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Two Different Self Representations of Late Choson Clerks: Poetry
and Painting Albums of Okkye Poetry Society and Sugapkye

Kim Jiyeon"

This study explores how two different groups of late Choson clerks revealed different
attitudes towards their marginal status in society through analyzing the commemorative paintings
that they produced. The objects of investigation are poetry and painting albums documenting the
social gatherings of the Okkye Poetry Society and Sugapkye, produced at the end of the 18th
century and early 19th century .

The Okkye Poetry Society was one of the most well known non-yangban literary groups
organized in the late Choson period. Most of the major members of the Okkye Poetry Society
were Ryongajon (clerks employed in the central government offices), and many of them worked
in Kyujanggak (the Royal Library), the center of King Chongjo’s cultural policy. In their first
commemorative album, Twelve Pleasures of the Okkye Sociey, the society’s members represented
themselves enjoying leisure activities, although in an idealized mode. In Pure Roaming at Okkye,
another commemorative album produced five years later, however, the focus is markedly shifted
to the beauty of the landscape around the Okkye area. Ten Views of Okkye produced in the same
year most clearly represents the idealistic tendency of the Okkye Society. In this album, the list of

‘ten views  does not include any existing place around the Okkye area, but only consists of
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generic landscape themes inspired by common poetic phrases. This study argues that their
avoidance of depicting physical reality is related to the particular social situation of these clerks
who as members of the marginal elite must have experienced a discrepancy between their
heightened self view as a cultural elite and their still limited social status.

Sugapkye was a social club organized by twenty two individuals, also mostly clerks, born in
the same lunar year. It seems that Sugapkye was composed of a wider range of clerks and
functionaries employed in various divisions of the court, “Banquet of Sugapkye” which
accompanies the commemorative album produced by this group is a painting depicting the night
banquet of Sugapkye held in the house of Chdong Yunsang, a member who was employed in
Cheyonggam (the Office for Court Necessities). Contrary to the landscape paintings of the Okkye
Society, “Banquet of Sugapkye” adopts the particular format of official documentary painting,
kyehoedo, and vividly depicts the scene of banquet offered by musicians and kisaeng invited to
Chong Yunsang’s house, Although “Banquet of Sugapkye” takes the format of yangban
kyehoedo, it does not follow the strictly prescribed visual formula of kyehoedo that reflects the
power relationship between different social groups depicted in the paintings. Rather, it obscures
the spatial division between those who offer the entertainment and those who enjoy it. The
changed social space of “Banquet of Sugapkye™ reveals aspects of urban entertainment led by
contemporary nouveaux riches, and in turn symbolically represents the position of the producers
of the album, the members of the emerging urban elite who played a central role in such scenes.

The poetry and painting albums produced by the Okkye Poetry Soceity and Sugapkye
display contrasting attitudes towards the self and representation. Through the idealistic landscape
depiction of the Okkye area, the Okkye society emphasized their cultural identity as literati elite,
but their reluctance to represent Okkye as an actual physical site possibly reveals their sense of
insecurity related to their marginal social status. On the other hand, the evening banquet scene of
‘Banquet of Sugapkye” readily displays the everyday reality of the wealthy clerks, who were
enjoying their privileges as officials and the ensuing economic and cultural benefits. Such
discrepancies, however, should be understood as two different ways of late Choson clerks to
respond to their social and cultural position rather than as indicating the fundamental social and

cultural differences between the two organizations.
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