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Abstract

Scholarly Research, Copying, and Application of
Goguryeo Tomb Murals in Modern Japan

Kim Yongcheol”

This paper examines the Japanese discovery of mural paintings in Goguryeo tombs during the
colonial rule in Korea, and how this spurred the “Taste for Goguryeo” in modermn Japanese art.

Modermn studies of Goguryeo tomb murals were initiated by Japanese scholars during the
Japanese colonial rule in the Korean peninsular (1910-1945). As a result, colonialist notions of
Korean history, which was subordinate to the history of China, prevailed in the studies of these
tomb murals as well. Thus the murals were not regarded as examples of a unique Goguryeo art,
but rather as “good” examples of paintings of the Six Dynasties period in China, by scholars such
as Sekino Tadashi, one of the first scholars who did research on the Goguryeo murals

However, it is not possible to argue that the Orientalist or colonialist approaches were the
only views on this subject. For example, Oba Tsunekichi, who produced copies of the Goguryeo
murals, seemed to have been fascinated with the paintings, although he shared Sekino Tadashi’s
recognition of Goguryeo mural paintings to a certain degree. Due to the enthusiasm and passion
seen in his copies of the paintings, it is probable that he was interested not only in the similarity

between the Goguryeo tomb murals and Asuka art of ancient Japan, but also in the powerful
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expression of the artists.,

As Goguryeo tomb mural paintings were introduced to the Japanese, several artists were
influenced by the paintings. Japanese painters and artisans applied the motives of the Goguryeo
tomb murals, for example, the four directional animals depicted in a mural within the Great Tomb
of Gangseo. Kobayashi Kokei, Yasuda Yukihiko, Yoshimura Tadao, and Hatakeyama Kinsei can
be included among a few significant painters in modem Japan who show such influence. Thus it
is possible to argue that the “Taste for Goguryeo,” distinct from mere exoticism, arose in modern
Japanese art during the colonial rule over the Korean peninsular. This “Taste for Goguryeo™ was
manifest in two aspects: the influence of the powerful expression seen in Goguryeo tomb murals,
and the recognition of the influence of Goguryeo art and culture on ancient Japanese art,

However, artists interested in this “Taste for Goguryeo™ did not show interest in the
producers of this art, i.e. the Goguryeo people, or Koreans. In this aspect, the studies of Yanagi
Muneyoshi was peerless. Thus it is imperative that future studies focus on modern Japanese

approaches and understandings of Korean culture.,
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