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The Life and Artistic Career of Yi Myeong-gi

Jang In-seok”

Yi Myeong-gi (1756-1802 or thereafter), known under his penname “Hwasangwan,” is a
Korean painter of the Joseon Dynasty who lived in King Jeongjo’s time. A court painter, Yi
stood out especially for his talent in portraits, He was a prolific portrait artist, who painted
portraits of the king and high-ranking court officials. He was also in charge of recopying
ancient portraits. In spite of his notable career as a court painter, Yi Myeong-gi has thus far
received little attention from scholarship, concerning both his life and artistic universe. The
study concerned with Yi Myeong-gi is primarily focused on his paintings, and a comprehensive
attempt at understanding his artistic career as a whole is yet to be made. This study is precisely
an attempt to reconstruct the life of Yi Myeong-gi from newly-discovered sources and to offer
insights into his artistic universe.

Yi Myeong-gi, a court painter named Yi Jong-su’s eldest son, was bormn in 1756 and spent
most of his adult life as a court painter, following in his father’s footsteps. By his generation, Yi
Myeong-gi’s family had influence on court painters. His younger brother Yi Myeong-gyu and
his brother-in-law Heo Yong were also court painters. A court painter family marring someone
who was in a court painter family was not uncommon at that time,

As you know, Yi Myeong-gi’s career as a painter was centered on portraits, most of which

*Ph. D. Candidate, Myongji University



carry his distinct stylistic hallmarks. Unlike works by court painters of preceding generations,
relying heavily on contour lines and focused on the moral and spiritual dimension of a sitter,
his portraits are characterized by an emphasis on volume and depth. His portraits incorporate
Western painting techniques such as the use of light and shadows and perspective, As attested
to by his surviving works, Yi Myeong-gi’s style became the norm of portrait painting in the late
18th century to the early 19th century, and came to be emulated by court painters of
subsequent generations. However, his realistic portrait style and techniques eventually fell out
of favor, as demand for portraits of this kind decreased, and his legacy slowly faded starting
from the mid-19th century.

Yi Myeong-gi's body of works also includes quite a few ‘figures-in-a-landscape”-type
paintings, His ‘figures-in-a-landscape”-type paintings were done in the style of Kim Hong-do,
which was, then, a dominant trend among court painters, and most of the paintings were
thematically related to Tang poems, ancient legends, and historical narratives. All surviving
works of his are, meanwhile, signed by “Hwasangwan,” a government office name, suggesting
that they were produced after 1793 when he was appointed ‘Chalbang (an official in charge of
a horse relay station) of Jangsu-do. His figures-in-a-landscape paintings reveal a lesser-known
aspect of this artist, mainly remembered for realistic portraits with meticulous facial and bodily
details. As an attempt to gain a further understanding of Yi Myeong-gi’s life and artistic career,
this study is significant in that it discusses his body of works as a whole. Future research should
complement the insights gained in this study, if new facts about his life or unknown works of

his are discovered.
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