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Abstract

Historical Background and Existential Context of the
Self-portrait of Gang Se-hwang

Gang Gwan-sik *

Gang Se-hwang (brush name: Pyoam, 1713-1791) was born to a powerful aristocratic
family, but had to lead an unfortunate life since his family was involved in the Yi In-jwa's
Revolt in 1728. The non partisan impartiality policy adopted by King Yeongjo (1724-
1776), however, led him to an opportunity to serve the government later in life and working
in several important positions. He could represent in his self-portraits the existential
consciousness he experienced through his dramatic life and introspection upon his identity,
producing innovative works via ceaselessly exploring forms, images and techniques that
could express his consciousness of existence in a most appropriate way and creatively
combining them with the literati art. He also experimented not only with new vehicles
such as circular and semi-circular fan leaves but also new, sentimental subjects such as the
readers under pine trees. In addition, Gang Se-hwang tried to go beyond the traditional
brush strokes and gradation and introduced new methods and techniques using, for instance,
stubbed brushes, “dry brushing”, and “multi-layer brushing.” He also broke away from the
convention that idealized and romanticized human faces under the traditional principles of
“spiritual depiction” and tried to capture expressions full of anger, sorrow and loneliness and

rough skin in a candid manner, opening a new horizon in the painting of expressive portraits.

* Department of Painting, College of Art Hansung University
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