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ABSTRACT

A Study of Butterfly Paintings by Ilho Nam Gye-woo

Lee So-yeon

Nam Gye-woo (fii5, 1811-1890), sobriquet Itho (—i¢), was a literati painter
famous for his butterfly paintings (#}#£fi]) in the nineteenth century of the Joseon dynasty
when the Southern school painting (#57#) greatly flourished. His portrayed butterflies
were in so fine brush strokes and sophisticated manner that his painting was a leading
style in butterfly paintings during the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.

It is notable that Nam Gye-woo was much immersed in painting butterflies during
his whole life and his career as a government official started late, at the age of 56. To date,
his date of death has been known as being 1888, however, it was revealed that the date is
1890 by his genealogical records.

Nam was interested in engraving various seals as shown in his Illhodangdoseogi (—15¢
lil#50), a collection of over 100 imprints of seals. This is important that several seals on
his butterfly paintings help us to decide whether the works are authentic or not.

Nam was a descendant of the clan of Uiryeong (%) that produced many illustrious
figures. His fifth-generation-forefather, Nam Gu-man (#/L#) was a chief minister
during the reign of King Sukjong (#i5%). His biological family was a branch following the
political party, Soron (“»5i), Young Doctrine. The theoretical background of his butterfly
paintings is based on the academic tendency of Soron. Some Soron party scholars who
studied natural history vigorously would read various scientific books from Korea and
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China published since the late eighteenth century. Influenced by such academic
circumstancs, he gathered various butterflies, sketched them in elaborate brush technique
and sometimes noted their real sizes and species.

It is hard to arrange his works in chronological order because the extant works don' t
have explicit dates of production. Nevertheless, in this paper, his paintings are broadly
fallen to the three categories according to colophons, seals, and painting styles. In the first
stage, he generally wrote his sobriquet, Ilhosa (—4¢%7) and didn’ t use any seal on a work
by drawing two or six butterflies. The second stage, he wrote his another sobriquet,
IThosanin (5% A ) and pressed two or six seals on a work. In this stage he employed of
a composition three parts: the upper part for a colophon, the middle part for a group of
butterflies, and the lower part for a setting. Since the three-part-composition was devised
by Nam Gye-woo, many artists have followed the composition in the nineteenth century .
In the final stage, he wrote his new sobriquet, Ilhono (—%#) and generally used over six
seals on a work. Probably he reached the climax as a painter in this stage, because he
vividly depicted flowers and butterflies, and showed highly trained bush technique in
handling composition and colors.

Thanks to his famous paintings, his son, Nam Ju-woen () succeed to his
father s tradition. A group of butterfly painters such as Yi kyo-ik (%##), Ko Jin-
sung (##f}), Song Su-myeon ((5%), Seo Byeong-gun (f2p4t), and Yi Kyeong-
seung (##i/&) also repeated Nam's painting style. However, they created overly
decorative image and finally fell into mannerism style.

In conclusion, Nam Gye-woo created his own painting style by watching carefully
natural butterflies and it became a model for the nineteenth century butterfly paintings. In
his times, the main stream in painting styles was that of the Southern school painting led
by Chusa (fk4!) Kim Jeong-heui (4:iF-#) and his followers. Despite of such artistic
milieu, Nam Gye-woo played a key role to prove that butterfly painting was accepted as

an important subject matter in the nineteenth century .
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