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Abstract

Asian Art Collections and Exhibitions in Korea

Min Byung-hoon*

1. Introduction

There has been a strong tendency to view pre-modern Korean culture exclusively as part
of a larger East Asian culture encompassing China and Japan, tied together by Confucianism,
Buddhism, and Chinese characters. This emphasis on Chinese culture is not surprising when
we consider Korea's close relationship with China in the development of Korea's culture and
history. Such a strong emphasis on China, however, has often resulted in a distorted view that
overlooks the diverse cultures coexisting in the history of Asia.

Asia is highly divergent both historically and geographically. Because race, language, and
religion vary widely across regions, it is more difficult to develop a comprehensive view of
Asian history and culture.

Fortunately, the recent establishment of academic associations devoted to the study of
Asian culture and history has led to the development of scholarships based on primary textual
and archaeological sources recorded in the local language, bringing a more balanced view to
the understanding of Asian culture.

One of the most effective ways to present Asia's cultural diversity for the public would be
to explain it through cultural artifacts that contain information about the history and culture in
which they were produced. International relations have played a part in creating public
knowledge alongside the increasing number of specialists from academic institutions. The
reestablishment of diplomatic relations with the Democratic People's Republic of China and the
post-Soviet states in Central Asia in the early 1990s brought about a renewed interest in the
cultures of these regions. Public museums in Korea were able to establish relationships with
Chinese museums and introduce the rich regional traditions of China, providing us with an
opportunity to systematically study a wide array of regional cultures including those of Inner

Mongolia, Liaoning, Yunnan, Tibet, and the Xinjiang Uygur Autonomous Region.

* National Museum of Korea

182 £firn As2s 2012



The recent opening of the Asian galleries at the National Museum of Korea, in
conjunction with its new building in Yongsan, Seoul, in October 2005, expedited the process
even further. The establishment of a separate department of Asian art reflected the museum's
intention to display the diverse cultural interactions with surrounding cultures in Korean culture
and history through permanent and special exhibitions. It would bring a more systematic
understanding of the diverse cultural histories coexisting in Asia and a broader view of Korean
culture in the context of cultural interactions.

The new Asian galleries at the National Museum of Korea in Yongsan, mark the first
specialized Asian galleries in the museum's history. It is also worth noting that specialists for
each gallery were consulted well in advance to ensure efficient preparations for the opening.
The Asian galleries include Central Asia, Japan, China, South and Southeast Asia, and the

Sinan Shipwreck Collection.

2. Asian Art Collections in Korea

1) The National Museum of Korea

(1) The Central Asian Collection

In the late 19th and early 20th centuries Central Asia became the arena for competition
between western powers. Russia, Britain, Sweden, Germany and France all rushed to the
region, sending out expeditions to collect information useful for political and military purposes.
However, when ancient texts and artifacts of great academic value began to be excavated in the
desert area of the Tarim Basin and came to be of academic value, the nature of the expeditions
gradually changed to become academic researches on the region's geography and history.

Otani Kozui, the 22nd Abbot of the Nishihonganji sect in Kyoto, was in London when the
race to excavate in Central Asia began. On his way back to Japan, Otani personally explored
western China, and later financed two archaeological expeditions to Central Asia. The research
conducted by the Otani Expedition between 1902 and 1914 were published in detail in
[lustrated Archaeological Study of the Western Regions (Seiiki Koko Zufu, 1915). But because
his expeditions were personally funded, unlike the government-sponsored Western expeditions,
Otani soon found himself in the middle of a financial crisis and was forced to abdicate. This led

the wide range of objects collected during Otani's expeditions to be scattered in different
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locations, even before they were labeled and studied.

The artifacts that remained with Kozui during his exile in China were housed in Lushun
Museum, Dalian, China. The rest were sent to the National Museum in Tokyo and the Joseon
Government-General Museum in Seoul. The collection was given to the Joseon Government-
General Museum in 1916 and continued to be on display at Sujeong-jeon in Gyeongbokgung
Palace until Korea's independence. The Otani collection in Seoul consists of 2,000 objects,
including wall paintings from cave temples, everyday objects from the oasis cultures in Central
Asia, and burial objects. The museum managed to secure the collection safely during the

Korean War.

(2) Modern Japanese Art

The National Museum of Korea has 198 Japanese modern art works that were collected
during the Japanese occupation. They include 93 Japanese-style paintings, 37 western-style
paintings, 4 prints, 20 sculptures, and 44 craft objects. In 1938 the Japanese colonial
government moved the Yi Royal Household Museum in Changkyeonggung Palace to a newly
built art museum building located in Deoksugung Palace. The Seokjo-jeon hall in Deoksugung
Palace had been the venue for exhibitions of modern Japanese art since 1933; these were
merged with the collections at the Yi Royal Household Museum to be housed in the new Yi
Royal Household General Art Museum. Until Korea's independence in 1945, the Japanese
colonial government strategically purchased and exhibited Japanese art in order to display the
superiority of Japanese art to the Korean art world and audience.

Like the Central Asian collection, these works of modern Japanese art stayed in the
National Museum collection after the Japanese withdrew from Korea in 1945. Because most of
the Japanese artworks housed in the National Museum were winners of major art competitions
in Japan from the 1930s to the early 1940s, they include famous names from modern Japanese
art history. They have been preserved remarkably well because strong anti-Japanese sentiments
after the independence prevented these works from being displayed in public. The craft objects
in particular are noteworthy because there are no contemporary craft objects in Japanese
collections. These works are from the transitional period when Japanese artists were striving to
incorporate the modern with the traditional; these works also serve as important time capsules

for studying Japanese art history.
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(3) Sinan Shipwreck Collection

The Silk Road played an important role as the path of trade and cultural transmissions
across the Eurasian continent. The maritime Silk Road routes (sea route) compensated the land
Silk Road routes (oasis route). The sea route is often called the "Ceramic Road," as the
development in shipbuilding and navigation technologies allowed large bulks of ceramic wares
to be transported over the sea. Dynamic trade activities along the sea route from China to the
Islamic empires in Western Asia extended even to Korea and Japan via Southeast Asia and the
southeastern coast of China during the Yuan Dynasty (1271-1368).

In 1323, an international trade vessel, loaded with various trade goods including
ceramics, departed from the port of Ningbo in China. On its way to Kyoto, however, it sank in
the coastal waters of Sinan, Jeollanamdo, Korea. In 1975, the discovery of a celadon vase by a
local fisherman led to the ship's excavation.

The excavation of the ship, now called "Sinan-sun" after its location, was the first
underwater archaeology project to be executed in Korea. The discovery of the ship raised
increased interest in the international exchanges that took place along the sea trade routes, and
more underwater excavation projects were conducted near the Wando, Doripo, Biando, and
Taeanbando islands in Korea. With the discovery of Sinan-sun, the sea trade routes in East Asia
could now be understood in the larger framework of a pan-Asian network. The artifacts found
in the ship provide important evidence for understanding the trade and everyday life along the
maritime Silk Road.

Underwater excavations were conducted eleven times during the period of nine years
from 1976 to 1984. 22,000 ceramic and other objects, 28 tons of coins, 1,000 rosewood objects,
and fragments of the ship were excavated. 60% of the ceramics were Longquan wares from the

Zhejian Province in China, followed by those made in Jingdezhen, Cizhou, and Jun.

(4) Kaneko Kazushige Collection

The Southeast Asian collection was one of the National Museum's weakest collections. In
accordance with the opening of the new building in 2005, however, the museum was able to
acquire an important collection from Kaneko Kazushige, who donated to the museum 1,020
objects he had collected in Asia for the past 40 years.

Kaneko had spent all his life traveling in Asia, conducting researches and collecting
works of various cultures. To prevent his collection from being dispersed and to ensure their

conservation, researches and exhibitions, he decided to donate the entire collection to a single
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museum that could represent a nation; the National Museum of Korea was chosen.

The objects in the Kaneko Kazushige collection can be traced to over 30 countries in East
Asia, Central Asia, West Asia, South Asia, and Southeast Asia. The wide range of objects
include archaeological objects (prehistoric earthenware, bronze, and glass), Buddhist sculptures
and paintings, texts, ritual objects, ceramics, lacquerware, woodwork, textiles, bamboo objects,

clothing, everyday ceramics, toys, dolls, masks, and musical instruments.

2) Private Museum Collection and Exhibition

(1) The Tibetan Collection at Hwajung Museum

The Tibetan thangka, or Buddhist painting, is commonly found in collections outside of
Tibet because of its portability; during historical events that threatened the production of
religious art, the Cultural Revolution for example, many paintings were taken out of China.
Most of them ended up in European and North American collections, but Kwang-ho Hahn, the
founder of the Hahn Cultural Foundation in Korea, became fascinated by Tibetan art after a
chance encounter. Since then, he has devoted his life to collecting Tibetan art. The Hahn
collection has been expanding every year; the number of objects belonging to the collection
reached 900 objects in 2000, making it one of the strongest Tibetan art collections in the world.
The Hahn collection includes mandalas, which were central to the practice of Tibetan Esoteric
Buddhism, as well as images of Maitreya, Bodhisattva, Idam, Mahakala, Dharmapala, and
Arhats, all valuable both in terms of history and iconography.

The Tibetan objects from the Hahn collection are now housed in Hwajeong Museum,
which is located in the northern part of Seoul in Pyeongchang-dong. Specialist curators are in
charge of surveying and researching the collection, as well as planning the museum's annual
public exhibitions on Tibetan art. Hwajeong Museum has also been actively engaged in
publishing the collection, beginning with Art of Tibet, the museum's opening exhibition catalog
published in 1999. The Art of Thangka, an annual report on the museum's collection, has
reached its sixth volume (published in 2012) since its first publication in 1997. (The Art of
Thangka from Hahn's Collection, vols. 1-6, Seoul: Hahn Cultural Foundation, 1991-2012).

(2) Other Collection

In addition to its excellent collection of Tibetan art, Hwajeong Museum houses works of

calligraphy, paintings and ceramics from the Ming and Qing periods. The museum also holds a
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large collection of Ming and Qing decorative arts such as metalwork, ivory and wooden
sculptures, lacquerware, and jade objects, providing important documents of everyday life and
culture during the Ming and Qing periods (Chinese Art Collection of the Hahn Cultural
Foundation, vols. 1-2, Seoul: Hahn Cultural Foundation, 2000).

Yoogeum Museum, located in Jongno-gu Buam was opened in 2008 as one of the
specialized museums that mainly collect Korean and Chinese ancient roof-end tiles. Yu Chang-
jong and Kum Gi-sook's lifelong collection of 1,873 pieces of roof-end tiles and tile, from East
Asia and Southeast Asia, was donated to the National Museum of Korea in September 2002. A
special exhibition of "Gift of Yu Chang-jong's roof-end tile and tile" was held in December
2002 to honor the donators. 392 pieces were introduced, including 132 roof-end tiles from
China and 21 from Japan and Southeast Asia.

Indian Art Museum was opened in Julyl, 2011 by Kim Yang-sik, a poet and also a
renowned researcher of Tagore. Thousands of pieces were collected including sculpture, crafts,
and musical instrument, etc. In September 2012, as a celebration of museum's one year
anniversary, "The Gods of India" was held as a special exhibition. In addition, the Indian Art
Museum Collection of 180 representative pieces was published.

Above this, Woodblock Prints Museum located in Chiak Mountain, Wonju, houses over
3500 antique pieces related to woodblock prints from Korea, China, Japan, and Tibet,
Mongolia, India and Nepal. The museum holds various cultural events such as special

exhibition and symposium.

3. Asian Art Exhibitions in Korea

As I have noted above, active scholarly and cultural interactions between the National
Museum of Korea and other public museums, as well as between the National Museum and
provincial museums in China, have taken place since Korea established diplomatic ties with
China in 1992. This has led to many special exhibitions on varying themes from Chinese
history and culture.

These exhibitions have enabled us to focus on the regional diversities developed from the
various cultural and natural climates in China, including the north, south, and the arid region of
the northwest, and to better understand the diverse cultures and peoples that constitute Chinese

culture.
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Similarly, the normalization of diplomatic relations with Russia and the new
establishment of diplomatic ties with the former Soviet republics in Central Asia have led to
more active cultural exchanges. Related exhibitions have opened at the National Museum of
Korea, and a training program for specialists has been initiated in order to conserve and
manage more effectively the archaeological sites and artifacts found along the Central Asian
Silk Road.

As the National Museum of Korea began to operate its newly established Asian galleries,
collaborative exchanges with museums outside of Korea helped to compensate for the
museum's relatively weak Southeast Asian collections and more effectively introduce
Southeast Asian culture to the Korean audience. Art of Indonesia, the result of such
collaborative efforts, was on view for two years after the opening of the new museum building
in 2005 and provided an overview of Indonesian history and culture. The following exhibition
Vietnam: Life and Culture was another collaborative project, and was on view from March
2008 to January 2010.

The two exhibitions mentioned above can be seen as part of cultural exchange programs
between nations. Other exhibitions of varying nature show the recent tendencies in Asian art
exhibitions in Korea: while special exhibitions on certain cultural regions have concentrated on
introducing each of the diverse cultures that have coexisted in Asia, some have taken a holistic
approach, focusing on cultural interactions in Asia and the link between the East and West.

Such proliferation of exhibitions focusing on the cultural interactions between the East
and West can be seen as one of the recent efforts to overcome the side effects of studies or

exhibitions based on a narrow understanding of Korean culture.

4. Conclusion

In 1990s, Korea established full-scale diplomatic relations with countries in communist
bloc such as Russia and China, and at this point, specific cultural exchanges such as related
exhibition of cultural property began to revitalize. It is true that within past 20 years these
efforts left remarkable results. And around this point, collections on a specific topic or regional
culture of Asia seem to begin in earnest before and after this point.

In addition, in this period, our national power has risen rapidly which brought a time

when we introduced collections from foreign, distinguished museums. And through this
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process, not only the objects from Asian museums, but also cultural properties taken out by the
Western powers around the beginning of the 20th century were recognized.

Part of such tendency is due to criticism on the Chinese-oriented academic imbalance in
the domestic oriental studies, as well as Asian art history. Scholars of academy and museums
have now begun to expand their interest to the historically and geographically diverse world of
Asian cultures, which is also in following the wishes of general civilians. This has resulted in
many Asian art-exhibitions, held under various topics, helping to shed light on the colorful
world of Asian cultures, people, and religion.

Moreover, these special exhibitions of Asian art, held in cooperation with various Asian
countries, have naturally contributed in increasing the number of international exhibitions of
our own cultural heritage. This has opened new doors for cultural exchange and some attempts
at bilateral exhibitions based on a full-scale exchange. One collateral benefit was that, through
exchange of personnel and academic data among professionals, we have also been successful in
creating people's network with the other Asian countries.

Recently, curators from not only the best museums in Asia but also from those in South
America and East European countries are actively approaching us with proposals for bilateral
exhibitions. Some of the representative museums in the west are planning large-scale
exhibitions of Korean art and some are asking for our assistance in renovating their existing
Korean collection for a more effective exhibition.

However, with all the short-term success we have enjoyed so far, there are still many
problems left to be solved, including bettering collection quality and incorporating more
diversity in special exhibitions. It is true that Koreans are holding a prejudice against Islams in
all fields, including education and mass communication. In fact, few attempts are made today
in order to systematically understand the Islamic cultures.

Therefore, in order to establish a systematic understanding of the local cultures, including
those of west, South Asia and the northern nomadic tribes, we need to be more active in
promoting cultural exchange with these regions through exhibition events. In addition, we need
to nurture more specialists on these regions and actively build research archives based on joint
investigations. More emphasis should be laid in holding special exhibitions which reflect
research results based on such fundamental studies.

We, in our present situation, are bound by cultural prejudices and our Asian art collection
may provide a solution to overcome our narrow views on culture. However, our collection is

still too heavily focused on a few local areas. Another problem is that the level of quality of our
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collection is far from being balanced.

Studying and appreciating Asian arts offers not only a key to understanding the various
forms of life and culture of these people but also an important chance to grossly re-estimate our
own culture.

Recently it is becoming increasingly difficult to approach foreign cultural artifacts.
Therefore it is especially important that we build a system which can systematically collect
cultural artifacts from all Asian cultures, introduce these relics to the public, and raise
professional researchers specializing in these particular regions.

If we maintained our present reckless course, collecting relics and promoting exchange
with a short-sighted and careless manner, conducting shallow research, and neglecting the
importance of raising experts, we have little hope in gaining a solid result from our exhibitions
and cultural exchange with the Asian countries. It would be even more difficult to build any

reliable museums specializing in Asian culture, such as museum of Asian anthropology.
Key words: Asian art, National Museum of Korea, Central Asian collection, modern Japanese art,

Sinan Shipwreck collection, Kaneko Kazushige collection, Tibetan collection,

exhibition catalogue
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