
Poems, historical notes, or dedications might also be written on the

painting itself or the mounting by the artist, a collector, or a connoisseur.

Silk. Silkworms are native to northern China, as are the mulberry

trees that provide their food source. The cocoons made by silkworms

consist of one long silk filament, which can be spun into a fabric that

is extremely fine, elastic, and smooth (see images 15, 16, 18, 25 A, B,

26, 28, 30 ). Silk cloth, silkworms, and the technique of producing silk

cloth were most likely introduced into Korea from China during the

Han dynasty (206 B.C.–220 A.D.). The oldest surviving piece of Korean

silk dates to the sixth century.

Buddhist Paintings

Buddhist images were painted on silk during the Koryô period, and

more commonly on hemp, linen, or heavy paper during the Chosôn

period (see images 15, 16, 18, 29 ). The silk used for Koryô Buddhist

paintings (hwagyon, or “picture silk”) was specially woven, with the

warp and weft well spaced so that the resulting weave was more trans-

parent than ordinary silk cloth and allowed the pigments to permeate

evenly throughout. It is believed to have been dyed a pale tea color,

obtained by mixing yellow and a small amount of purple. The prepared

silk was then framed and sized with a solution of alum and animal

glue. From a full-scale cartoon, or drawing, visible through the silk

cloth from behind, the outlines were drawn on the picture surface in

black ink or red pigment, after which the colors were applied.

Colored pigments were first painted on the back of the silk —

cinnabar red and malachite green on the garment areas, lead white and

ocher on the flesh and other remaining areas— and subsequently to

the picture surface. The application of pigments on the back of the silk

served to fix the pigments on the front and thereby enhanced the

intensity and volume of the colors. In addition, the alkalinity of the

ocher aided in conservation. (This technique of painting color on both

sides of the picture surface was invented in China, and both Korean

and Japanese painters adopted it for religious paintings that required

opaque and intense colors.) Finally, when all the other colors had been

applied and contour and drapery lines completed, gold was used.

When a painting was finished, an “eye-dotting ceremony” was held 

to give life to the images.
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Images 15, 16, 18, 29



Calligraphy

The Chinese written language and the art of calligraphy were intro-

duced into Korea through the military commanderies established in

the northern part of the peninsula during the Han dynasty (206 B.C.–

220 A.D.), at the end of the second century B.C. Koreans used five pri-

mary script types. Standard script (haesô; Chn. kaishu), in which each

stroke is separately executed and clearly defined, was used for docu-

ments and texts that demanded clarity and legibility. Running

(haengsô; Chn. xingshu) and cursive (ch’osô; Chn. caoshu) scripts, in which

characters are abbreviated and strokes linked in continuous motions of

the brush, allowed greater freedom for artistic expression and was

used for personal communications and other nonofficial purposes. The

earlier script styles known as small seal (sojôn; Chn. xiao zhuan) and

clerical (yesô; Chn. lishu) were usually reserved for special purposes,

such as commemorative plaques or personal seals. The Neo-Confucian

scholar-officials who dominated the Chosôn period prized the ability to

express themselves eloquently in classical literary Chinese written in a

refined hand. Although initially inspired by the work of their Chinese

counterparts, the Korean educated elite developed numerous variations

and styles that elevated calligraphy to a fine art in their country.

Notes

1. See the essays on “Status of the Artist” and “Patronage” by Hong Sôn P’yo and

Kim Kumja Paik, respectively, in Turner, ed., The Dictionary of Art, vol. 18, pp.

258–59. See also Yi Sông-mi, “Art Training and Education,” ibid., pp. 380–81.

2. In East Asia “low-fired ware” customarily refers to earthenware and “high-fired

ware” to stoneware and porcelain.

3. “Celadon” is the term generally used in the West for green-glazed ceramic 

wares. This term is derived from the color of a shepherd’s costume in a popular 

play written by Honoré d’Urfé (1567–1625).

4. For a detailed description of the shapes, designs, and decorative techniques in

Koryô and Chosôn ceramics, see Itoh, Korean Ceramics from The Museum of Oriental

Ceramics, Osaka.

5. For an excellent and authoritative study of Chinese, Japanese, and Korean 

lacquer objects, see Watt and Ford, East Asian Lacquer: The Florence and Herbert

Irving Collection.

6. For examples of paintings by Chông Sôn and Kim Hong-do, see Arts of Korea,

pp. 202–5, 211–13, and the Metropolitan Museum’s Web site 

http://www.metmuseum.org/explore/Korea/koreaonline/index.html.
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7. More information about the formats, materials, and display methods of East

Asian paintings may be found in the online feature A Look at Chinese Painting in 

The Metropolitan Museum of Art (www. metmuseum.org/explore/Chinese/

html_pages/index.htm).

8. For a full description and history of painting styles associated with China’s

scholar-officials, see Wen C. Fong, Beyond Representation: Chinese Painting and

Calligraphy, 8th–14th Century (New York: The Metropolitan Museum of Art, 1992).

74



75

Korean Traditional Music

Although music making in Korea is as old as the presence of people 

on the peninsula, the earliest evidence of the practice is provided in

Chinese historical records, which tell of merry farmers’ songs and

dances, and in tomb furnishings and wall paintings from the Three

Kingdoms period (57 B.C.–668 A.D.). Korean music includes three-

quarter time, in contrast to the duple rhythms preferred in China and

Japan. Until at least the fifteenth century, music notation consisted of

a page of grids with performance notes written in Chinese characters.

Korean traditional music can be divided into two broad categories:

court music and folk music. (Music played to accompany Buddhist and

shamanistic ceremonies forms a third category.) Music performed at

court and for the aristocracy accompanied Confucian rituals, banquets,

or military events and tended to be stately and slow, in keeping with

the solemnity of the occasions. Singing and dancing often accompanied

court music, which derived from both native and Chinese sources. The

term tang-ak, referring to China’s Tang dynasty (618–907), is usually

used for foreign court music, while the term hyang-ak refers to court

music that has native Korean origins.

Folk music, including songs and instrumental compositions for

farmers’ festivals and popular enjoyment, is generally freer in mood

and style than court music. Two of the most widely enjoyed types of

folk music are the dramatic operalike p’ansori and sanjo, which are a

form of chamber music played by a small ensemble. Folk music is often

accompanied by dance performances or other types of entertainment

such as games and storytelling and typically varies by region.

Korean music employs approximately sixty different kinds of

instruments, including flutes, drums, gongs, bells, and plucked and

bowed stringed instruments. Although a few musicians crafted their

own instruments, they were usually made by highly skilled specialists.

East Asian musical instruments are traditionally categorized accord-

ing to the primary material used in their manufacture: stone, skin,

metal, silk, earth (pottery), bamboo, and wood. The three illustrations

of musical instruments included in this resource (see images 33–35 )

show traditional instruments in the silk (kayagûm), wood (taep’yôngso

Images 33–35
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and pak), skin (changgo), stone (teukgyeong), and metal (ching and

kkwaenggwari) categories.

The Metropolitan Museum has a diverse selection of Korean 

musical instruments, including those used in court, military, and

shamanistic religious ceremonies. These are on view in the Musical

Instruments galleries, along with photographs of musicians dressed 

in traditional attire and playing the instruments displayed.

For further info rm ation on Ko rean music and musical instruments,

s e e :

Korea Foundation. Korean Cultural Heritage: Performing Arts. Vol. 3.

Seoul: The Korea Foundation, 1997.

Sadie, Stanley, ed. The New Grove Dictionary of Musical Instruments,

20 vols. London: Macmillan Press Ltd., 1984.

Song Bang-song. Korean Music and Instruments. Seoul: National 

Classical Music Institute.

Song Bang-song and Keith Pratt. “The Unique Flavor of Korean

Music.” Korean Culture 1, no. 3, pp. 4–14.


