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Abstract

A Study of Muhuido in Colonial Korea:
The Characteristics of the Award-
Winning Paintings in the Joseon Mijeon

Jeoung, Chanhong
Department of Archaeology and Art History
The Graduate School

Seoul National University

This study aims to explore the characteristics of muhuido (paintings of a female
dancer or dancing women) created in Colonial Korea, focusing on the award-
winning paintings exhibited in the Joseon Mijeon (Joseon Fine Art Exhibition) held
from 1922 to 1944. Basically, the muhuido refers to the paintings of women
wearing Korean traditional dance costume or of female dancers. In previous studies.
muhuido painted by Korean painters were recognized as miindo (beautiful-woman
paintings) depicting gisaeng (courtesans; female entertainers in the Joseon dynasty)
However, before the 15th Joseon Mijeon (1936) when traditional dance was
exclusively performed by gisaeng, muhuido were drawn by Japanese painters
residing in Korea only except for the Korean painter Kim Eunho (1892-1979). The
obvious difference between Korean artists and Japanese painters active in Korea in

drawing muhuido mirrors the different perception of gisaeng, literally the only
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performer of Korean traditional dance before the mid-1930s. The Japanese found
gisaeng culture interesting and regarded it as fascinating customs of Korea. But
Koreans considered it to be unpleasant and even harmful to society. For that reason,
when the traditional dance of the Joseon period was thought to be degenerate,
immoral, and dirty one performed by gisaeng only, Korean painters tried to avoid
drawing muhuido on purpose.

Muhuido painted by Korean artists began to appear at the 15th Joseon
Mijeon (1936) and continued to be produced only except the 19th one (1940). In
previous studies, muhuido by Korean painters during this period were interpreted
as miindo presenting gisaeng. However, none of the critics of the time mentioned
the existence of gisaeng when commenting on muhuido. The paintings of a female
dancer or dancing women by Korean painters that gained popularity after the mid-
1930s were thought to reflect Joseon-ness (Koreanness). This phenomenon was
closely related to the rise of modern professional dancers such as Jo Taikwon
(1907-1976) and Choe Seunghui (1911-1969) who began to be recognized as
traditional dance performers since the mid-1930s. The appearance of modern
professional dancers fundamentally changed the Korean understanding of
traditional dance as indigenous art reflecting the national characteristics. Under the
circumstances, Korean painters came to recognize the value of traditional dance
and used it as their subject matter. On the other hand, the number of submitted
muhuido by Japanese painters living in Korea was relatively lower than that by
Korean artists at the Joseon Mijeon since the 15th one (1936). The reason for this
phenomenon could be explained by the Korean understanding of the time that
traditional dance was recognized as a form of unique national culture and that only

Koreans could understand properly and only Korean painters could also adapt
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Korean customs and traditions to their art. They found in traditional dance
hyangtosaek (local colors of Korea). This study is an attempt to reinterpret the
significance of muhuido by Korean painters that have been misunderstood as
paintings of gisaeng. The women in muhuido were not gisaeng at all. Unlike the
Japanese painters active in Korea, muhuido painted by Korean painters could be an
important piece of visual evidence highlighting Koreans’ new understanding of
traditional dance as indigenous art performed not by gisaeng but by professional

dancers.

keywords: muhuido (paintings of a female dancer or dancing women), Joseon
Mijeon (Joseon Fine Art Exhibition), paintings of women, miindo
(beautiful-woman paintings), hyangtosaek (local colors of Korea),
Korean traditional dance
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