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Abstract

A Study of Yi Inmun’s
Rivers and Mountains without End

Kim, Jungim
Department of Archeology and Art History
The Graduate School

Seoul National University

The purpose of this study is to identify the theme and intention of Rivers and
Mountains without End ({11148 5%]&]) painted by Yi Inmun (248, 1745-after
1824). While the magnificent scale and flawless rendering make this an
extraordinary masterpiece, it is most regrettable that there are no historical sources
of detailed information for the research despite its significance in Korean paintings.
Thus, this study has been conducted to explain the unique characteristics of Rivers
and Mountains without End and to interpret the record of Nokchwijae (the
examination for court painter’s stipends, #ki{}) in Jabidaeryeong hwawon
(painters-in-waiting in the Royal Library, 7&fifi{¥ 55 i £).

First, there are conspicuous similarities between Rivers and Mountains without
End and Scenes along the Gallery Road to Shu (51%38) (1768) painted by Sim

Sajeong (YLl IE, 1707-1769) in landscape composition and particular motifs. Both
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paintings have been explored for the possibility that they share not only the
composition and motifs but also the main theme, ‘The Journey to Shu (%E17T)’.
Such an assumption is made possible by the motif of the gallery road (££:4) (only
in Rivers and Mountains without End) that is found in most of the Chinese wood-
block prints and that is generally regarded as a visual element representing the
geographical features of Sichuan (PYJI[) province. Furthermore, there is other
strong support that most of the works inspired by ‘The Journey to Shu’ were drawn
from the imagery of sharp angular pinnacles and rugged mountain terrains
associated with the area. This motif depicted in Rivers and Mountains without End
is seen in other paintings exploring the topography of Sichuan, and accordingly
corresponds to the proposition that the main theme is, or could strongly be held to
be, ‘The Journey to Shu’.

Nevertheless, all motifs in the painting are not consistent to ‘The Journey to
Shu’ described in ‘The Difficulty of the Road to Shu [The Road to Shu is Hard]
(%)3E#E) by Li Bai (45F1, 701-762). For example, Rivers and Mountains without
End is filled with flourishing images such as bustling streets, a group of people on
the roads leading to the destination of prosperous towns. In those days, the ideal
place was known as ‘the walled city (34%117)’ and was also described in Rivers and
Mountains without End with the combination of pictorial factors such as the daily
lives and the landscapes of Shu.

This kind of new trend for 'The Journey to Shu' in Rivers and Mountains
without End is likely to reflect the historical background of when it was painted. It
is assumed to be after the latter days of the reign of King Jeongjo (1Eill, r. 1776-
1800) based on the time when Yi was known as a landscape painter, Yi’s painting

style was changed, and the lost painting by Sim Sajeong, Scenes along the Gallery

80 A



Road to Shu, was discovered again. According to history, both the Qing (ii) and
Joseon (ifif) dynasties were chaotic at that time as the White Lotus Rebellion
(F5# %4 2 Al) broke out at Sichuan province and Hong Gyeongrae (#L 5t 2K, 1780-
1812) revolted in the Pyeong'an (/%) area. If these historical events in both
dynasties motivated Yi to paint, it could be assumed that Rivers and Mountains
without End is a depiction of a wish for peace in the Shu region as well as for
prosperity in Joseon Korea. The perspective of cultural Sino-babarian dichotomy
(HE5%) prevailed in intellectual groups in late Joseon Korea. But, gradually, the
number of anti-Qing literati diminished and the hope for coexistence and mutual
prosperity between the two dynasties arose. Consequently, the implied theme of
this painting also reflects the will of the people at that time. In this point of view,
Rivers and Mountains without End, it is believed that it was painted with the

intention of making a wish for the peace of “China (*F'3%)” including Joseon and

Qing.

Keywords: Yi Inmun (%5 ), Rivers and Mountains without End ({11114 35|,
Scenes along the Gallery Road to Shu (#153), the Shu Roads (%3H),
gallery road (£¢if), the examination for court painter’s stipends
GEfHRrT o B BRHUCY), the walled city (351f7), the Revolt of Hong
Gyeongrae (U557 %)

Student Number: 2012-20063
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