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ABSTRACT

Introduction of the Chinese Wu School Painting
in the Mid-Joseon Period

Centering Qian-gu-zui-sheng Album

Yu Mina

This paper discusses when and how the Chinese Wu School painting was
introduced in Joseon (#ifif). The introduction of the works and style of Wu School (%%
{k) painting can be regarded in two aspects: one is the introduction of the paintings and
the other is the prints. A focus is given to the introduction of the Chinese Wu School
paintings in Joseon.

First, a study is made of the written records from the Mid -Joseon Period. An
analysis of the gathered information leads to the judgement that those who had the
chance to appreciate or to own the works of Wu School painters as collection were
mostly officials who had the chance to travel to China as state envoys or those who
were held in custody in Shenyang (i) after the Manzhou Invasion of 1636, The
introduction of the Wu School paintings in Joseon was concentrated in the second half of
the 17th century. This can be attributed to the fact that the art works in the collection of
the Chinese court and the aristocrats during the Ming dynasty were scattered after the
fall of the dynasty and that access to those paintings became easier for the Joseon
scholar —officials. Another factor can be an increased interest of the Joseon s scholar -
officials in art. The poems and essays written about the paintings tell that landscape

paintings of literati tastes and decorative colored paintings illustrating themes from the
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classic literature constitute the major part of the Wu School paintings introduced in
Joseon in the 17th century.

However, what requires our attention the more is the album of calligraphy and
painting named Qian-gu-zui-sheng (T-#izk%), which the Ming state envoy Zhu Zhi -
fan (%2 #) presented to King Seon—jo (%iifl, r.1567-1608) when he visited Joseon in
1606. The album contained 20 works of painting worked by an artist called Wu Wang -
chuan (:4)11) and calligraphy done by Zhu himself on themes from the Chinese classic
literary masterpieces. The album gathered the keen interest of the Joseon scholar -
officials at the time of its introduction. Written records have it that later, Huh Seong (¥
#%) had the Qian-gu-zui-sheng Album copied, and ever since then, numerous copies
were produced during the 17th century. Also, five sets of Qian-gu-zui-sheng copies are
extant today in Korea: One is the copy in the collection of the National Museum of
Korea which scholar -official from late Joseon Period, Yoon Deuk -hwa (5%53fl1), took
the lead and compiled between 1747 and 1748. Another is the set in the private
collection of which only three paintings remain. There is also a set in the collection of the
Sunmoon University Museum (i kf#44) which consists of 17 paintings and
calligraphy pieces. Two more sets are available in the National Museum of Korea, one
consisting of eight paintings, and another consisting of ten paintings and calligraphy
pieces done in the mid -19th century and which contains the collection seal of Yi Ha -
eung (%=5J#). It can be inferred that through centuries of copying processes, various
quality copies were produced: from the high -quality copies the production of which
was participated in by renowned scholar -officials of the time to lower —quality copies
showing the workmanship of folk painters.

Although each copy shows slight differences in iconography and painting
techniques reflecting the style of the time, generally, the paintings have faithfully
followed the original copy for centuries. Thus, the aspects of the Wu School painting
style which was introduced in the 17th century can be traced through the Qian-gu-zui-
sheng copies extant today. First of all, we can note the fact that Qian-gu—zui-sheng
borrowed the theme from the time ~old classics in literature and illustrated it in painting
and wrote the text, thus, arranging literature, painting and calligraphy in one set of
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album. This was the subject matter and art form that was in fashion among the Wu
School painters of Ming. Also, the iconography, composition, techniques for rendering
houses and figures, and colors reflect the stylistic features of the Wu School, attesting to
a possibility that as a new painting style it inspired a fresh air into the painting world of
Joseon in the early 17th century when works of Wu School had not yet been fully
introduced. However, slight differences are perceptible in the rendering of mountain
and rock textures (%), trees and surface waves of river, providing a chance to look into
the application of a new painting style according to time and painter. Through the
faithful copying of the paintings of Qian-gu-zui-sheng, the Chinese Wu School painting

style exercised big influences in the painters and paintings of Joseon thereafter.
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