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Gapjin Yeonhaeng Sibwacheop :
Gang Se-hwang’s Beijing Travel and Journey Paintings

Jeong Eunjoo*

Gapyjin Yeonghaeng Sibwacheop is a collection of poems and paintings produced by a Joseon
diplomatic mission to Beijing in China. The mission, which lasted between the tenth month of
1784 and the second month of 1785 was led by chief envoy Yi Hwigi (1715-1785), Gang Se-
hwang (1713-1791) as its vice-envoy and Yi Tae-yeong (1744-1803) as a document officer. Joseon
envoys’ visit to Beijing had three goals: congratulating Emperor Qianlong for his fifty years’
peaceful reign, thanking him for the recent decree inviting Joseon officials to Cheonsuyeon (Ch.
Qiansouyan: ‘Banquet of a Thousand Elders’) and the repatriation of Joseon castaways, and
paying the annual tribute to the imperial court.

This collection of poems and paintings created during the 1784 trip to China is known in
Korea as Jungguk Gibaengcheop (Travel Sketches from China). In this paper, I have added to this
collection other works by Gang Se-hwang, also produced in connection with this trip, and
designate them together as Gapjin Yeonhaeng Sibwacheop (Poems and Paintings from Travel to
China in the Year of Gapjin). The study is an exploration of how these works to be depicted by
Gang Se-hwang, resulting from an official visit to a foreign country in the context of a diplomatic

mission, rather than a personal trip by the artist, because most of works were influenced by the

* Researcher of Korean Studies Information Center, The Academy of Korean Studies
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goals of the mission and its itinerary, The objective of this study is to understand the documentary
dimension and value of works contained within Gapjin Yeonhaeng Sibwacheop and their

significance for the history of Joseon-period painting.

To cast light on the landscapes and historic spots depicted in ‘Saro Samgicheop’ of Gapjin
Yeonhaeng Sibwacheop, whose real models have never been established , I traveled to China and
took photographs of corresponding sites. By comparing these paintings with the photographs of
the sites where they are said to have been made, I was not only able to confirm that ‘Seosan’ was
a view of the Summer Palace (Yibeyuan) in Beijing, but also, and more importantly, determine
that the actual model of a painting referred to simply as “Landscape” was the Shrine of
Mengjiangnu, Some of the paintings in Gapjin Yeonhaeng Sibwacheop were checked for accuracy
of representation by comparing them with Chinese documentary paintings on the same subjects.

A painting within Yeongdae Giwancheop {the volume documenting places visited during
official duties), depicted “game on ice (bingxi)”, a national rite observed in the Qing Dynasty
every year around the time of the Winter Solstice, Two leaves in Suyeok Eunpacheop described
Cheonsuyeon, held in the Palace of Heavenly Purity (Qianginggong), and the scene of a meeting

with Emperor Qianlong in the Garden of Perfection and Light (Yuanmingyuan). The two

successive visits made by Gang Se-hwang to the Catholic Church in Beijing, related in verses
contained in Suyeok Eunpacheop. These writings, demonstrating Gang Se-hwang’s keen interest in
Western civilization and presenting his sharp observations, retain a high historical significance,
given especially the large-than-life status he enjoyed in the painting and artistic circles of late
Joseon. This study also pays close attention to Geumdae Nonghancheop, which provides an
account of Gang Se-hwang’s relationship with Kim Han-tae, a multi-generation interpreter, and
exchange they had in Beijing with Bo Ming (HHH). As for Yeondae Nonghocheop, the volume
contains four paintings on the theme of Four Gentlemen, which are of particular interest due to
their confirmed year of creation (1785). These four paintings, along with Seokguk-do in Yeongdae

Giwancheop, promise to offer important insight into Gang Se-hwang’s Four Gentlemen .

Gapjin Yeonghaeng Sibwacheop stands out from other travel sketches, often consisting mostly

of paintings, in that it contains poetic improvisations by the three envoys, and postscripts



contributed by them, striking a fine balance between poetry and painting. Also noteworthy is the
fact that Gang Se-hwang’s true-view landscapes in this collection, executed in the style of the
Chinese Southern School of painting (nanzonghua), set themselves apart from other landscapes
by professional painters of his time, characterized by meticulous depiction of details. These works
testify to Gang Se-hwang’s interest in true-view landscape painting until his late years, and offer an

invaluable glimpse of his attitude and interaction with the painting subjects |
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