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Abstract

Chrysanthemums and Butterfly Produced by the Four

Brothers from the Hong Family in Pungsan

LEE Jaeho *

Chrysanthemums and Butterfly was created by the painting hobbyist Hong Nak-choe. His eldest
brother Hong Nak-seong added a postscript to the painting; his second-eldest brother Hong Nak-
myeong composed a poem for it; and the third-eldest brother wrote Hong Nak-myeong’s poetry on
the painting. This work carries special cultural significance in that it is a rare example of calligraphy
and painting produced by four brothers from a noble family and because they were members of
the powerful Pungsan Hong clan who lived in Seoul in the eighteenth and nineteenth century.
Chrysanthemums and Butterfly was purchased in 1910 by the Yi Royal Household Art Museum, and
is presumed to have been newly mounted when it was acquired.

The poem on the painting praises chrysanthemums as the flower of hermits based on the
traditional literature, including “Classic of Encountering Sorrow” (Li sao jing) by Qu Yuan and
“Twenty Poems after Drinking Wine” (Yin jiu ershi shou) by Tao Yuanming. It also states that Hong
Nak-choe, who painted chrysanthemums, had nearly reached enlightenment. The postscript indicates
the circumstances of the four brothers’ production of Chrysanthemums and Butterfly in the eighth
month of the lunar calendar in 1751. According to the poem and postscript, these four brothers from
the noble Pungsan Hong clan belonged to the Old Doctrine faction and produced Chrysanthemums
and Butterfly to leave traces of themselves through art. By using the chrysanthemum, a symbol of the
seonbi (learned gentleman), as a motif, the four brothers from this powerful clan living in Seoul but
maintaining a spirit of seclusion showed off their superiority in the True Way of Learning

After a long struggle with illness, Hong Nak-choe died young at the age of twenty-three. Several
messages of condolences from relatives mentioned that from an early age Hong Nak-choe had the
appearance of a recluse freed from conventionality. In particular, according to “Most sorrowful words
for a younger second cousin” (FHft 51244 ki) written by Hong Nak-in, Hong Nak-choe “was
skilled at painting bizarre flowers and oddly shaped rocks.” Hong Nak-in further testifies that Hong

* Assistant Curator, National Museum of Korea(Fine Arts Division)
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Nak-choe “often painted very realistically, but felt unhappy about it.” Such testimony is reflected
in Chrysanthemums and Butterfly. It differs from conventional images of chrysanthemums, one of
the Four Gentlemen, in that the latter follow the painting-manual style popular in the eighteenth
century. The Hong brothers’ painting is more similar to a series of Plant and Insects attributed to
Shin Saimdang in terms of the flat surface and symmetrical placement of insects. In the eighteenth
century, many literati from the Old Doctrine faction composed works after appreciating Plant and
Insects by Sin Saimdang, the mother of Yi I. As a member of a family supporting the Old Doctrine
faction, Hong Nak-choe might have appreciated the popular Plant and Insects by Shin Saimdang and
painted Chrysanthemums and Butterfly in an awareness of Shin Saimdang’s work. The composition
of Chrysanthemums and Butterfly reveals that Hong Nak-choe faithfully embodied this contemporary
cultural phenomenon. Hong Nak-choe’s realistic depiction of chrysanthemums through a careful
observation is presumed to have been based on the “theory of the observation of things” (Ei#/im)
in which the literati group centered in Gyeonggi-do Province interpreted everything from the True
Way of Learning in accordance with the concept that the natures of humans and all other creations
are similar (A¥71%[5l3%). Enjoying chrysanthemums and depicting them realistically also meant
developing an outlook of seclusion and fidelity in keeping with the True Way of Learning. Influenced
by these ideas, the four brothers from the Hong family might have added calligraphy to the painting

of chrysanthemums.

Keywords: Chrysanthemums, Plant and Insects, Hong Nak-choe, Hong Nak-seong, Hong Clan from
Pungsan, Old Doctrine, Shin Saimdang
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