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Abstract

Iconographic Origin of “Illustrations of “Seventh Month”
from the Odes of Bin” and Its Functions in the Joseon Dynasty

Kim, Hyunji"

Pictorial illustrations of The Book of Odes have a long history, the earliest written
reference dating far back to the fourth century during the Six Dynasties period (220-589) of
China. Begun as a visual aid to the text, the illustrations have since the Song dynasty (960-
1279) gradually attained a higher status, and prevalence, as an independent painting theme.
Such development came along with the emergence of the “Illustrations of “Seventh Month”
from the Odes of Bin” as a representative image of The Book of Odes. It is the case that a typical
set of the Book of Odes illustrations, seemingly established in the Song period, has persisted
through continuous copying until the Ming (1368-1644) and Qing (1644-1912) periods. And
yetitis also notable that a few of individual scenes from the “Illustrations” have been selected
for a single painting by the literati since the Yuan period (1271-1368) and further interestingly
that such a pictorial excerpt prevailed among the common people as a kind of painting that
commemorates longevity.

The “Illustrations of “Seventh Month” from the Odes of Bin” have two compositional
systems at large: one laying stress on the textual order of The Book of Odes from the first

to eighth chapter; and the other following the Wollyeongga compositional sequence that
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chronicles the annual cycle of activities from the first to twelfth lunar month. Handscroll
versions from Song and Yuan China show a fundamental emphasis on the former system,
while taking into compositional account the temporal sequence and generally choosing
various scenes from the latter.

Even in the early Joseon period, albeit no extant example of the time, did the
“Illustrations” themes assume great significance to the royal court, literary evidence
suggests. Apparently they served to provide moral instruction that a monarch be mindful
of the farmer’s laborious service, a Confucian idea of Non-idleness. On the other hand, the
authoritative status of The Book of Odes as one of the canonical classics in Confucianism
lent an ideological support to agricultural rites and ceremonies that the state practiced as a
Confucian monarchy. Also, the “Illustrations” worked as a ritualistic vehicle to celebrate,
and to pray for, a year of good harvest. A variety of functional roles that the painting theme
have accrued until the late Joseon period enriched the theme with diverse and abundant
implications, including a political one to eulogize the righteous kingship and social
integration as well as an auspicious to wish for longevity.

Since early Joseon, the “Illustrations” have been produced in the format of folding screen,
the formality of which suits a didactic painting that contains such detailed genre scenes of
everyday life as male farmers’ activities of rice cultivation and women’s weaving and spinning.
In contrast to the Gyeongjik-do (Ch. Gengzhitu: Drawings of tilling and weaving), which
is divided into the parts Gyeong-do (Ch. Gengtu: Pictures of ploughing) and Jik-do (Ch.
Zhitu: Pictures of weaving) for the sake of making known the difficulties and complexity of
regular farming works by means of presenting an illustrated guide to the order of actions, the
“Illustrations of the Seventh Month” have more to do with the annual and seasonal rites. The
previous studies have paid more attention on the daily scenes in the “Illustration” and on their
relationship with the development of genre paintings during the late Joseon period. Calling
for scholarly attention on the ritualistic nature of the annual rites, however, I will argue that
the “Illustrations” are more concerned with a series of activities on a specific day to which
special significance is assigned than the general life of the common people.

One may find the seasonal rites and festivals merely a part of an annual routine of the

people in the past. And yet on these days of especial importance the people did specific



activities; shared special food; made a collective effort to foresee the future to their
community; wished for a rich year and for good fortune; prayed for the peace and prosperity
of the ruling reign; and performed ancestral rites in return for benign consequences. All these
activities were to observe the seasonal customs and annual rites of enormous significance. In
this vein, the act of placement, either in a ritualistic or casual space, of a folding screen onto
which the practices of special importance are transferred visually, should be understood as
an expression not only to project on the painting a ritual function that the annual rites and
seasonal customs have carried out but also to wish the visual representation, in turn, have
effect on reality. The “Illustrations” have kept running the course of transformation until
the nineteenth century, when the theme’s variation gave rise to another genre, “paintings of

annual cyclical rituals and seasonal customs” in the format of folding screen.
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