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Abstract

Joseon society witnessed the continuous production of portraits with
excellent artistic value. During this era of portrait paintings, the
“baechae,” a technique of painting colors from the back of the canvas,
was employed to paint the portraits. This technique is effective in pre-
venting colors from becoming spotted and blotted when painting from
the front. This technique can also prevent colors from fading and can
effectively render skin colors. 

Joseon portrait artists placed an emphasis on the “truthfulness”
(“jinsilseong”) in describing the object. As the concept of “chosang”
(portrait) implied the painting of not only the appearance of the sit-
ters—most of them were scholar-officials—but the sitters’ mind and
spirit, it was interchangeable with the concept of transmitting the spirit
(“jeonsin”). Furthermore, Joseon portrait paintings were so realistic as
to outspokenly reveal even the weak points that the sitters did not want
displayed, such as spots or pockmarks and vitiligo. 
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nal that was painted during the early Joseon, in which the king was
seated on a chair in the style of Ming China.

This paper focuses on the portraits of scholar-officials painted by
academy painters in the Joseon dynasty. Although the royal portraits
have all disappeared, some portraits of bureaucrats and literati schol-
ars, which are representative of the period, fortunately remain. As is
widely recognized, Joseon society was dominated by literati scholars,
based on Confucianism. They played central roles in the fields of pol-
itics, economy, and culture, and these key roles are confirmed by the
many portraits. Portraits of meritorious subjects in official robes and
literati scholar in ordinary attire reveal the fact that the excellent
artistic technique of the painters was not less than that found in any
other genre of painting. 

Large-scale portraits of Buddhist monks, such as renowned
monks and masters, were also produced during the Joseon period.
For example, one Buddhist monk-painter named Geumeo created
Buddhist paintings employing the sophisticated technique of jinchae
(coloring with deep colors), with the number of paintings significant-
ly increasing in the later Joseon period.2 However, these portraits are
beyond the scope of this paper and any in-depth discussion would
require further research, as they differ from the portraits of literati
scholars in method of production and style. 

Techniques of Realistic Expression in Joseon Portrait Paintings:
Baechae and Baeseon 

Joseon portrait artists prioritized “truthfulness” (jinsilseong) in
describing the object. As the concept of chosang (portrait) implied the
painting of not only the sitters’ appearance, but the sitters’ mind and
spirit, it was interchangeable with the concept of jeonsin (transmit-
ting the spirit). Furthermore, Joseon portrait paintings were so realis-
tic as to outspokenly reveal even the weak points that the sitters did
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Introduction

The Joseon dynasty (1392-1910) can be defined as the era of portrait
paintings. In Korean art history, it was during this period that the
largest number of portraits was painted, and many works with excel-
lent artistic value were continuously produced. Therefore, it is not an
exaggeration to say that portrait paintings of kings and literati schol-
ars occupied a position of key status in Joseon culture. Public and
private shrines and portrait halls (yeongdang) that housed the por-
traits were spread nationwide, as the Confucian Joseon society
stressed loyalty to the king (chung) and filial piety to parents (hyo).

Ranging from royal portraits (eojin) to portraits (yeongjeong) of
“meritorious subjects” (gongsin) and literati scholars, most Joseon
portraits were painted by academy painters (hwawon) working for
the Dohwaseo (Royal Painting Academy).1 The painting of royal por-
traits, in particular, played a critical role in the academy painters’
career development. They therefore worked hard to improve their
ability to paint a sitter’s portrait and did their best whenever they
had the opportunity to paint a royal one. Thus, it is sufficiently natur-
al to think that royal portraits were painted using the highest tech-
niques of contemporary art.

However, almost every portrait of the kings disappeared amidst
natural disasters and wars. In particular, when a fire destroyed many
relics from Changdeokgung palace that had been moved to Busan
during the Korean War in 1950, royal portraits that had been con-
served in Seonwonjeon Hall of the palace were completely burned.
This has made it difficult to study Joseon era portraits. The royal por-
traits that escaped complete destruction by fire, but were partially
damaged by it, include a half-figure of King Yeongjo (copied from the
original) and a portrait of Cheoljong (conserved in the Royal Muse-
um). The only extant portrait that remains intact is a full-length fig-
ure of King Taejo (conserved in Gyeonggijeon Hall, Jeonju), which
was painted in 1872. This portrait seems to faithfully copy the origi-

1. Lee T. (1981, 1996, 1998a); Cho (1983). 2. Jikji Museum of Buddhist Arts (2000).



Baechae refers to the technique of painting colors from the back of
the canvas. This technique is effective in preventing colors from
becoming spotted and blotted when painting from the front. This
technique can also prevent colors from fading and can effectively
render skin colors. The effectiveness of the baechae technique is
more prominent in the use of silk, upon which final paintings were
made.

Baechae is interchangeable with other terms, such as bokchae,
bukchae, and bukseolchae. According to the Jieziyuan shuchuan, a
Chinese painting album, it was a “technique of coloring on both
sides” (liangmian zhousefa), which was used in bird-and-flower
painting (hwajodo) to create more vivid shades of green and red.
Looking back through the history of Korean painting, the baechae
technique was first used in the Goryeo Buddhist paintings that were
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not want displayed, such as spots or pockmarks and vitiligo.
In relation to this, Dr. Lee Sungnack’s article on skin lesions in

Korean portrait paintings, which he presented at an international
symposium of dermatology in the mid-1980s, drew much academic
attention.3 Inspired by this, Chinese and Japanese medical doctors
surveyed their own traditional portraits, but it was concluded that
there were no parallel findings. This fact suggests that Joseon portrait
paintings stressed the “truthfulness” of describing of sitters in com-
parison to other countries in the East Asian cultural zone.

The Choboncheop (Album Leaf of Sketches, housed in the Nation-
al Museum of Korea), painted by Im Hui-su (1733-1750) from 1749 to
1750, is a good example that clearly demonstrates the technique of
realism used in portrait paintings. Before he died at a young age, he
made portraits of his father’s friends who visited the house. At the
time, it was said that the figures depicted in the portraits bore a sur-
prising resemblance to the actual people.4 When looking at his extant
albums, the painting process can be identified: first, he outlined the
figure’s appearance with willow charcoal, while taking in the outer
characteristics of the figure (figures 1 and 2). He then completed the
basic structure by describing the details of the face using ink and
light colors. The paper was then soaked with oil to make it more
durable.

The academy painters’ art of painting portraits was not greatly
different from that of Im Hui-su. This can be inferred from looking at
the Chosang choboncheop, a collection of works produced in the
years 1720-1730. As a collection of draft portraits (chobon) of high
government officials, this work included many sketches drawn on
oily paper. Although they are rough drafts, it is obvious that some
sketches actively utilized the baechae technique, as seen in the Por-
trait of Yi Chang-ui (1704-1772, figures 3 and 4).5
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3. Lee S. (1983, 1986). Dr. Lee also published a series of articles titled “Mask and
Skin Lesions” in the same journal.

4. This album was first publicized in 1979 with a special exhibition of portrait paintings.
5. National Museum of Korea (1979).

Fig. 1. Draft Portrait. Im Hui-su.
1749-1750. Charcoal on
paper. 31.8×21.5 cm. 
National Museum of Korea.

Fig. 2. Draft Portrait. Im Hui-su.
1749-1750. Light color on
paper. 12.6×14.6 cm. 
National Museum of Korea.



pathos of an intellect that had been estranged from contemporary
politics is well-matched by the depiction of the sideburns; additional-
ly, the composition that crops the upper side of the hat is very bold.

To give even light to the whole face is a typical Korean style of
painting portraits. Yun Du-seo first painted the face with light colors,
then added colors to the shaded areas along the curves and wrinkles
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characterized by exquisite and refined colors. Since then, the baechae
technique was used in early Joseon portrait paintings, then replaced
by a light coloring (damche) technique during the mid-Joseon period.6

The late Joseon period saw the baechae technique utilized again as
the main technique for painting portraits.

The Self-Portrait (figure 5), painted by Yun Du-seo (1668-1715), a
literati painter, is one of the most representative Joseon portrait paint-
ings, as it clearly demonstrates the artistry and modal characteristics
of Korean portrait paintings. The outstanding appearance, dazzling
facial expression, and penetrating gaze that fill the canvas over-
whelm those who view it. The emotional facial expression full of the
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6. Lee (1994).

Fig. 3. Portrait of Yi Chang-ui.
Late 18th  century. 
Light color on paper. 
51.2×35.5 cm. National
Museum of Korea.

Fig. 4. Back side of Fig. 3.
From this figure, it can be 
surmised that the baechae
technique was used to paint
the face and the white-colored
parts of the official robe.

Fig. 5. Self-Portrait. Yun Du-seo. 
Early 18th century. Light color on
paper. 38.5×20.5 cm. Nogudang
House. Haenam, Jeollanam-do. 

Fig. 6. Detail of Fig. 5.

Fig. 7. A photo of the self-
portrait by Yun Du-seo taken
from behind during the 1930s.
Folds of the robe are seen
through the front side. 



It has been said that Joseon portrait paintings are characterized
by the technique of realistically depicting the sitter’s appearance and
the realism of transmitting the spirit of the sitters. But it differs from
a photorealistic description, which duplicates objects as they are. For
example, if a face was turned slightly to the side, the eyes were
painted facing front; when the nose was turned to the side, the
mouth faced front. Viewed from the side, the ears were painted high-
er than normal. Portrait painters tried to reproduce the sitters’ facial
characteristics by attempting appropriate transformations.9 In the
meantime, a painting style in which the face is seen in profile with
both eyes facing the front was established as a tradition. Looking at
A Beauty, which was painted during the early nineteenth century by
Sin Yun-bok, the figure turns toward the right side, with the eyes fac-
ing front. For this reason, the right eye appears to deviate from the
outline of the face. 

Portrait Painting during the Early and Middle Joseon Period 

Portraits of Scholar-officials in Ill-fitting Official Robes during the 15th 
and 16th Centuries

From the initial period of its foundation, the Joseon dynasty estab-
lished a tradition of bestowing portraits on meritorious subjects for
their performance. The portraits were called gongsin dohyeong, and
during King Taejo’s reign, the demand for these portraits was strong
enough to hurry the establishment of the Royal Painting Academy.10

Nevertheless, only a few portraits are still in existence.
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of the face (figure 6). This signaled the emergence of a new style,
shifting from the flat technique that was used prior to the 1770s.
Yun’s Self-Portrait, which is assumed to have been painted during the
1710s, played a pioneering role in developing the later Joseon portrait
painting style. Facial expressions with prominent shading can be
assessed as a starting point for Western art techniques that were
introduced to Korea. However, it was starkly different from Western
technique of perspective in which light was shone on the subject
from the side.

Among European portraits, portraits by Rembrandt in the seven-
teenth century are comparable to Yun’s Self-Portrait. While Yun
projected light from the front to highlight Korean facial characteris-
tics, Rembrandt stressed the Western facial characteristics of his sub-
jects—deep-set eyes and high noses—by projecting light from the
side. The traditional Korean technique employed in Yun’s Self-Por-
trait was more effective in describing Asian people’s faces, particular-
ly Korean ones, which are flatter than those of Europeans.

Concerning the production method of the Yun’s Self-Portrait, one
scholar argued that the lines delineating a robe’s folds in the original
disappeared when mounting the portrait, giving as evidence a photo
in which the folds of the upper robe were visible.7 However, upon
looking at the Portrait of Yun Du-seo, we can see that the face and
the folds of the robe were all painted from the backside. Yun outlined
the whole face with ink on the back of the canvas, and then painted
the face on the front (baemyeon seonmyobeop) (figure 7).8 Yun paint-
ed only the face at the center of canvas, omitting the folds which he
thought to be unnecessary. Also, he initially marked both of the ears
with a light flesh color, but then momentarily erased it as he felt it
was inappropriate for the painting structure. This is because Yun
intended to stress artistic uniqueness. Consequently, the portrait
came to occupy an unparalleled status in the history of Joseon figure
or portrait paintings.
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7. Bangmulgwan sinmun (Newsletter of the National Museum of Korea), July 1,
1996.

8. Lee (1998b).

9. Those who view the portraits hanging in portrait shrines or halls for ancestral rites
usually note that it is very surprising to see that the ancestors’ eyes seem to meet
theirs, regardless of where they are standing. They also say that the sitter’s eyes in
the portrait seem to move. This means that the sitters’ eyes in the portraits will
meet the eyes of their viewers, wherever they are standing. It reflects the fact that
Joseon portrait paintings were made to be hung on altars. 

10. Bae J. (2005).



sidered to belong to the Goryeo style, and it seems to have been
painted at the same time that a portrait of the husband was painted.
It seems that, during the Joseon period, there was also a tendency to
portray meritorious subjects and their wives simultaneously. The Por-
traits of Jo Ban, a meritorious subject for the founding nation, and
the Portrait of Ms. Jo—both were reproductions from the later peri-
od—are good examples.11 However, portraits featuring ladies from
the upper class began to disappear between the sixteenth and eigh-
teenth centuries, which seems to reflect the establishment and
strengthening of a male-centered, patriarchal, Confucian society.

It was during the late fifteenth century that the official robe sys-
tem was established and the framework of paintings of meritorious
subjects was fully laid out. The Portrait of Sin Suk-ju (1417-1475,
figures 9 and 10) and the Portrait of Jang Mal-son (1431-1486, figures
11 and 12) clearly show this tendency.12 The Portrait of Sin Suk-ju
draws our attention because of the sitter’s angled, official hat, fol-
lowed by thin, long flaps, and an embroidered insignia on the official
robe. Joseon society adopted the official robe system from China
during the reign of King Sejong to King Danjong. While a crane
embroidered on Ming Chinese official robes signified those in the first
rank, a peacock, which was third rank in China, symbolized the first
rank in Joseon. Lowering the two levels reflected respect for Ming
China.

During this period, portraits of full-length figures wearing official
robes featured subjects seated in a chair called gokgyoui, with both
hands tucked inside the sleeves. However, the contour of the shoul-
ders and arms of the official robes worn by sitters were drawn as
octagonal and rigid, with the robe not matching the upper body well.
This rigidity seems to reflect the social instability of early Joseon.
This characteristic was common in the portraits of meritorious sub-
jects produced in the later fifteenth century, and the Portrait of Jang
Mal-son is no exception. The outline of the upper body also appears
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The Portrait of Yi Cheon-u is
one example of the early Joseon’s
portraiture of meritorious subjects.
Yi Cheon-u (?-1417), a nephew of Yi
Seong-gye (King Taejo), fought for
Yi Bang-won (later King Taejong).
This portrait is similar to the Por-
trait of Yi Je-hyeon (1287-1367,
housed in the National Museum of
Korea) in that the sitter in this por-
trait is slightly leaning to the right
and was painted using the jinchae
technique. From the absence of an
insignia on the breast and back of
his official robe, it can be surmised
that the Joseon style of official robe
was not yet established. Descen-
dants of Yi Cheon-u had this work
repaired and restored in the 1930s,
but since then, the work has again
lost its original appearance. Never-
theless, this portrait is important as
it succeeds the Goryeo style of por-
trait painting during King Sejong and
King Seongjong’s reigns. 

Other portraits that succeeded the Goryeo style of coloring in-
clude the Portrait of Choe Deok-ji (1384-1455, figure 8) and the Por-
trait of Yi Hyeon-bo (1467-1555). The two portraits stress the identity
of the subjects as literati scholars by featuring them behind a bamboo
table and a desk, respectively. Both seem to have been painted by
local painters. Their bodies are turned to the left, and because they
do not wear official robes, the two portraits are good material for the
study of portraits in which the sitter wears ordinary attire. 

The Portrait of Ms. Yi, the Wife of Ha Yeon (1417-1475), was
painted during the same period. The hairstyle and costume are con-
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Fig. 8. Portrait of Choe Deok-ji.
Painter unknown. 15th cen-
tury. Color on silk. 124×68
cm. Housed in the Jeonju
Choe family. Yeongam. 

11. National Museum of Korea (1979).
12. An H. (1984).



seen from this that the official robe system was established in approx-
imately the 1460s, during the reign of King Seongjong. 

The painting style employed in the Portrait of Jang Mal-son
continued into the sixteenth century. Included here are the Portrait of
Yu Sun-jeong (1459-1512, figure 13), a meritorious subject in the
removal of King Yeonsangun from the throne to be replaced by King
Jungjong, and the Portrait of Yi U.13 Both sitters in the two portraits
wear peacock-pattern insignia and the upper bodies of the sitters
dressed in indigo blue official robes appear smoother than in the Por-
trait of Jang Mal-son. Also, a dark-colored Chinese carpet was spread
out in the background of the portraits. The depiction of the carpet, as
if it were being seen from above, was typical of the prevailing trend
in portraits in the early seventeenth century. It was designed to
solemnly show the authority of meritorious subjects, and as such it
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extremely octogonal, with the lines along the open sides of official
robe appearing unnatural. In both works, the faces were painted with
a deep pink utilizing the jinchae style that prevailed during the
Goryeo period. But the form of the official robe changed to some
extent. 

While the sitter in the Portrait of Sin Suk-ju, who was awarded as
a meritorious subject for his performance when King Sejo acceded to
the throne, wears a hat with long, narrow flaps on both sides, in the
Portrait of Jang Mal-son, who received the title of meritorious subject
after suppressing the rebellion led by Yi Si-ae, the flap of the hat is
wider. This change in official hats found in the Portrait of Jang Mal-
son can also be seen in the seventeenth-century portraits. The
insignia on the breast and back of the robe is not as similar to the
Portrait of Sin Suk-ju as those of the seventeenth century. It can be
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13. Korean Studies Advancement Center (2002). 

Fig. 11. Portrait of Jang Mal-son.
Painter unknown. 15th century.
Color on silk. 171×107 cm.
Yeongju, Gyeongsangbuk-do.

Fig. 12. Detail of Fig. 11. 

Fig. 9. Portrait of Sin Suk-ju. Painter unknown. 
15th century. Color on silk. 167×109.5 cm. 
Housed by the Goryeong Sin headed family. Cheongwon,
Chungcheongnam-do.

Fig. 10. Detail of Fig. 9.



were given the title of “meritorious subjects,” and the majority of
portrait paintings produced during this time feature them. Among
these portraits, representative ones are the Portrait of Jeong Tak
(1526-1605, figures 14 and 15) and the Portrait of Jang Yu (1587-
1638, figures 16 and 17). Both were meritorious subjects who aided
the royal court during wartime. While the Portrait of Jeong Tak is
marked by a contrast between the black round-collared robe and
white inner sleeves, the Portrait of Jang Yu is marked by the sitter’s
commanding presence.

In the Portrait of Jeong Tak, a carpet was painted as if viewed from
above, as in the early sixteenth-century portraits of meritorious sub-
jects, and the sitter is seated on a chair with his hands together. The
peacock-pattern patch on the robes looks the same as it did 100 years
ago, but instead of being embroidered directly onto the robe as it was
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was a sign that the authority of
the scholar-officials had become
more consolidated than before. 

Noticeable in the two por-
traits are purple tassels fastened
to each chair, which signifies
that awards were given to them.
While in the Portraits of Yu Sun-
jeong, the first grade meritorious
subject, there are two tassels
fastened to the armrest and the
back of the chair, in the Portrait
of Yi U, only one tassel is found.
A half-figure portrait, housed
along with the Portrait of Yu Sun-
jeong, has a paper attached,
which reads, “This painted was
copied by Yun Sang-ik.” This
hints that Yun Sang-ik was
involved in reproducing the por-
trait as a representative painter.14

Among those who were engaged
in the production of portraits

during the early Joseon, he was the only portrait painter whose name
can be identified.

Portraits of Scholar-Officials in Well-fitting Official Robes during 
the First Half of the 17 Century

Joseon society underwent consecutive Japanese and Manchurian
invasions from the late sixteenth to early seventeenth centuries. Dur-
ing this period, a large number of subjects who were praised for their
performance in saving the Joseon dynasty from these national crises
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14. I obtained this material with the help of Professor Bak Ji-seon at Yongin University.

Fig. 13. Portrait of Yu Sun-jeong.
Painter unknown. Early 16th 
century. 187.3×99.5 cm.
Gyeonggi Provincial Museum.

Fig. 14. Portrait of Jeong Tak.
Painter unknown. 1604. Color
on silk. 167×87 cm. Housed by
the head family. Yecheon,
Gyeongsangbuk-do. 

Fig. 15. Detail of Fig. 14.
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in earlier years, it was first made separately then attached to the
robe. The official black silk hat (osamo) was also shortened, relative
to that of the early period. Also, the flap was widened, and a faint
cloud pattern can be seen. The shoulders of the official robes, whose
color changed from indigo blue to black, became more rounded and
the breast became wider. Curves decreased and straight lines were
employed in order to show solemnity. The white hem of the inner
sleeves peeking out where the hands are held in front of the stomach
balance the darkness of the robes that fill the picture. After painting
the face with light colors, the artist used brown lines to draw the
curves of the face.

The Portrait of Jang Yu also clearly reveals the characteristics of
the seventeenth-century portraits, such as the loose official robe, the
light colors used for the face, the carpet viewed from above, and the
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shortened official hat. In addition, many portraits of meritorious sub-
jects that were painted immediately after the Japanese invasion,
employing the same style as the Portrait of Jang Yu and the Portrait
of Jeong Tak, are still extant. These include the Portraits of Yi Won-
ik, Yu Geun, Yi Jung-ro, Song Eon-jin, and Yi Su-il. The confident
poses and simple but powerful lines used to draw these portraits
seem to be closely connected with the contemporary social mood,
when they saved the royal court and the country from foreign inva-
sions.

Portraits of meritorious subjects wearing official robes painted
during the early and mid-Joseon eras, though slightly transformed,
confirmed their status as the
typical form of portrait paint-
ings of the Joseon dynasty.
When looking at the portraits
of meritorious subjects pro-
duced in the early seventeenth
century, we can see that paint-
ers flatly described the folds of
the robes while employing the
“abbreviated brush technique”
(gampilbeop). Also, due to bold
simplification, the lines are
simple, strong, and straight.
The carpet in the painting im-
poses stability on the canvas,
as it was depicted using heavy
coloring, albeit incorrect per-
spective. Facial expressions
drawn in light yellow can also
be said to be characteristic of
this period’s portraits. A sketch
of Yi Hang-bok shows the suc-
cessful use of light colors to
depict the facial expression.

Fig. 18. Portrait of Yi Hang-bok.
Painter unknown. Early 17th
century. Light color on paper.
59.5×35 cm. Seoul National
University Museum. 

Fig. 16. Portrait of Jang Yu. 
Painter unknown. Early 17th century. 
Color on silk. 172.7×103.2 cm. 
National Museum of Korea.

Fig. 17. Detail of Fig. 16.
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Although some paintings were produced using the baechae technique
during the middle Joseon period, some omitted the baechae tech-
nique, as can be seen from the Portrait of Yi Hang-bok (1556-1618,
figure 18).

Portraits of Scholar-Officials in Confucian Robes during
the Late 17th to Early 18th Centuries

During the middle and late seventeenth century, the Joseon dynasty
saw the emergence of factional politics (bungdang jeongchi). The fac-
tional politics or factional strife (dangjaeng), of which historical inter-
pretation has been varied, may have stemmed from a deeper under-
standing of Neo-Confucianism, passing through the eras of Yi Hwang
and Yi I. As can be seen from the Portrait of Song Si-yeol (1607-1689,
figure 19), a leader of the Noron (Old Doctrine) faction, portraits of
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literati wearing Confucian robes were prevalent from this time. This
is because the sitters in the paintings wanted to be seen as scholars
pursuing higher learning, rather than as officials. Joseon’s literati also
imitated the Zhu Xi costume, such as the literati hat (bokgeon) and
robe (simui), which reflected the mood of making Neo-Confucianism
absolute. 

The description of the face with light coloring and simple depic-
tions of robe folds, which characterized the seventeenth-century
portraits of meritorious subjects, were also employed in the Portrait
of Song Si-yeol, in which the sitter wears a Confucian robe and a
black hat.15 The large body, reddened lips, and caterpillar-shaped
eyebrows symbolically represent the dignified and unapproachable
appearance of Song Si-yeol, a leader of the Noron faction which dom-
inated mid- and late-Joseon politics. Housed in the National Museum
of Korea, this half-figure portrait has King Jeongjo’s writing attached
to its screen, and this portrait was said to have been painted by Han
Si-gak, an academy painter. In addition, two other portraits of Song
Si-yeol still remain, one painted by Kim Chang-eop, in which the sit-
ter wears a square-shaped hat, and the other copied by Kim Jin-yeo
(housed in the Hoam Museum), in which the sitter wears a literati
hat.

It is interesting that the portraits of key figures belonging to each
faction clearly reveal their differing political stances. For example, the
Portrait of Heo Mok (1595-1682, figure 20), leader of the Namin
(Southerners) faction, contrasts starkly with those of Song Si-yeol.
There remain two extant portraits: one is a seated figure housed in
the Hoam Museum, the other half-length figure is conserved in the
National Museum of Korea. While Song Si-yeol wears a Confucian
robe and looks large and overwhelming, Heo Mok wears an official
robe and looks lean and immortal-like. It reflects well the irreconcil-
able confrontation between the Noron and Namin factions.

Portraits of the Soron (Young Doctrine) faction’s literati, who
belonged to the Seoin (Westerners) faction but turned against the

15. National Museum of Korea (1979).

Fig. 19.  Portrait of Song Si-yeol.
Painter unknown. 1651.
Color on silk. 89.7×67.3 cm.
National Museum of Korea.

Fig. 20. Portrait of Heo Mok. 
Yi Myeong-gi. Reproduction.
1794. Color on silk. 72.7×61.1
cm. National Museum of Korea.



The Portrait Paintings of Late Joseon

Stylistic Transformation and Realization of the Perspective Technique 
during the 18th Century

It has been said that Joseon culture and arts flourished during the
eighteenth century, when King Yeongjo and King Jeongjo reigned.
Looking back over the history of painting, many excellent painters,
following the popularization of jingyeong sansu (true-view landscape
painting) and genre painting, were engaged in artistic activity in this
period. Portrait paintings were transformed by the introduction of
Western-style perspective and the remarkable development of the
ability to realistically depict objects. Representative portrait painters
included Kim Jin-yeo, Jang Deuk-man, Jin Jae-hae, Kim Du-ryang,
Byeon Sang-byeok, Kim Hong-do, and Yi Myeong-gi. All were acade-
my painters selected to produce royal portraits; the first three were
active in the early eighteenth century, the second two in the mid-
eighteenth century, and the last two in the late eighteenth century.

As mentioned above, the royal portraits they created no longer
exist, and regretfully, portraits whose painters are identified are also
rare. However, portraits of meritorious subjects do remain in which
sitters wear official robes and official black silk hats, including the
portraits of Yi In-yeop, Kim Yu, Yu Su, and Jo Yeong-bok. A letter
written by Jin Jae-hae when he painted the portrait of Yu Su was
revealed to have drawn public attention. The Portrait of Jo Yeong-bok
was contrasted with the Sedentary Figure of Jo Yeong-bok, which was
painted by Jo Yeong-seok, the younger brother of the sitter. While
the Portrait of Jo Yeong-bok by Jin Jae-hae, an academy painter, is
bound by rigid formality, the Sedentary Figure of Jo Yeong-bok by Jo
Yong-seok, a literati painter, brings into relief the lofty style of the
literati, such as the distinctive pose with the hands extended and the
tranquil lines.

In the case of Kim Du-ryang and Byeon Sang-byeok, we can indi-
rectly see how they created portraits from their paintings of animals.
Byeon was renowned for his proficiency in describing the cat and
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Noron (Old Doctrine) faction,
reveal another aspect. It is the
Portrait of Yun Jeung (1711),
housed in the Yubong Portrait
Hall. Yun Jeung belonged to the
Soron faction, even while dis-
tancing himself from contem-
porary politics. This attitude is
well reflected in his appearance,
which appears angry. It is one of
only a handful of Joseon por-
traits in which the hands were
depicted. The story goes that
because he refused to sit for a
portrait, one of his descendants
had the academy painter Byeon
Ryang paint him without his
knowledge.

Portraits in the transitional
period from the middle to the
late Joseon period include the
Portrait of Sim Deuk-gyeong
(1629-1710, figure 21) painted by
Yun Du-seo. This painting shows
how the simplified illustration of robe folds became more complex
and accurate. It is connected to the style of Yun Du-seo, who stressed
the “pursuit of reality” (sildeuk).16 Although realistic depictions of
robe folds allowed for greater complexity, the shading of the folds
provided the formal foundation for eighteenth-century portraits.
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Fig. 21. Portrait of Sim Deuk-
gyeong. Yun Du-seo. 1710. 
Color on silk. 160.3×87.7 cm.
National Museum of Korea.

16. Lee T. (1996).



byeok in 1750.18 The subject of the painting sits comfortably, wearing
the jade green robes of the literati and the literati hat. Relative to the
facial parts, the shading along the folds of the robe is not strong. In
keeping with the continuing trend of the seventeenth century, this
painting does not actively employ the perspective technique. 

Entering the eighteenth century, large numbers of half- and full-
figure portraits were produced. By looking at the portraits of Yun
Geup, Yi Seong-won, and Seo Mae-su, it can be found that the
insignia system was changed. That is, the embroidered insignia on
the robe of all civilian officials was united into a pattern of clouds
and cranes. While the crane was a pattern embroidered on the robe
of those who were in the first rank in the Chinese bureaucratic hier-
archy, the Joseon dynasty allowed all bureaucrats to employ the
cloud and crane pattern. This change was due to the Joseon scholar-
officials’ view of China. When the seventeenth century saw a dynas-
tic change in China from Ming to Qing, Joseon proclaimed itself fully
responsible for preserving the essence of Neo-Confucianism, while
arguing that the respected Ming was destroyed by the barbarian
Qing. In line with this, the costume system was changed and the
height of the official hat came to be higher than the previous period.

The most overarching change in the late Joseon paintings was
that portrait painters more frequently utilized perspective. In compar-
ison with that of the early period, robe folds were voluminously and
realistically depicted on the one hand, but became more or less com-
plicated on the other. Moreover, the simple but intense style found in
the seventeenth century portraits, including the Portrait of Song Si-
yeol, came to disappear during this period. It is noticeable that the
technique of depicting skin wrinkles (yungnimun) was employed to
describe the face. The technique referred to was one using a detailed
line drawing to depict face, after the utilization of the baechae tech-
nique and the addition of refined brush lines. Portraits produced dur-
ing the eighteenth century, ranging from the Portrait of Sin Im (by an
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rooster, which is evidenced by some of his works. It has been said
that King Yeongjo especially favored the painter, Kim Du-ryang, and
even bequeathed the pen name namni to him. The Sapsalgae (an
indigenous Korean dog) where a poem written by King Yeongjo him-
self still exists, along with the Heukgudo (Painting of a Black Dog),
demonstrate his outstanding ability to depict the dog. The facial
description and expression of lines that seem full of movement, as if
each strand of hair were alive, makes it clear that this work was a
high-caliber example of transmitting the spirit.17

One portrait representing the eighteenth century is the Portrait of
Yun Bong-gu (1681-1767, figures 22 and 23), painted by Byeon Sang-
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18. Lee T. (1996.)

Fig. 22. Portrait of Yun Bong-gu.
Byeon Sang-byeok. 1750. Color
on silk. 100×80 cm. Los Ange-
les County Museum, USA. 

Fig. 23. Detail of Fig. 22.

17. Gyeonggi Provincial Museum (1997). “Gyeonggi gukbo” (National Treasures in
Gyeonggi-do Province).



In particular, the shadings suggest the utilization of a camera obscura,
which was introduced at that time. 

Yi Myeong-gi, whose family included many academy painters on
both his father’s and mother’s side,20 achieved fame when he was 28.
He was selected twice as head academy painter between the ages of
36 and 41. Among approximately ten portraits that are assumed to be
Yi’s works or are identified as his works, the Portrait of Kang Se-
hwang (1713-1791) is the earliest one. When he produced this por-
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unknown painter) to the Portrait of Yi Gwang-sa (1705-1777, figures 24
and 25), show this tendency.19

It is no exaggeration to say that the realism found in the late
Joseon portraits was perfected by Yi Myeong-gi during the late eigh-
teenth century. We can find many portraits using the same technique,
to the extent that one can conclude that Yi Myeong-gi painted almost
all of these portraits. Yi Myeong-gi’s portraits evidence his work’s
superiority in realistic depictions to that of his seniors, such as Byeon
Sang-byeok and Sin Han-pyeong. For example, we can see in Yi’s
works how he stressed the three-dimensional effect of the robe’s
folds, the pupil of the eye with its lifelike crystalline lens, and the
refined details of the face. Also, the diagonal lines of the chair, hang-
ing scroll, and floral rug in the picture reveals the use of perspective.
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20. Yi Myeong-gi was from the Gaeseong Yi family, and his father and younger broth-
er were academy painters as well. Taking into consideration that Myeong-gyu, his
adopted son, was also an academy painter, Yi Myeong-gi’s family, for over three
generations, consisted of academy painters. Yi Myeong-gi was also the son-in-law
of Kim Eung-hwa, an academy painter. Yi C. et al. (1985). 

Fig. 24. Portrait of Yi Gwang-sa.
Sin Han-pyeong. 1774. 
Color on silk. 66.2×53.2 cm.
National Museum of Korea.

Fig. 25. Detail of Fig. 24.

19. For all these portraits, see the National Museum of Korea (1979). 

Fig. 26. Portrait of Kang Se-hwang
in His 71st Year. Yi Myeong-gi.
1783. Color on silk. 145.5×94
cm. National Museum of Korea.

Fig. 27. Detail of Fig. 26.

Fig. 28. Detail of Fig. 26.



ple’s great admiration for its excellent depiction of the subject. Most
notable is his use of sophisticated and detailed lines and shading to
clearly and realistically depict the face and robe folds. It is unique in
that Yi created distance between the knees and the stomach by color-
ing in the robe covering the thighs with dark ink. Perspective tech-
nique was used by aligning a floral rug, the legs of a chair, and a
stand along a diagonal line with a shadow falling to the left. This
marked the use of a realistic painting style, based on perspective,
which was not found before.22 Also, having the sitter place their
hands on their knees was different from preexisting portraits, which
featured sitters who concealed their hands inside their sleeves.

The Self-Portrait of Kang Se-hwang (figures 29 and 30) that was
painted by Kang in his 70s is also representative of the late Joseon
portraits. Although the line description is rough, the painting tech-
nique was equal to that of the academy painters. Kang did not rise in
his official rank until he was over 60. Though he held an official post,
his heart lay outside the government. Therefore, he drew himself in
ordinary attire with a black silk hat on his head. It can therefore be
called a self-portrait full of reflection.

Introduction of Western Painting Styles and the Camera Obscura 
during the Late 18th Century

The eighteenth century saw the introduction of Western painting
styles to Joseon and the utilization of the camera obscura.23 By using
a camera obscura, which projected the image of an object onto a
screen inside a darkened chamber, a portrait artist could create more
three-dimensional figure paintings. Also, it is conjectured that it was
employed in genre paintings as well, as it makes it easier to find per-
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trait, his son Kang Gwan wrote the diary Gyechu gisa, which record-
ed the process and cost of painting the portrait.21 From King
Jeongjo’s statement in the diary, which reads “Why did you not
make Yi Myeong-gi paint the portrait?” it can be assumed that he was
already reputed for this painting when he was only 28 years old.

The Portrait of Kang Se-hwang in His 71st Year (figures 26, 27,
and 28), painted by Yi when he was in his late 20s, has earned peo-
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22. Lee T. (2003a).
23. Camera obscura means literally “dark room” or “dark box.” When light travels in a

straight line through a pinhole, a flat surface reflects an upside-down image. As an
application of this principle, the camera obscura was an optical instrument that
preceded the camera, which was first developed in the 1830s.

Fig. 29. Self-Portrait. Kang Se-hwang. 
1782. Color on silk. 88.7×51 cm. 
National Museum of Korea.

Fig. 30. Detail of Fig. 29.

21. Lee T. (2003c). 
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spective in depicting streets. Because the camera obscura helps to dif-
ferentiate between “high and low” and “far and near,” it could also
have been used to produce an atlas.24

After being developed in Europe in the fifteenth-sixteenth cen-
turies, the camera obscura was brought to Asia by Christian mission-
aries and then via China to Joseon. During the seventeenth-eigh-
teenth centuries, astrology, mathematics, geometry, and the world
atlas, along with Christianity, began to be introduced to Joseon.25

Among them, Yuanjingshuo, translated into Chinese by Adam Schall,
and Jiheyuanben, translated into Chinese by Matteo Ricci, seemed to
contribute to the understanding of optical principles and Western-
style painting.26 Thus, during the mid-nineteenth century, when
interest in and adoption of Western-style paintings expanded, it is
thought that the camera obscura was already well known in Joseon
society.27

With regard to this, it is worth paying attention to Jeong Yak-
yong’s remarks. He mentioned a camera obscura in his writings, “A
Story of His Seeing a Picture in a Darkened Room” and “A Monu-
ment Epitaph of Yi Gi-yang.”28 It is believed that during the 1780s,
Jeong Yak-yong experimented with the camera obscura and wrote
these stories, while Yi Gi-yang had his portrait painted utilizing the
camera obscura.29 As described in the epitaph, Jeong said, “Yi Gi-
yang, a sitter, sat in front of the camera obscura while remaining
motionless, like an earthen sculpture under the sun.” In world art
history, there is scant literature specifically proving the fact that a
painting was made utilizing the camera obscura.30

Among the recently known portraits by Yi Myeong-gi, the Por-
trait of Yu Eon-ho (1730-1796, figures 31 and 32) deserves attention,
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Fig. 31. Portrait of Yu Eon-ho. 
Yi Myeong-gi. 1787. Color 
on silk. 116.2×56.2 cm. 
Kyujanggak, Seoul National
University. 

Fig. 32. Detail of Fig. 31.

Fig. 33. Detail of Fig. 31.
The inscription in the 
corner of the painting
reads, “I painted by
decreasing the length and
width of the body to half
that of the real subject.”

24. Crary (2001); Hockney (2001); Ito (1994); Ju (2003).
25. Yi W. (1986).
26. Yi S. (2000). 
27. Lee T. (2004).
28. Bak S. (1978); Choe I. (2000).
29. Lee T. (2004).
30. Hockney (2001).
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as it is related to artistic production utilizing the camera obscura.31 In
the standing-figure painting, the subject wears a cloud-patterned offi-
cial robe, embroidered with two crane patches, and a black silk hat
on his head. It seems to be the first painting depicting the standing
figure in an official robe in the Joseon period.32 In the upper left cor-
ner of the painting, the name of the painter and time of production
are identified: “Yi Myeong-gi, an academy painter, painted this por-
trait in the 11th year of King Jeongjo’s reign (1787).” A passage
found on the upper right corner of this painting is also worth noting,
as it states, “I painted by decreasing the length and width of the body
to half that of the real subject” (figure 33). From this, we can conjec-
ture that Yi calculated the height ratio between the real subject and
the painting before completing the portrait. 

This portrait is the only example that was revealed to be exactly
half the size of the real figure. From this, we can also guess that the
draft of the portrait was made by the use of a camera obscura. The
camera obscura that Jeong Yak-yong employed at the time was of the
moving screen type, which made it possible to regulate the diameter.
The height of the subject in the painting, who was leaning forward, is
84 cm. If this is multiplied by two, his height is 168 cm. By referring
to the words written on the painting, we can guess that Yu’s actual
height without hat was approximately 160cm.

Moreover, the Portrait of Yu Eon-ho clearly shows his lifelike
facial expression and the shadow of the robe’s folds, as in other por-
traits. The prominent features of the dark ink under the sleeve and
shadows falling across the floral rug suggest that the portrait was
painted utilizing the camera obscura. This is also the case given the
accurate perspective used in describing the floral pattern of the rug. 

The Portrait of Seo Jik-su (1735-?, figures 34 and 35), the joint
work of Yi Myeong-gi and Kim Hong-do, was painted in 1796, and
vividly demonstrates the outstanding painting technique of the two
artists. It was a masterpiece of the contemporary great masters. Seo
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Fig. 34. Portrait of Seo Jik-su. Kim Hong-
do and Yi Myeong-gi. 1796. Light
color on silk. 148×73 cm. National
Museum of Korea.

Fig. 35. Detail of Fig. 34.
31. Kyujanggak Archives (2000).
32. 崇楨三丁未 畵官 李命基 寫．



our attention. It is the Portrait of Kim I-
an (1722-1791, figure 36). Kim I-an was
a literati scholar representing the An-
dong Kim family that supported the
Noron faction. The subject of the paint-
ing wears extremely large Confucian
robes and a literati hat, which appear
ill-suited to him. Such disharmony,
along with the decline of traditional
styles, was geared to the growing insta-
bility within Confucian society itself
at the turn of the eighteenth century,
where the weakened power of the
scholar-official plays into this overall
social trend.

The Portrait of Yi Jae (1680-1746,
figures 37 and 38) and Portrait of Yi
Chae are representative works of nine-
teenth-century portraits that are the
successors to seventeenth-century tradi-
tion.34 The two portraits closely re-
semble each other, as if they had been
painted simultaneously. Both are half-
figure paintings, and the folds in the
robes are realistically depicted. However, they both appear to be typi-
cal representations. The Portrait of Yi Chae features the sitter wearing
a literati hat and facing the front. Although Yi Jae’s ears were painted
higher than normal (figure 38), undermining the balance, the paint-
ing is not awkward overall, which is characteristic of traditional por-
traits. Both were literati and succeeded the tradition of the Portrait of
Song Si-yeol produced during the seventeenth-century. 

With the advent of the later Joseon period, the form of portraits
diversified. Deviating from the usual portraits featuring official robes
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Fig. 36. Portrait of Kim 
I-an. Painter unknown.
Late 18th century.
Color on silk. 
170×79.7 cm. Ewha 
Womans University
Museum. 

Jik-su is the most handsome among the Joseon portrait subjects. His
pose, standing on a rug in beoseon (socks), is a very new one. The
subject in the painting stands with his feet turned out, just as he
might have really stood.

The depiction of the robe is excellent and is well-matched to the
handsome sitter who wears the hat of the literati. By realistically
describing the folds and shadows of the robe, Kim Hong-do displayed
his talent for painting. The folds in the Portrait of Seo Jik-su are trans-
parent and crisp, as if they had just been starched and ironed. In
comparison to the usual depiction of folds, as found in the portraits
of Sim Deuk-gyeong, Jo Yeong-bok, Yun Bong-gu, and Yi Gwang-sa,
Kim’s portrait was successful in its realistic description. This is
because Kim Hong-do had fully adopted the Western style and recre-
ated it for Joseon-style paintings.

With regard to Kim Hong-do’s Western style painting, as well as
other Western techniques known to the Painting Academy, Yi Gyu-
sang (1727-1799) stated, “Academy painters began to model them-
selves after the Western style of samyeon cheongnyang (measure-
ment of all sides) technique, and Kim Hong-do was the most profi-
cient at this style, judging from his painting of bookshelves.”33 Here,
samyeon cheongnyang corresponds to the perspective technique of
the West. 

Judging from the prominent three-dimensional effect, sophisticat-
ed brushstrokes rendered realistically, and use of perspective found
in the painting itself, it is evident that the camera obscura was
employed. Otherwise, it is highly probable that these techniques
were utilized when they trained themselves to realistically depict
people.

Diversification and Degeneration of Portrait Style during 
the Late 18th to Early 19th Centuries

Among eighteenth-century portraits, another full-length portrait draws
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33. Yu H. (1992). 34. National Museum of Korea (1979).



and Confucian attire, portraits emerged in which sitters wore ordi-
nary robes. This trend can be seen in the Portrait of Yi Ui-gyeong
(1704-1778, figure 39). Yi Ui-gyeong was a literati scholar who taught
the Crown Prince Jangheon and then returned to Gangjin. This por-
trait is said to have been painted by Saengmin, a monk, in the
Baengnyeonsa temple in Gangjin. In this portrait, the sitter’s facial
flaws are openly revealed. This portrait has elements that can be
found in other portraits of Buddhist monks as well, such as rocks, a
seated pose while holding a stick, and a square face.

Among the uniquely styled paintings, the Portrait of the Three Jo
Family Brothers (conserved by their descendants) was painted during
the nineteenth century (figure 40). It was painted to commemorate
the success of all three in the state examination (gwageo). The three
brothers are seated in a triangle, with the eldest in the middle and
the two younger ones on either side. The pose is reminiscent of por-
traits taken in photography studios nowadays. 
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Fig. 37. Portrait of Yi Jae.
Painter unknown. Early 19th
century. Color on silk. 97×
56.5 cm. National Museum
of Korea.

Fig. 38. Detail of Fig. 37. 

Fig. 39. Portrait of Yi Ui-gyeong.
Saengmin. Late 18th century. 
136×99.5 cm. Housed by Wonju
Yi family. Gangjin, Jeollanam-do. Fig. 40. Portrait of the Three Jo Brothers. Painter unknown. 

Early 19th century. Color on silk. 42×66.5 cm. 
Yesan, Chungcheongnam-do. 



group’s will to protect their vested interest in the whirlwind of social
transformation. The Portrait of Kang I-o, painted by Yi Jae-gwan, is a
half-figure painting, featuring Kim Jeong-hui’s poem on the right of
the screen. The description of the face is very realistic, but the folds
appear unnatural as they were drawn with ink instead of being shad-
ed in. 

Portraits of women also reemerged at this time. But unlike the
early portraits of husband and wife, they belonged to a new trend
that emerged when genre paintings were at their peak. As can be
seen in A Beauty by Sin Yun-bok (figure 44), portraits of beautiful
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Portraits painted during the nineteenth century in which the sitter
wears an official uniform include the Portrait of Kim Jeong-hui (1786-
1856, figures 41 and 42), the Portrait of Yi Ha-eung (1820-1898, figure
43), and the Portrait of Kang I-o.35 The Portrait of Kim Jeong-hui suc-
ceeded the portraits of meritorious subjects wearing official robes
that were popular during the eighteenth century. However, the
description of the shoulder line and the robe’s folds seems dispirited,
perhaps reflecting the mood of Joseon society on the eve of its col-
lapse. On the contrary, the Portrait of Yi Ha-eung conveys splendor
and vitality, and it seems to have captured the dominant social
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Fig. 43. Portrait of Yi Ha-eung.
Painter unknown. 19th century.
Color on silk. 132.1×67.6 cm.
National Museum of Korea.

Fig. 44. A Beauty. Sin Yun-bok. Late 18th- 
early 19th centuries. Color on silk. 
114×45.2 cm. Gansong Museum. 

Fig. 41. Portrait of Kim Jeong-hui. 
Yi Han-cheol. 1857. Color on silk. 
131.5×57.7 cm. Yesan, Chungcheong-
nam-do. 

Fig. 42. Detail of Fig. 41.

35. National Museum of Korea (1979).



The Portrait of Choe Ik-hyeon (1833-1906, figure 46), also painted by
Chae, is a half-figure painting in which the subject, Choe Ik-hyeon,
wears a woolen hat. The painting vividly shows the firm resolution of
the anti-Japanese patriot. The Portrait of Hwang Hyeon (conserved in
the Maecheonsa shrine in Gurye and painted in 1911) was produced
based on a photo taken by Kim Gyu-jin. The painting features the sit-
ter seated on a chair while wearing a Confucian robe and holding a
fan and a book in his arms. The painting is a good depiction of a
Confucian scholar who resisted the Japanese Annexation of Korea
(1910) before committing suicide. The artist increased the three-
dimensional effect of the face by using the baechae technique and
refining the skin wrinkles. In this portrait, the sitter appears to be
squinting. In other words, the artist depicted the sitter’s weak points
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women in attractive poses began to emerge. These portraits featured
splendid colors and sophisticated and detailed techniques of depict-
ing the subject. They highlighted the elegance of Joseon women.

A similar painting by the same name, created by an anonymous
painter and housed in Nogudang, Haenam, features a woman wear-
ing gache (an elaborate braided hairpiece) and jeogori (upper gar-
ment). From this, it is known that the subject in the painting came
from a yangban family. At the turn of the nineteenth century, gache
became so large that they had to be held up with two hands. First
worn in the royal court, gache became popular outside the court, and
they were very expensive. The practice of wearing gache was eventu-
ally prohibited by the king, as it was believed that the expense of
wearing the gache threatened feudal order. However, they did not
disappear, despite the king’s order and the criticism of scholar-offi-
cials. It was not until the mid-nineteenth century that the inconve-
nience of wearing them caused them to be disused. This fact is con-
firmed by paintings of women that were produced in the late nine-
teenth century.

The Modern Transformation of Traditional Portrait Paintings

Chae Yong-sin (1859-1941) was the last to produce portraits while
employing the traditional painting style of Joseon. Having served as a
military official, he was renowned as an excellent portrait painter and
engaged in the production of royal portraits. While adopting tradi-
tional painting, he also creatively accepted the Western style, thereby
contributing to the development of modern portrait painting. In the
Portrait of Lady Unnangja (figure 45) by Chae Yong-sin, gache was
absent, and a sense of perspective is evident in the facial expression
and folds in the skirt. Choe Yeon-hong (1785-1846), also called Lady
Unnangja, was an official female entertainer and virtuous woman
(yeolleo) who protected a son of the magistrate of Gasan-gu county at
the time of the Hong Gyeong-rae rebellion. This painting is reminis-
cent of images of the Virgin Mary with baby Jesus in her arms.
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Fig. 46. Portrait of Choe Ik-hyeon.
Chae Yong-sin. 1905. Color on
silk.  51.5×41.5 cm. National
Museum of Korea.

Fig. 45. Portrait of Choe Yeon-hong, 
Lady Unnangja. Chae Yong-sin. 1914.
Color on paper. 120.5×61.7 cm. 
National Museum of Korea.



who lived at the end of the Joseon period. His wealth can be also sur-
mised from the jade-colored attire embroidered with refined patterns
and various splendid ornaments, such as a gold ring, a hat string
made of jade, glasses, and a fan. 

It is also important to pay attention to the pupil of the eye, as the
lens is depicted in detail in the Portrait of Kwak Dong-won. The
painter not only painted the pupil with black but also highlighted the
lens in red, giving the eye a lifelike glint (figure 49). It is a good
example of the transition from traditional portraits to modern ones.37

However, it is unfortunate that the traditional painting style came to
an end with Chae Yong-sin.

Although the Joseon portrait paintings are renowned in that they
possessed a unique style and achieved high artistic merit in the histo-
ry of Korean painting, not to mention the history of portrait painting
in East Asia and the world, it should be pointed out that this tradition
has not been satisfactorily succeeded. However, since the dissolution
of the traditional painting style, Kim Ho-seok’s portrait paintings in
the 1980s began to draw critical attention. Kim is the only one who
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as they were, like other traditional portraits. Both works are notable
for employing the most traditional painting style among Chae’s
works. With regard to this, Yun Hui-sun stated that the traditional
technique of using extremely minute lines in depicting skin wrinkles
was the same as that employed in performing a facial massage at a
beauty salon.36

One of Chae’s representative works is the Portrait of Kwak Dong-
won (figures 47 and 48) produced in 1918. It is said that Kwak, a
prominent landlord at the end of the Joseon era, asked Chae Yong-sin
to paint his portrait for 100 seok of rice. As the price of painting was
high, Chae did his best to complete it well. A hat with a short visor
and colorful attire hints at the appearance of a very wealthy person

146 KOREA JOURNAL / SUMMER 2005

37. Lee T. (2003b).

Fig. 49. Detail of Fig. 47.

Fig. 50. Detail of A Farmer Protecting
His Hometown. Kim Ho-seok. 1992.
Ink on paper. 32×92 cm. Private
collection. 

Fig. 47. Portrait of Kwak Dong-won. 
Chae Yong-sin. 1918. Color on silk. 
99.5×54 cm. Housed by the head 
family of Kwak. 

Fig. 48. Detail of Fig. 47.

36. Yun H. (1946).
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has successfully painted contemporary portraits by studying the
Joseon portrait painting style and employing the baechae technique
(figure 50). Through Kim’s revival of the traditional painting style,
we can see that this is still the best way to depict Korean faces.
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GLOSSARY

baechae 
baemyeon seonmyobeop
Baengnyeonsa 
beoseon
bokchae 
bokgeon
bukchae 
bukseolchae 
bungdang jeongchi
chobon 
Choboncheop
chosang 
chung 
damchae 
dangjaeng
Dohwaseo 
eojin 
gache 
gampilbeop 
Geumeo 
gokgyoui 
gongsin 
gongsin dohyeong
gwageo
Gyechu gisa 
Gyeonggijeon 

Heukgudo
hwajodo
hwawon 
hyo 
Jangheon
jeogori
jeonsin 
Jieziyuan shuchuan (Ch.) 
Jiheyuanben (Ch.) 
jinchae 
jingyeong sansu 
liangmian zhousefa (Ch.) 
Namin 
Noron 
osamo
samyeon cheongnyang 
Seoin 
Seonwonjeon 
sildeuk 
simui
yeolleo
yeongdang 
yeongjeong 
Yuanjingshuo (Ch.) 
yungnimun 
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