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(ABSTRACT]

Kim Yong-jun(1904-1967) and
His Modern Theory on Art

Chung, Hyung-min

Kim Yong-jun was one of many Korean painters who went to Japan to study art during
the colonial period(1910-1945). Like many of them, Kim studied oil painting at the Tokyo
Fine Arts College in 1926-1931. While studying abroad, he began his career in Korea as
an art theorist introducing various avant-garde art movements of contemporary Europe.

His early writings in 1927 advocated proletarian art ideology as a means to enlighten
the Korean masses of the colonial period, which was falsely interpreted by him as being
identical to the transitional process from traditional society to capitalism in Europe. Like
for many young Koreans of his generation, the imperialist rulership was identified as the
bourgeois force, the colonial Korean subjects as the proletariat class. He soon shifted
views from Marxist ideology to the purist view of art for art’s sake. This sudden change
of direction is attributed either to an overcoming of self-criticism or as an escape from
reality. This early period lay the groundwork for his life-long interest in defining the
identity of Korean art.

Towards the end of 1930s, Kim Yong-jun shifted mediums from oil to ink painting and
his writings concentrated on the traditional art of the Choson period. After the liberation
from Japanese colonial rule in 1945, he became a founding faculty member at the College
of Fine Arts, Seoul National University where he taught ink painting between 1947-48. A
Brief Account of the History of Choson Art(Choson misulsa taeyo) that Kim published in
1949 sums up his career as a mature art theorist.

With the outbreak of Korean war in 1950, he defected to North Korea. Despite his
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short career as a professor, his legacy is felt among contemporary Korean painters of
traditional mediums, in their artistic ideals. His theory on art was also carried on in the
field of art criticism without Kim receiving proper recognition, largely due to his
defection. Especially, his view on Korean art, firmly grounded on nationalistic sentiment,
formed the basis for contemporary Korean art history.

During the latter half of 1980s, the ban on the study of artists who defected was lifted.
The once-submerged identity of Kim Yong-jun began to surface as he became recognized
as one of the prominent nationalistic scholar-artists of the modernizing process of
traditional painting as well as of modern art theory.

This paper attempts to define his role as an art theorist bridging the traditional theory
on art and the modern art historical methodology. Chapter II will briefly examine the
emergence of modern art theory in Korea. Chapter III will discuss the writings of Kim
Yong-june published from 1927 through 1950. Chapter IV will give a brief account of
Kim’s painting to complete the picture of Kim Yong-june as an artist-turned-theorist. The
concluding chapter will attempt to assign Kim a proper place in the history of Korean art.

Art in Korea was never completly free from extrinsic issues such as socio-econo-political
developments, although the discussion of modernity aimed for the complete independence
of art and artists from bondage to such developments. The writings of Kim Yong-jun

testify to this process towards modernization.
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