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Abstract

The Representation of Flying Immortals and the Heavenly

Imagination in Koguryo Tomb Murals
How Art History Can Help Reveal the Humanistic Imagination of Korea

Kim Il-gwon*

This paper is concerned with the question of how artworks from the past constituting
subjects of art history research can contribute to research on the humanistic imagination of
Korean people, Is there something we could call Korean imagination? If so, what is Korean
imagination like? These are important questions having to do with the understanding of
the characteristics of Korean culture, I try to pay special attention, in this paper, to the
importance of investigating the imagination that Korean people possessed and deployed
over the course of their history, It is important to couple this investigation with the analysis of
ideas and thought processes reflected in such imagination,

If one defines imagination as a cognitive structure with a symbolic intent, based
on a story or image, in humanities, stories involve the narrative imagination(literature),
while images engage the visual imagination(art history). Works of both of these genres,
meanwhile, require morphological analysis, The process of analysis consists, on the
one hand, of analyzing sememes containing symbolical meaning, and, on the other,
extending this semantic analysis by combining it with ideational imagination(history of
ideas). Religious world views deriving from Confucianism, Taoism, and Buddhism occupy
an important place in the mental universe of Korean people throughout their history. In
particular, the view in which the heaven, nature, and humans converge with each other or
share the same essences has been a constant undercurrent, I argue how this tradition of
relational thinking, if reflected in the interpretation of imagination in the field of art history,

* Professor of Folklore at the Academy of Korean Studies
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could enrich both the process and outcome of interpretation, and discuss ancient Korean
art to give concrete examples where visual imagination meets with narrative or ideational
imagination,

To examine the imaginary trajectory of flying immortals appearing in Goryeo tomb
murals from the 4 th to 7 th century, I have turned to mural paintings in the Deokheung-
ri Tomb, the Dance Tomb, and the Gangseo Tombs, The Taoist imagination related to
immortals constituted a lasting source of subject matters in Koguryo tomb murals, In ceiling
murals, for example, immortals holding various objects like flags are featured to depict the
utopian world where they are believed to inhabit under a sky spangled by stars, Mythical
and fabulous beasts and plants also adorn the ceiling depicting the sky, graced with flying
immortals playing various musical instruments. For Koguryo people, the sky was, in other
words, represented an idealized world that was also the abode of immortals, In sum,
through these flying immortals and the celestial vault, the image taps into myths and the
observed astronomical phenomena form an eclectic whole made of various imaginary
sources,

Seen from the perspective of astronomical imagination, as demonstrated in murals
of Ohoe Tombs No, 4 and No. 5 of Ji’ an, the universe depicted by Koguryo people was a
symmetric and orderly one, with celestial bodies in five cardinal directions, namely, the sun,
moon, Great Bear, Milk Dipper, and the Three Polar Stars neatly placed in their respective
positions, Such a well-engineered universe is also an animated one, with eight to nine
immortals shown performing their music instruments, Myths of civilization embroider the
images as well, with deities concerning the origins of civilization such as the god of wheels,
the god of fire, and the god of rice featured, Such a layered universe, exhibiting three
different dimensions - astronomical, lyrical universes, and universe as a place of civilization,
rendered with symmetry and harmony, clearly shows how Koguryo people’ s and, by
extension, ancient Korean people’ s imagination, in which flying immortals occupied a
central place, turned itself toward the heavens. In order to understand the imagination
manifested in these Koguryo murals against their historical background, 1 have examined
them from the perspective of the history of iconography and history of ideas. Meanwhile,
I present three-dimensional versions of the images of the universe in each of the murals
discussed. As more cross-disciplinary research is conducted in the future between art
history and other fields in humanities, and more historical artworks are discovered and
analyzed, the particular style of imagination proper to Korean people could be given a more
concrete shape, Revealing the significance and structure of imaginary trends in different
periods of Korean history is, to my mind, an important task not just for art historians, but for
researchers in humanities at large.
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