
chuja-hak (philosophy of Master Zhu, or Zhu Xi [1130–1200], the

great Neo-Confucian scholar of the Chinese Song dynasty). Incorpo-

rating concepts from Daoism and Buddhism, Neo-Confucianism

shifted attention to the cultivation of the self through the study of

metaphysical and cosmological ideas.

After the devastating Japanese invasions of the peninsula in the 

late sixteenth century, followed a few decades later by the fall of the

Ming dynasty (1368–1644) in China, which had been viewed as

Korea’s role model, many Korean intellectuals recognized a need for

reform. The faction known as Sirhak-p’a (School of Practical Learning)

became a formidable intellectual force in the late seventeenth century.

The Sirhak scholars, who advocated political, economic, social, and

educational reforms, took practical affairs as their point of departure,

emphasizing not only the traditional humanistic disciplines but also

the study of science, natural science, and technology. Their interest in

promoting a new understanding of the country’s history and culture

led to a surge of publications on various aspects of Korean history,

literature, language, and geography.

Neo-Confucianism. Based on the writings of the twelfth-century

Chinese scholar Zhu Xi, Neo-Confucianism represented a major intel-

lectual breakthrough in Chinese philosophy. It grew out of a revival 

of the ancient moral philosophy of Confucianism combined with 

metaphysical concepts borrowed from Daoism and Buddhism. Neo-

Confucian philosophers developed a metaphysical system of heavenly

principles, which embraced both a transcendent reality and the 

cultivation of the self.

Yangban. Members of the educated elite, the yangban dominated soci-

ety in the Chosôn period. They were typically educated in the Confu-

cian classics, which prepared them for the official civil and military

service examinations and positions in the government bureaucracy.

While not all yangban were wealthy, their status as officials and land-

holders allowed many to become affluent. Although, theoretically, all

educated men were eligible to take the exams necessary for entry into

the ranks of the bureaucracy, in practice, membership in the yangban

class was largely restricted to established upper-class families: access

to education was restricted, land and property were inherited by the

eldest son, and endogamous marriages were preferred. Beginning in

the seventeenth century, attitudinal changes caused an expansion in
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yangban ranks, weakening class exclusivity. Eventually, the term

became a polite reference for any gentleman.

Zhu Xi (1130–1200). Zhu Xi was one of China’s most influential

philosophers and the founder of the Neo-Confucian orthodox School 

of Principle, which taught that the mind is disciplined and morality is

learned through “the investigation of things”—an objective study of

the many aspects of the material world.

Confucianism and Art

Confucius is said to have advised gentlemen to cultivate their moral

character in part through the appreciation of music and the study of

literature and history. Confucianism exerted its strongest impact on

the fine arts through the aesthetics it espoused. Restraint, modesty,

and naturalness were encouraged in the form of muted colors, subtle

decoration, and a preference for organic materials. White-bodied

porcelains, scholars’ utensils made of bamboo, wood, or stone, and sim-

ple white silk robes epitomized Confucian sensibilities.

Confucian veneration of ancestors and teachers prompted the rise

of private Confucian academies (sôwôn) and the production of portraits

of ancestors as well as those of renowned Confucian masters. Domes-

tic rites, the most important of which were coming-of-age ceremonies,

weddings, funerals, and veneration of the ancestors, constituted the

most essential aspects of private Confucian practice during the Chosôn

period. Ancestral rites were typically carried out by men of the upper

class in family shrines, which were usually located within the domestic

compound of the eldest male. Offerings of wine, food, and tea were

presented to the ancestors, represented by inscribed name plaques

placed on an altar. While food was usually presented on wood or 

metal plates and bowls, wine was offered in small cups made of white

porcelain or metal (see image 22 ). After the service, the relatives of

the deceased would consume the food and drink in a family meal.

Confucian scholars were usually active practitioners and patrons 

of calligraphy and literati painting. Ideally, these arts were enjoyed 

as a means of personal expression, either alone or among like-minded

friends. Ink paintings of bamboo, orchids, and landscapes rendered

with little or no color and employing calligraphic brushwork are typi-

cal examples of literati art (see image 28 and Artists and Materials ,

pp. 70–72).
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Daoism

Daoism (sometimes romanized as Taoism) is native to China, and

encompasses various ancient practices and schools of thought ignored

or rejected by Confucianism. The older form of Daoism, philosophical

Daoism (toga), consists of concepts credited to Laozi (5th century B.C.)

and Zhuangzi (ca. 369–ca. 286 B.C.), who advocated a passive acquies-

cence to the Dao (The Way of the Universe) and a close relationship

with nature. Around the second century A.D., Daoism absorbed compo-

nents of shamanism, alchemy, medicine, and various primitive cults

and developed into religious Daoism (togyo).

Chinese inhabitants of the Han military commanderies in northern

Korea are presumed to have introduced Daoist texts and beliefs into

the peninsula as part of the transmission of Chinese culture. Members

of the Koguryô aristocracy, for example, are known to have requested

information about Daoist practices from China. Although many 

Daoist ideas were absorbed into Korean society, Daoism never became

established in an organized form but was an important feature of the

cultural background.

Because of the many similarities between religious Daoism and

shamanism, practices not associated with Buddhism or Confucianism—

such as the use of c h a rms and certain symbols — are sometimes incor-

r e c t ly identified as being Daoist. Moreove r, some concep t s, such as the

two altern ating principles of the unive rs e, y i n and ya n g (ûm and ya n g) ,

and geomancy, are commonly at t r i buted to Daoism, although they actu-

a l ly predate it. In general, conceptions of the immortals and their

realms and the pursuit of i m m o rtality through alchemical means are

the most authentic expressions of religious Daoism.

Dao. The Dao (or The Way of the Universe) is a fundamental term in

Chinese philosophy for the unchangeable, transcendent source of all

existence. This principle, which is vast and indescribable, encompass-

ing action and nonaction, void and matter, knowledge and ignorance,

remains constant as all else changes.

Laozi (5th century B.C.). The semilegendary founder of Daoism and

author of the classic Daodejing, Laozi is said to have been a govern-

ment official until he grew dissatisfied with political conditions in

China and left the country to travel westward. He is thought to have

been an acquaintance of Confucius, and his followers claim that he

taught the Buddha Shakyamuni.
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Zhuangzi (ca. 369–ca. 286 B.C.). Zhuangzi was one of the most impor-

tant early developers of Daoist philosophy. He is credited with a book

of poems, parables, and fantasies describing the importance of passiv-

ity and the maintenance of a close connection with nature, as well as

criticizing government service.

Daoism and Art

As mentioned above, it is often difficult to separate Daoist ideas from

those of shamanism. While figures such as the God of Longevity —

known as Shoulao in Chinese and frequently pictured as a wizened old

man carrying a large peach — have Daoist origins, over time they have

been conflated with Korean folk deities associated with shamanism. 

In this case, Shoulao has been combined with the popular deities

Namguksong (the Southern Star spirit) and Ch’ilsong (Seven Stars).

Similarly, symbols of longevity, including the pine tree, crane, and fun-

gus of immortality, are found in both Daoist and shamanist contexts.

Philosophical Daoism emphasizes the maintenance of a strong 

connection with the natural world, which is seen as necessary to the

proper development of human character. In part resulting from Dao-

ism’s influence, nature holds a critical position in East Asian culture

and thought. This attitude bolstered the development of landscape

painting, which by definition in East Asia consists of mountains and

water — elements made up of opposite physical characteristics (see

Key Themes, Na t u re, p. 16). Up until modern times, whenever humans

are included in landscape compositions, they typically reflect the

Daoist ideal of man in harmony with nature.

Christianity

Korean art from the late nineteenth and twentieth centuries and objects

associated with Christianity are not represented in the Metropolitan

Museum’s collection, thus the religion is only briefly discussed here.

In the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries, European

missionaries attempted but failed to establish a foothold in Korea as

part of their proselytizing efforts in other parts of Asia. After encoun-

tering Jesuit priests in Beijing in the second half of the seventeenth

century, Korean emissaries were the first to introduce Christian texts

and ideas to Korea successfully. Initially, Roman Catholicism’s most

receptive audience were upper-class intellectuals, especially those of
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the Sirhak (Practical Learning) movement, which advocated using

Western scientific knowledge to reform Korean commerce and agri-

culture. These men met secretly and their numbers, which came to

include many commoners, swelled to approximately 10,000 in the early

years of the nineteenth century. They sent requests to the Europeans

to send priests, many of whom were eventually martyred. During the

nineteenth century, the Korean government, fearing Western incur-

sions, the prevalence of political opposition among Christian ranks,

and Catholicism’s ban on ancestor worship, enacted a number of brutal

persecutions that killed tens of thousands of people and drove the

Christian church underground until the 1870s.

Protestantism was established in Korea in the last decades of the

nineteenth century. In addition to their evangelical efforts, Protestant

missionaries, the majority of whom came from the United States,

Canada, and Au s t ralia, instituted important changes in the areas of e d u-

c ation and modern medicine. The use of han’gûl, the native syllabary

system, in religious books was instrumental in increasing the literacy

rate among the population, especially among women. Missionaries

founded several important hospitals and educational institutions,

including Yonsei University and Ewha Woman’s University in Seoul.

Notes

1. For further information on the development of various schools of Buddhism in

Korea, see Pak Youngsook, “The Korean Art Collection in The Metropolitan

Museum of Art,” in Arts of Korea, pp. 424–26. A more detailed account is provided

by Lewis R. Lancaster and Yu Chai-shin in Introduction of Buddhism to Korea: New

Cultural Patterns, vol. 3, and Assimilation of Buddhism in Korea: Religious Maturity 

and Innovation in the Silla Dynasty, vol. 4, Studies in Korean Religions and Culture

(Berkeley: Asian Humanities Press, 1989 and 1991).

2. Jonathan W. Best, “Imagery, Iconography and Belief in Early Korean Buddhism,”

Korean Culture (Fall 1992), pp. 23–33, is a useful overview of Korean Buddhist 

history, and includes a description of important deities in the Korean Buddhist 

pantheon and their iconography.
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