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Abstract

Late Joseon Buddhist Paintings in North Korea in Documents

from the Japanese Colonial Era: In Hamgyeong-do and Gangwon-do

Lee, Yong-yun *

Under the Temple Act of 1911, legislated by the Japanese Colonial government,
Buddhist temples in Korea were re-organized into head and branch monasteries. The Buddhist
sculptures, paintings, books, stone monuments and archives at temples were inventoried
and property lists were compiled. They were also documented in gelatin dry plate negatives.
Today, the property lists and negatives serve to provide crucial information in studying and
understanding the temples and Buddhist cultural heritages of North Korea which have become
available since the division of Korea in 1945. The present study focuses on the property lists of
Seokwangsa Temple, Guijusa Temple, Yujeomsa Temple, and other temples in Hamgyeong-
do and Gangwon-do to examine the conditions and characteristics of the late Joseon Buddhist
paintings, now in North Korea and only briefly introduced in South Korea, and the monks
who painted the works.

The property lists of temples in Hamgyeong-do and the North Korean areas of Gangwon-
do reveal that most of the monk-painters who were active in the region were also active in
the southern parts of the Korean peninsula. Some monk-painters, like Seokong Cheolyoo,
worked mostly in the north, but the lists also include names like Uigyeom, Seolhun, Yuseong,
and Sanggyeom whose activities were centered around Jeolla-do, Gyeongsang-do, Seoul, or
Gyeonggi-do. The property lists show that paintings by these monk-painters were placed in

Seokwangsa Temple, Guijusa Temple, and other monasteries in Hamgyeong-do, which are

* Senior Researcher, Research Institute of Buddhist Cultural Heritage
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situated at a large distance from the regions where the monk-painters were previously known
to have been active.

Not only the production dates and painters of the Buddhist paintings in North Korea,
but the occasional gelatin dry plate negatives also help to understand the style of each painter,
and show that they were the results of the same painting traditions as the Buddhist paintings
made in the south. The examples of the northern paintings now in South Korea, Amitabha
Buddha(1737) of Byeongpoong-am, Myohyang-san Mountain, painted by Seojing, and
Buddhas of Three Ages(early 18th century) at Yongyeonsa Temple by Uigyeom show that the
late Joseon monk-painters worked not only in Hamgyeong-do but also in Pyeongan-do, and
made it possible to study the Buddhist painting traditions in Hamgyeong-do established by
Uigyeom in the 1730s.

Examinations of the temple reports and gelatin plates of the Buddhist paintings made
during the colonial era reveal that the late Joseon monk-painters transcended the regional
style, commonly known as their main identity, and that they were active in large areas from the
north to the south. As the monk-painters from the south could also work in the north, it can
be suggested that there existed a support system in Buddhist schools or a close cooperation

system between different schools.
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