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Abstract

The Development and Evolution of Royal Art
Collections during King Gojong’s Reign 1863-1907

J H*

This paper examines the development and evolution of the royal court’s collection of

paintings and calligraphic works during the reign of King Gojong 1863 1907 paying

particular attention to its role in the Korean ruler’s effort to consolidate his political position and

strengthen monarchy and to how the changing external political landscape influenced it Even

though a considerable number of paintings and calligraphies preserved in Gyujang-gak

and Jangseo-gak the two royal libraries of Joseon that are the largest repositories of the

Dynasty’s records were collected and stored during the four decades of Gojong’s rule there have

been exceedingly few attempts to assess the value and significance of the collecting activities

carried out in this period

In this study I distinguish the process of development of the royal court collection of art into

three large periods: the early period 1863 1873 corresponding to the first decade of King

Gojong’s reign the middle period 1874 1896 corresponding to the next two decades and the

Great Han Empire period 1897 1907 the decade starting from the year when Gojong declared

himself an Emperor of the Great Han Empire These three periods reveal their own

distinct tendencies The middle period in other words the late 19th century saw the collection
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19

18

19
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grow to a vast size larger than both in the previous and the ensuing period The collection and

curation activities during the Great Han Empire period therefore consisted of expanding

preserving and organizing the large collection created during the middle period Yeolseong-eopil

the compilation of calligraphies by successive kings as well as paintings by kings

were stored in the annex library of Gyujang-gak in Changdeok-gung Palace along with artworks

handed down from previous dynasties Meanwhile newly-acquired works and painting manuals

hwabo were transited through Seunghwa-ru Pavilion then Jipgyeong-dang Hall

before they were finally stored in Jibok-je Library a peculiar process seen for

the first time during Gojong’ reign Another detail of interest is that these storage buildings were all

located within the king’s sleeping quarters chimjeon inside the royal palace This practice

is in fact not unrelated to the custom of storing artworks in the king’s bedroom quarters

common in the 18th century

Art collection activities during King Gojong’s reign differed from similar activities from

previous eras also in terms of how art appreciation or collection was perceived During King

Sukjong’s time for instance art was considered a medium of edification Later during the

reign of Heonjong art was perceived as something to be appreciated as such and in itself

Under King Gojong art was promoted at a policy level but not so much for its own sake as out

of a desire to keep up with the latest cultural trends of the time Both Korean artworks and

artworks brought in from China and Japan in vast quantities making up the royal collection

manifest a strong influence of the prevailing 19th-century Chinese trends Investigating how these

foreign works imported under King Gojong influenced Korean art would be an interesting and

important topic for future research
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