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Abstract

Paintings of Lu Dongbin in the Late Joseon Period

Cho In-Hee *

Lu Dongbin, a scholar and poet of the Tang Dynasty, was one of highly favored subjects
by painters of the late Joseon Period. Painters of this period depicted him as a Taoist sage who
enjoyed eternal life, as a Confucian scholar with both literary and military accomplishments,
and as a Buddhist guardian of the Buddha's law. When he was depicted as a Taoist immortal
armed with magical power, he appeared in a unique headdress called a sunyanggeon (or chun
yang jin) with a sword in one hand, accompanied by Liu Zixian. Paintings such as this show
that Lu Dongbin was once worshipped as a divine being with the power to fly over the seas,
save people from suffering, and bestow upon them a long life. He was also depicted as a great
Confucian scholar who was also a warrior, as shown in such works as Master Swordsman
(Geomseondo) by Yi In-sang, Master Swordsman Watching Waves (Geomseon Gwallan)
and Divine Heron on the Sea (Haesang Seonhak) by Kim Hong-do. The painters of these
works regarded Lu Dongbin as a Confucian hero who materializes righteousness with his
sword, thus reflecting the view of the late Joseon literati, who considered a sword to be a
symbol of self-discipline. Thirdly, Lu Dongbin appeared as a divine guardian of the Buddhist
law in “Guardian Deities” (Sinjungdo), paintings produced during the late Joseon Period.
In Guardian Deities (1790), which is enshrined in Jijangam Hermitage of Hyeondeungsa
Temple, he is depicted as a warrior wearing a sunyanggeon and holding a bejeweled sword.
His popularity among Buddhists of late Joseon is clearly shown by the fact that he was

painted on the walls of numerous Buddhist temples across Korea. The appearance of Lu
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Dongbin in Buddhist, Confucian and Taoist paintings in the late Joseon Period attests to his
significance for, and the special position he held among, Korean people of the period. The
paintings further consolidated his image as a Taoist immortal who expelled evil forces with
his sword, a Confucian scholar armed with both literary and military potency to protect and
materialize righteousness, and a divine guardian and protector of the Buddhist law. The
image of Lu Dongbin portrayed by the late Joseon painters is uniquely different from that
captured by their contemporaries in China and Japan, providing a fine example of the unique

heritage left to us by Korean artists of the late Joseon Period.
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