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Abstract

Kang Sehwang’s Cheonggong-do and the Cultural Meaning of
“Pure Enjoyment of Scholars’ Accoutrements”

Lee Kyunghwa *

This paper examines Cheonggong-do (Utensils and Antiquities) by Kang Sehwang, and
items featured in it to understand how scholars” daily items were used as means of visual
self-expression by this literati painter, An important goal of this study is to understand how
a painting showing the everyday space filled with scholars’ objects comes to represent the
artist’s socio-cultural identity, as a mirror of himself,

Brushes, ink stones, books, ruyi scepters, and bonsai plants appearing in Kang
Sehwang's Cheonggong-do are objects that are commonly found in a scholar-official's study,
but they are also cherished collectibles providing visual pleasure, Kang Sehwang was a
connoisseur of these types of items and had a discerning taste for them. Owning these items
and drawing pleasure from contemplating them was an integral part of literati culture during
the Joseon period, and, by extension, a direct vehicle for expressing one’s cultural and
refined taste,

‘Muhangyeongnu written in a corner of Cheongong-do is the name of Kang
Sehwang’s study where he read books, wrote poems, and painted pictures, By inscribing
the name of the location on the painting, Kang Sehwang evokes the actual study where he

is physically located, and the garden outside it; a gesture indicative of a common tendency

* Seoul National University
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among members of Joseon's literati class of his time, in which the everyday space of a
scholar-gentleman is as such a source of aesthetic enjoyment. Kang Sehwang shared the
interest in gardens with his contemporaries, He was keenly interested in arranging his
garden in an original manner and he reproduced it in paintings, His Jisangpyeon-do [Bai
Juyi's (772-846) Poem, ‘On the Pond” ], depicting a sophisticated garden decorated with
oddly-shaped rocks, a pond and a miniature mountain made of rock piles, is reminiscent
of garden scenes popularly painted by southern China-based literati painters of the Ming
dynasty, The garden culture of late-Ming literati represented for Kang Sehwang an ideal
lifestyle; a lifestyle affording a learned man a refined environment in which he may devote
his life to his studies and art, indulging in the joys of friendship,

Kang Sehwang's contemporaries cultivated a similar lifestyle and represented it in
their paintings as well. Paintings like Sipu-do (Ten Friends) by Seo Jiksu or Danwon-do
(The Sandalwood Garden) by Kim Hongdo, although very different in their style, share
the same self-perception of a scholar-gentleman as the one that can be glimpsed in Kang
Sehwang's Cheonggong-do. They both chose an elegant image of a scholar-gentleman
enjoying literature and rare and beautiful objects, set against the backdrop of a garden and
a study, as their own self-image. These paintings, therefore, attest to the important role
played by personal items and the everyday environment in the shaping of self-perception
among members of the literati class, Meanwhile, painting, insofar as it provides a vehicle
for exteriorizing such self-perception in a visible form, was an effective medium for these
people, Kang Sehwang's Cheonggong-do, treating the theme of a scholar’s studio items in a
minimalistic fashion, using only ink and in line drawing based on calligraphic brush strokes,
indeed gives a sense of what a refined and elegant literati lifestyle Kang Sehwang had and

what an exceptional literati painter he was,
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