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Abstract

Jo Jeonggyu'’s Paintings of Fish and Crabs

Yu, Chiseok *

Jo Jeonggyu(1791~after 1868; sobriquet: Imjeon);: was a painter talented in paintings
of landscapes, figures, flowers and birds, and fish and crabs. His skills were well enough
recognized to have him commissioned to paint the king’s portrait on two occasions. However,
it appears that he did not belong to Dohwaseo(Royal Bureau of Painting). He taught painting
to his grandson Jo Seokjin(1853~1920), who later came to be recognized as a leading figure
in Korea’s modern fine art circles.

While Jo Jeonggyu continued to paint crabs, shrimps, and clams, he extended his area of
interest to the traditional painting genre of fish and crabs, as displayed in guneodo(paintings
of a group of fish), ssangeodo(paintings of two fishes swimming together), and
yangnido(paintings of carp jumping out of the water). Ssangeo(two fish swimming
together) has been associated with propitiousness. He also painted images of sambok(triple
blessings) contained in the Chinese characters “fifi(‘bok’),” “igk(‘rok’),” “%(‘su’)” associated
with globefish, Schlegel's black rockfish, and gray mullet. His style in this field can be
distinguished from that of the paintings of fish and crabs of Jang Hanjong(1768~ 1815).

Jo Jeonggyu's three paintings of fish and crabs on a folding screen make the screen
look more attractive by placing blossoming trees in each of its sections, something that
differentiates them from those painted earlier. The three paintings were created with an
interval of more than 10 years between them, but they are similar to each other in terms of
materials and composition. This may mean that the painter retained an original image or

formed a certain pattern while taking repeated orders for the paintings. Anyhow, the fact that

* The Academy of Korean Studies
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his paintings maintained the same composition for tens of years may mean that there was a
continued demand for them.

Jo Jeonggyu's paintings of fish and crabs exerted influence on following generations of
painters. Lee Hancheol(1812~18937?), for one, displayed materials and composition similar
to those of his, and Jo Jeonggyu'’s grandson Jo Seokjin followed his grandfather’s style even
in his way of portraying fish scales. It is guessed that Jo Jeonggyu's paintings of fish and
crabs on folding screens enjoyed great popularity in the 19th century, perhaps thanks to the
propitiousness and the rich elements of embellishment they embodied.

There are many folk paintings still extant of fish and crabs drawn by grassroots artists
who followed Jo Jeonggyu’s style. So we can say that Jo Jeonggyu'’s paintings occupied an
indispensable position in that field during the Joseon period. His paintings also help those
who try to distinguish types and styles of folk paintings of fish and crabs. They also display
a part of the history of painting during the time of transition between the late Joseon and the

modern period.
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