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The Acceptance and Production of Finger Paintings in Eighteenth
and Nineteenth-Century Joseon Korea

Kim Jee-eun”

Historical records tell us that painting with tools other than brushes was first attempted by
end of the Tang-dynasty Chinese painters practicing a style known as Ipin (untrammeled).
Finger painting, meanwhile, became an established technique known as Zzhitouhua (finger pain
ting) sometime in the late Ming to the early Qing dynasties, Zhitouhua gained early popularity
thanks mainly to Gao Qipei (1662-1734). The zhitoubua technique was used in subsequent
eras, by such schools of painting as the Baqi (Painters of the Eight Banners) and Yangzhou
schools. The technique also reached the Korean peninsula from the early 18th century and
onwards, from Qing China.

During the mid-18th century, when zhitoubhua was still new in the painting circles of
Joseon, this technique was popularized by literati painters such as Sim Sa-jeong(1707-1769),
Heo Pil(1709-1761), Kang Se-hwang(1713-1791), and Kim Yun-gyeom(1711-1775). However,
their incorporation of the zhitoubua tradition in their paintings was limited to technical aspects:
in other words, zhitoubua was mostly about a painting technique using the fingers, for Joseon
artists who were rather disinterested in, or neglected, motifs or compositions associated with

this tradition. The use of the Qing finger-painting technique, therefore, had no real influence on

* MD in Interdisciplinary Program in Cultural Heritage Studies of the Korea University
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the choice of subjects or compositions of Joseon painters, who simply applied this technique to
their favorite subjects, maintaining also the same compositional styles. Hence, early Joseon
finger paintings shared few common stylistic elements, apart from the obvious technical
commonality that they were painted by the use of fingers.

In the late 18th century, Joseon’s exposure to zhitouhua was widened thanks to frequent
trips to Beijing by literati members belonging to the so-called Northern Learning School
(Bukhakpa). Joseon envoys to Beijing exchanged with members of the Qing literati class such
as Shun Hao (1733-1789), Kui Lun and Zhang Dao Wo, from whom they received finger
paintings and finger calligraphies as gifts. These works brought back by the envoys helped
increase interest in zhitoubua, and in Joseon, paintings of this type were continuously
imported until the early 19th century.

Remarkable changes occurred to Joseon finger paintings in the early 19th century,
Paintings by Yun Je-hong (1764-1844 or thereafter) mark a decisive turning point, with notable
works in this category. Stylistic characteristics of Joseon finger paintings are first seen clearly in
Yun Je-hong’s works, in which the new technique was successfully married to the painting
techniques of previous eras, as well as was extensively used to create a bold and innovative
composition,

Finger painting became something more than a technical fancy, once into the mid-19th
century, when Kim Jeong-hui (1786-1856) tried his hand at this style, helping it to gain a place
among the mainstream genres. Meanwhile, the finger painting style of the Yanghou school was
also espoused, thanks to literati painters like Heo Ryeon (1809-1893).

This study looks at how Joseon artists reconciled their existing aesthetics and stylistic
traditions with this whole-new technique of finger painting, and how Joseon’s own finger
painting tradition developed and evolved over time., Whether and how finger painting
reshaped Joseon painting, in terms of stylistic and thematic characteristics, is another

importance topic explored in this study.
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