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A Study of Buksaeseoneundo

Lee Kyunghwa"

As one of the most representative documentary paintings, Buksaeseoneundo ({125 &)
records the first official governmental examination taken place in Hamgyeong province in 1664.
This paper aims to reexamine its execution date and pictorial features that determine this painting
as a seventeenth-century topographical documentary painting as well as to achieve a better
understanding its pictorial features closely tied with its political function.
The special governmental examination in Hamgyeong province, a place which had been
raditionally neglected for its geographical isolation, was conducted with an attempt to unify the
divided political environment by propagating the political power of the king. Buksaeseoneundo
was usually discussed as a mere documentary painting that reported the result of that significant
governmental event, however, its specific function and political circumstances surrounding the
event had not been fully explored for the lack of substantial records about the painting. For this
reason, it will be necessary to reconstruct the social milieu that surrounded the painting.
In order to understand the situation in which this documentary painting was commissioned, it
is important to identify the key figures who determined the content and format of this work, as

well as to find out what aim this painting was created with, In such a discussion, I suggest that the
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following literati officials such as Kim Suhang (4:3#E), an official dispatched by the royal court,
and Min Jeongjung (4§ #), a provincial governor might have led the creation of
Buksaeseoneundo . Those literati officials were in the political lineage of Song Siyeol and Yi Sik as
well as the political supporters of Kim Suhang who led the Westerners party. They were also the
literati scholars sophisticated enough to employ a visual image as an important means in order to
fulfill their political missions. Therefore, Buksaeseoneundo done in highly sophisticated court style
brushwork seems to have been created under such a special political circumstance

One of the most characteristic features of Buksaeseoneundo lies on its pictorial exactness that
captures the topographical features of Hamgyeong province. The painter seems to have been
inspired by the so called "Pictorial Map.” Borrowing the pictorial format of maps whose main
function was sign, the painter unmistakably portrayed topographical and architectural objects
located in Hamgyeong province as an highly effective sign in order to emphasize topographical
likeness. 1 believe that such a pictorial choice explicitly reveals the role of this painting as a
political propaganda. More importantly the landscape colored with vibrant blue and green
suggests that the painter neither aimed to portray the real scenery nor to inspire inner consensus
from the viewer, but rather to visualize a political space viewed and governed under the absolute
power of the king. The primary purpose of conducting the special government examination for
the first time in Hamgyeong province was successfully fulfilled though certain pictorial
vocabularies chosen for Buksaeseoneundo. It seems to be true that Buksaeseoneundo is a mid-
seventeenth century documentary painting that displays a successful encountering of the use of
visual image and the political vision of the king that wished his peaceful goveming to reach even

the most isolated place like Hamgyeong province .
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