heunyeongwan (ik#f), and he took an
active part in the painting academy in the late period of his life,

Yi Jaegwan had maintained a good friendship with Jo Huiryong (Hi#E{E), and his life was
recorded in Jo's writings such as Hosanoesa (5(117451) . Jo Huiryong was a pupil of Kim Jeonghui
(415, 1786-1857). Kim Jeonghui wrote a colophon on Yi Jaegwan's painting Stone Cliff at the
Pond of Heaven (RitiAi%ElE]), and Yi made a portrait of Yi Hyeonbo (ZE%iifj, 1467-1555) on the
recommendation of Kim.

Yi Jaegwan's paintings are classified into four subject matters such as landscape, figure
paintings, portraits, birds-and-flowers and animal paintings. Among his paintings, the earliest
extant work is Mi Fu Saluting a Stone CK53FA7E]) (1817) . The style of this painting stands for an

early period of his painting. Yi's landscape painting style was formed through the study of painting

* Master, Chungbuk University
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manuals such as 7he Mustard Seed Garden Manual of Painting (7).

After the middle period, Yi Jaegwan understood Chinese painting of the Southern School (g
Seis) more deeply under the strong influence of Kim Jeonghui, who was a leading figure in the
literary painting style at the time. In the latter part of his life, Yi Jaegwan's characteristic painting
style developed on the basis of his own artistic taste. Yi's Taking a Nap (“FliEE) shows an
example of the transitional style. Landscape motifs became more simplified, and a close-up view
was more highlighted .

An Album of Landscapes (1L17KE04) (1837) shows his mature painting style of the later
period. It seems that he had a good command of diverse brush manners. Paintings such as A4
Retired Gentleman Under a Pine Tree (] T itlsl) and An lmmortal under the Banana Trees (15
I AJED are important since they reveal Yi's unique painting style. A Beauty Writing (35 N%i25
[é]) was influenced by the styles of Fei Danxu (£ FHH, 1802-1850) and Gai Qi (¥, 1773-1828).
A Chivalrous Woman (4:4%#) shows the style of Shanghai School (i |- #iIk) painters such as Jen
Xiong (f£fiE, 1823-1857).

During the middle and end of the 19th century, themes from the antiquity of China had been
frequently presented as examination topics for painters-in-waiting (Jabidaeryeonghwawon 7=fiifF
ArihB) at Gyujanggak (Z5%50]). Such themes were frequently depiected by the professional
painters such as Yi Hancheol (Z=j#kE 1812~ after 1893) and Yu Suk (83, 1827-1873). It is
thought that the style of figure paintings executed by these artists was followed and transformed
by Jang Seungeop (3743, 1843-1897). This mode of figure painting, which became more
popular with Jang Seungeop, was combined with the various painting styles imported from Qing
China and form the mainstream at the end of the Joseon Dynasty .

Toward the end of the Joseon dynasty, there was an increase in the demand for the painting,
which helped to improve the capability of painters and increase their number, This circumstance
sets a foundation for many professional artists to pursue their career actively. In this sense we can
conclude that the life and characteristics of Yi Jaegwan’s painting style reflect social and economic

background of the painting community in his time.
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