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Abstract

History Paintings during Sukjong’s Reign and the Political Sub-text
of Xie Xuan Defeats Fu Jian’s One Million-strong Force

Lee Seonghun*

Xie Xuan Defeats Fu Jian’s One Million-strong Force an impressive war scene on an eight-

panel folding screen from the early 18th century bears a royal seal on one corner indicating that

King Sukjong r 1674 1720 viewed and appreciated this painting This brilliantly-colored work

made striking by the contrast of deep green and gold is executed with masterly brushstrokes

providing fine details of human subjects horses and the surrounding environment The quality of

execution suggests that this unattributed painting was the work of court painters who lived in

Sukjong’s time possibly belonging to the dohwaseo the royal bureau of painting

As can be gathered from its title the folding screen painting depicts the scene of a famous

battle from the Wei Jin and South and North Dynasties of China which took place near the Fei

River In this battle opposing Eastern Jin and Former Qin Xie Xuan’s 343 388 army decimated a

large contingent of enemy forces led by King Fu Jian 357 385 In visualizing this battle the

history painting faithfully follows the accounts provided in Jinshu History of Jin and other

ancient Chinese history books Fu Jian and his troops are for instance shown retreating in panic

the state of chaos mentioned in written accounts as a measure of the magnitude of defeat suffered

by Former Qin

67
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A monarch exceptionally fond of paintings Sukjong frequently ordered works on historical

themes Sukjong commissioned history paintings not just out of personal predilection but with

political agendas in mind Works such as King Wei of Qi Bestows Titles on Official Jimo and Has

Official A Boiled to Death or The Yellow Dragon Carries the Boat’ are cases in point Xie Xuan

Defeats Fu Jian’s One Million-strong Force offering a vivid visual representation of Fu Jian’s defeat

underscored the importance of internal political stability and a strong defense posture and is likely

to have been meant by Sukjong as a message to his divided court which was torn by political

bickering between the Noron and Soron parties This folding screen painting therefore is an

excellent testimony to the utilitarian role of paintings in Korea of Joseon period as well as the

active political exploitation of them by the rulers of this dynasty

Xie Xuan Defeats Fu Jian’s One Million-strong Force occupies also an important place in the

history of late Joseon painting for the stylistic influences and affinities it exhibits This work while

being in the traditional style of painting of its genre reveals the influence of woodprints from the

Ming Dynasty of China particularly of Huangmingyingliechuan Meanwhile this painting shows

affinities with works on similar historical themes from the early to mid 18th century attributed to

court painters and notably with Book of Portraits of Historical and Legendary Figures Finally the

value of this folding screen painting is inestimable also as a window into court painting during

Sukjong’s reign a high point in the history of this genre of Joseon painting
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