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Abstract

Posthumous Works by the Modern Female Painter
Ham In-suk from Pyongyang:

Focusing on the Two Six-panel Folding Screens in the

Choi Mi-Lee Collection of the National Museum of Korea

Lee Sukyung*

In January 2018, Professor Choi Mi-Lee of Duksung Women’s University donated to the
National Museum of Korea seventeen folding screens with painting and calligraphy dated to the late
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. They had never before been publicly displayed. According
to Choi, these folding screens had been collected by her mother-in-law, the late Song Geum-seon, and
Choi’s late husband Park Won Kuk, who was the Chairman of the board of the Duksung Women’s
University Foundation. However, when and how they were collected remain unknown.

Among these seventeen folding screens, this paper introduces two six-panel folding screens with
images by prominent artists from the modern era, including Yang Gi-hun (1843~1911), Kim Eung-
won (1855~1921), Kim Gyu-jin (1868~1933), Yun Yeong-gi (1833~after 1927), Ham In-suk (?~after
1921), and Yu Jin-chan (1866~1947). The twelve paintings on the two folding screens are similar
in terms of materials and size and are mounted in an early twentieth-century style. One of the two
examples, the Six-panel Folding Screen with Paintings of a Landscape, Flowers, Plants, Birds, and
Animals (Accession number: Jng 9362) consists of a landscape by Yu Gok on the first panel, rocks
and orchids by Yun Yeong-gi on the second, plantains by Yang Gi-hun on the third, bamboo in the
wind by Ham In-suk on the fourth, geese and reeds by FH-FE$9& %Eon the fifth, and ink plum blossoms
by Yu Jin-chan on the sixth. The other item, the Six-panel Folding Screen with a Painting of Flowers,
Plants, Birds, and Animals (Accession number: Jng 9363) includes bamboo in the wind by Kim Gyu-
jin on the first and third panels, ink orchids by Kim Eung-won on the second, crabs and reeds by
Yang Gi-hun on the fourth, geese and reeds by Ham In-suk on the fifth, and ink plum blossoms by Yu
Jin-chan on the sixth. Both folding screens feature paintings by Yang Gi-hun from Pyongyang, the

gisaeng (female entertainer) Ham In-suk from Pyongyang, and the literati painter and bureaucrat Yu

* Curator, Collections Management Division, National Museum of Korea
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Jin-chan. An ink painting of plum blossoms by Yu Jin-chan is found in the sixth panel of both folding
screens.

These folding screens depict diverse subject matter, such as landscapes, orchids, bamboo,
oddly-shaped rocks, and geese. This reflects the trend of producing folding screens with paintings
on miscellaneous topics initiated by Jang Seung-eop and Yang Gi-hun in the late nineteenth century.
However, unlike those screens that feature a single painter’s takes on various subject matters, the
two folding screens donated by Choi include paintings by different painters. Some scholars suggest
that they may have been produced as collaborative works. Since the periods of the painters’ artistic
activities and the production dates of their paintings differ, however, these screens could not be the
results of specific collaborations. Even so, the relationships among the painters are worthy of note,
as Yun Yeong-gi, Yang Gi-hun, Kim Gyu-jin, and Ham In-suk were all from Pyeongyang, and Yun
Yeong-gi and Ham In-suk were master and student, as were Kim Gyu-jin and Ham In-suk. Moreover,
considering that HJEFIE%E, who is thought to be a Japanese, created the painting of geese and
reeds in the second folding screen to commemorate his meeting with Ham In-suk and to celebrate
their shared interest in painting geese and reeds, close ties among the painters might have led to the
collection of these paintings and their mounting on the screens.

These two folding screens are significant for the study of the history of modern Korean painting
since they reveal certain of the family and educational connections of the beautiful gisaeng painter
Ham In-suk, who was the subject of considerable media attention in the 1910s and is believed to
have produced only a few paintings of geese and reeds, orchids, and bamboo. According to the
colophon in Yun Yeong-gi’s ink orchid painting in the first screen, Ham’s father was Ham Il-seop
(sobriquet: Chunjae), an elderly poet from Pyeongyang, and she learned to paint orchids in the style of
Heungseon Daewongun from Yun Yeong-gi. Yun established an educational institution known as the
Giseong Calligraphy and Painting Association (Giseong Seohwahoe) to teach calligraphy and painting
to female entertainers in Pyeongyang. Ham In-suk was one of Yun’s students. From 1916, Ham
studied painting under Kim Gyu-jin at the Haegang Society for the Study of Calligraphy and Painting
(Haegang Seohwa Yeonguhoe) in Seoul. The teacher-student relationship between Kim Gyu-jin and
Ham In-suk can be inferred from the similarity between the painting of bamboo in the wind by Ham
in the first screen and that by Kim in the second. She became famous for her geese and reeds painting
presented at the Joseon Industrial Exhibition (Joseon Mulsan Gongjinhoe) and Home Exposition
(Gajeong Bangnamhoe) in 1915, as reflected in her painting of geese and reeds in the second folding
screen. The geese in the upper section of Ham’s painting are depicted descending vertically with

their heads pointed towards the ground. Such a bold expression is unique among paintings of geese
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and reeds. Ham was also well-versed in the use of ink. According to the colophon on the painting
of geese and reeds by H-FE$I% %, he met Ham In-suk at the Myeongwolgwan Restaurant, which
indicates the process through which people commissioned gisaeng painters to produce paintings at
Myeongwolgwan.

These two folding screens therefore hold great significance as they embody the shifts in the fields
of calligraphy and painting during the modern era, including the emergence of Pyeongyang artists
such as Yang Gi-hun in Seoul with the abolishment of Dohwaseo (Royal Bureau of Painting) during
the Gabo Reform of 1894, the advancement into Seoul of female artists who studied at educational
institutions in Pyeongyang, and the expanded boundaries for gisaeng with the abolishment of the

official female entertainer system in 1908.
Keywords: Folding Screen with Paintings on Miscellaneous Subject Matter, Painter from Pyongyang,

Gisaeng (Female Entertainer) Painter, Ham In-suk, Painting of Geese and Reeds, Giseong

Calligraphy and Painting Association (Giseong Seohwahoe)

265



