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New Buddhist Painting Trends of the Early 20 Century and
the Changing Status of Buddhist monk Painters:

The Case of Paintings in the Collection of Anyangam

Choi Yeob*

The early 20" century was a turbulent period of Korean history which saw the demise of the
short-lived Great Korean Empire, followed by the start of colonial rule by Japan. A time ripe with
profound social and political changes, this period was characterized by the co-existence of
tradition and new cultural elements brought from the outside world. Changes sweeping the
Korean society of the early 200 century were not without consequences for Buddhist paintings.
Buddhist paintings in styles previously unseen started to be produced around this time. This paper
explores features characterizing early 20h-century Korean Buddhist paintings and changes
occurring in the status of Buddhist monk painters, by examining paintings housed in Anyangam, a
Buddhist hermitage located outside Dongdaemun of Seoul. Up until the late 19" century, main
donors and sponsors for Buddhist temples based in Seoul and the Gyeonggi-do region were
members of the royal house. Once into the 20t century, however, with the weakening of the
royal house’s influence, Buddhist temples of this area relied increasingly on private donors for
their upkeep. Anyangam is a typical example of such Buddhist temples founded through private

sponsorship.

* Ph D in Art History from Dongguk University, Lecturer at Kyungwon University
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Most paintings housed in Anyangam, dating from its early years, are paintings created in the
capital area, during the later part of the 19" century. On the other hand, later paintings dating
from 1910 and thereafter are works characterized by new iconographic contents and techniques
which set them apart from those from previous eras. Paintings from this period, for instance,
borrowed new iconographic elements from folk paintings and Taoist figure paintings or integrated
familiar and more realistic images into traditional Buddhist iconography, resulting in a new, more
accessible and explanatory iconographic program, having a broader public appeal. Meanwhile,
starting from the early 1920s, Buddhist paintings of Anyangam became more natural in their
expression of spatial depth, in a visible departure from their predecessors of the late 19" century
where this skill was still at a rudimentary level, at the same time as showing a greater ability to
translate the textures and feel of different materials, This improving mastery of techniques that are
of Western origin is clearly not unrelated to the increasing contact with Western cultural elements
seen in this period. More Koreans traveled abroad as well around this time.

Given the steadfastly conservative tendency of religious paintings, innovative attempts such as
introducing new iconographic elements and techniques must not have been easy. The fact that
such bold changes were nevertheless implemented in Buddhist paintings from this period could
be explained in part by the enhanced social status of Buddhist monks since the repeal of the law
banning entry to the capital city for Buddhist monks, in the early 20" century. The changing social
perception of Buddhist monks, in turn, could have created an environment in which capable
Buddhist monk painters could freely embrace various external stimuli and inspirations to transform
and enrich Buddhist painting. These innovative attempts, besides, led to some remarkable
accomplishments with high artistic merit. The decades between the late 19th century and the early
20™ century were a period of prolific production as well. No other country in East Asia produced
Buddhist paintings, during this period, in quantities. Korean Buddhist paintings from the turn of
the 19" century and early 20™ centuries have, however, been long considered inferior to their
predecessors, precisely on the account of their unorthodox iconography and the untraditional
pigments and techniques used in their creation. This, however, seems a rather rigid and reductive
way of judging an entire period in Buddhist painting. The new approaches fashioned in this

period deserve to be re-examined under a new light and their significance has to be re-assessed.
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