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Gang Se-hwang’s Ink Bamboo Painting

Baik Insan®

Gang Se-hwang (158, 1713-1791), one of representative scholar painters in the late Joseon
period, took a leading role in adopting and establishing the Wu school style of the Southem
school painting. Devoting himself to the study of scholar paintings, he was profoundly interested
and accomplished in ink bamboo painting as a major subject. Particularly, in his later years, he
spent most of time and effort in painting bamboo, not to be compared with other subjects.
Viewed in this light, we should not neglect his bamboo paintings so as to illuminate his oeuvre,

Gang Se-hwang presumably has already painted ink bamboo paintings since his thirties.
These, however, can be considered as the level of étude because contemporary critics including
himself did not respond them favorably. It is after his forties that we can examine his bamboo
paintings significantly among his extent works. Namely, at the middle age, during his forties to
fifties, he primarily painted refinedly and simply with the idealistic style of the Southemn school,
referring to Ming’s and Qing’s painting manuals such as the Treatise on the Paintings and Writings
of the Ten Bamboo Studio, the Mustard Seed Garden Painting Manual,

On the other hand, after having made an end of his artistic career, Gang Se-hwang began

afresh to paint bamboos in his later years, during his sixties to seventies, quite different from those

* Researcher, Kansong Art Museum
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of his middle age. Based on his middle age’s style, he actively adopted the traditional style which
was inherited from Yi Jeong (ZFZ&, 1554-1626) and Yu Deok—ang (#iff#s, 1675-1756). He
eventually invented his own individualistic style, by harmonizing these seemingly contrasting
aesthetic tastes. His style was characterized by serenity and dignity with a simple and elegant
brushwork, the execution and division of the expanded space.

This complex aesthetic, presented in Gang Se-hwang’'s bamboo paintings, can be understood
as the product of demands both to overcome prior styles and to adhere to the pre-existing cultural
consciousness attaching importance to the realistic depiction. In other words, this means the field
of bamboo painting reflected the contemporary artistic milieu and also attained the stylistic
completion. That was epitomized by the adoption and the transformation proper to the Joseon
aesthetics of the Southern scholar painting, having been widely favored during the Late-Joseon
Period

From this perspective, the characteristics of Gang Se-hwang’s ink bamboo should be
approached rather his relationship with the tradition of Joseon scholar paintings instead of limiting
those of the Ming superficially . Because so far, there was no comment of his and no work having
a striking similarity to Chinese bamboo paintings in connection with his.

Gang Se-hwang's bamboo paintings were established as a dominant style, exerting a great
influence on many descendant painters such as Kim Jo-sun (4:iifli%, 1765-1832), Song Sang-rae
(R, 1773-1843) as wells as his disciple, Shin Wi (4585 Hi##, 1769-1847). Furthermore, Gang
Se-hwang played an important role in reviving bamboo, the most representative subject of the
Four Gracious Plants at the beginning of the last Joseon period, when True-view landscape and
genre paintings had prevailed over and bamboo gradually became outside the main stream.

Consequently, it is highly probable that ink bamboo painting of Gang Se-hwang is not only
the prominent subject of his oeuvre showing his aesthetic orientation the most effectively but also
the symbol demonstrating his position apparently in art history. This is the reason why Gang Se-
hwang is authentically regarded as the originator and leader of bamboo painting style in the last
Joseon peorid. As for the development of Joseon painting history as well as his art world, Gang
Se-hwang’s achievement and significance need to be re-illuminated and, in tum, to make a proper

estimation
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