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Abstract

A Study of Plum Blossom Studio
by Jo Huiryong

Yoojin Kim
Department of Archaeology and Art History
The Graduate School

Seoul National University

This study examines the production and function of Plum Blossom Studio
(Maehwa seook do) by Jo Huiryong (1789-1866) in the Kansong [Gansong]
Art Museum, while focusing on its visual characteristics. The author argues
that the painting represents a self-image of the painter that reveals his
identity as a jungin (middle people; the class of technical specialists such as
foreign language interpreters, doctors, mathematicians, and astronomers) man.
Furthermore, the author investigates whether Jo created the painting while
banished to Imja Island in Southern Jeolla province in 1851-1853. In
previous studies, Plum Blossom Studio received attention as a painting
influencing later jungin artists which likewise created paintings depicting a
scholar’s studio surrounded by plum trees. Accordingly, there has been no
thorough analysis of the art historical significance of Plum Blossom Studio
itself. The comparison of Jo Huiryong’s Plum Blossom Studio with paintings
of the same subject by other jumgin painters shows distinct differences in

style. Plum Blossom Studio portrays a scholar looking at the vase filled with
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plum blossoms in a simple hut surrounded by flowering plums in the deep
mountains. Jo Huiryong is said to have been renowned for his obsession for
plums. His propensity for flowering plums made him even name his studio
“Pavilion of a Hundred Flowering Plum Poems.” In this regard, the scholar
in Plum Blossom Studio is, in all likelihood, Jo himself. The luxurious
depiction of flowering plums and the painter’s inscription telling of his
discovery of a plum painting that he painted twenty years earlier show the
ways in which Jo had a lifelong passion for plums. For Jo, plum paintings

served as a means of representing his self and identity.

It must be noted that Jo’s contemporaries and later painters preferred the
style of the Yuan artist Ni Zan (1301-1374), characteristic of the sparing,
reductive, and loose brushwork, when they painted “plum blossom studio”
pictures. On the contrary, Jo employed vigorous, luxurious, vibrant, and
complex brushwork called jeungpil (increased, unsparing, and abundant use
of ink and color) in depicting flowering plums. Plum Blossom Studio is an
example highlighting how he used jeungpil brushwork in portraying the
dynamic features of flowering plums moving freely in space. As noted
above, in Plum Blossom Studio, Jo’s inscription is not written in an
unpainted area. But it is instead written on a rock surface on the right of
the composition. As a result, the words in the inscription appear to be
chiseled into the rock surface. The inscription is filled with the painter’s
personal memories and feelings. Both the composition and the inscription
combine to make Plum Blossom Studio a truly remarkable painting showing
Jo Huiryong as a man of letters distinguishing himself from his fellow

jungin painters and later professional painters.

Until now, previous studies dated Plum Blossom Studio a period before

Jo Huiryong’s banishment to Imja island in 1851-1853. But it is highly
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possible that Plum Blossom Studio was created while he was in exile on
Imja Island. During the period, Jo produced a number of self-portraits and
“plum blossom studio” painting. Among the paintings, Cold Clouds in the
Desolate  Mountains  (Hwangsan naengun do) bears similarities in
composition to Plum Blossom Studio. Jo Huiryong sent another painting of a
plum blossom studio to a friend of his in Hanyang (present-day Seoul),
saying that “if you hang this painting and look at it, it will be like looking

2

at me.” He continued to paint self-portraits and sent them to his friends
living in the capital city of Hanyang from Imja Island. What Jo did on
Imja Island seemed to be a compensatory act for being exiled and having to
live in seclusion. Due to the unexpected banishment, He lost his honor and
reputation as a painter and calligrapher that he had acquired in Hanyang
where he was recognized by King Heonjong (r. 1834-1849) and powerful
families. His reputation did not come from his social rank. But he achieved
it with his scholarly and artistic accomplishments. Therefore, Jo Huiryong’s
enthusiastic creation of paintings during his exile can be understood as an
attempt to publicize his existence as a distinguished painter and calligrapher.

The solitary man in Plum Blossom Studio seems to be all about his life in

seclusion on Imja Island.
keywords: Plum Blossom Studio, Jo Huiryong, Late Joseon Painting, Jungin

(Middle People) Painters, Self-Image, Landscape with Figures
Student Number: 2015-22464
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