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Abstract

Figures by Yi Jaegwan and Kim
Uncho

Ha, Seonghee
Department of Archaeology and Art History

The Graduate School

Seoul National University

This study suggests that Kim Uncho (ca. 1800-before 1857), one
of the most renowned courtesans (gisaeng) in nineteenth century
Joseon Korea, participated in the production of Figures (Gosa
inmul do) painted by Yi Jaegwan (1783-ca. 1838). These figure
paintings consist of six scrolls. Four of them are imaginary
portraits of women in antiquity who were famous as talented
women (caini) or female knight errants (niixia). The others
focused on the ideal life of recluses. The images and the poems
written on these pictures show the painter’s intention to represent
the figures as couples. There was a tendency among some
nineteenth century Joseon literati to regard talented women and
female knight errants as their ideal companion. Responding to
this trend, courtesans, especially the ones at the upper level of
their profession, positioned themselves as “chivalrous courtesans
(hyeopgi)” who were qualified both as talented women and female
knight errants. Their purpose was to be perceived as a perfect
match for scholar-gentry men. The women in the paintings were

depicted in a way that would have induced empathy from these

7]
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chivalrous courtesans of the late Joseon period.

Among those chivalrous courtesans, it is highly possible that
Kim Uncho played an active role in the creation of Figures. She
was a poet with reputation and a concubine of Kim Iyang
(1755-1845), a high ranking official from the prestigious Andong
Kim family who was 45 vyears older than her. Jo Huiryong
(1789-1866) and Gang Jin (1807-1858) who wrote inscriptions on
Figures seem to have frequently gathered at Yi Jaegwan's studio
named Heunyeongwan. Kim Uncho was also a member of this
literati circle. The selection of figures and the way in which the
original texts were twisted in Figures are highly suggestive of the
presence of Kim Uncho behind the making of Figures. In this
study, Figures is recognized as an important piece of evidence
highlighting that courtesans were active as appreciators and

consumers of paintings in nineteenth century Korea.

keywords : Yi Jaegwan, Figures (Gosa inmul do), Kim Uncho,
Talented women (caini), Female knight errants (niixiz), Chivalrous
Courtesans

Student Number : 2019-25422
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